
Controversy about the C-14 testing.docx  1 

 

CONTROVERSY ABOUT THE CARBON-14 DATING  
 
Objective scientists had cautioned against C14 testing on the Shroud.  Radiocarbon dating expert Robert 
Stuckenrath said “the date of a sample whose provenance is in doubt is worse than useless; it is 
misleading.”   
 
(In other words, testing an object like the Shroud could hardly be done with confidence since nobody 
knows for sure where it was throughout the entirety of its history, much less the conditions under which it 
was preserved or the substances that came in contact with it.)   
 
Archaeologist William Meacham said “no radiocarbon scientist can state with certainty that he has 
removed all the contamination or that a series of dates produced for a specimen are beyond any doubt its 
effective calendar age.” 
 
But when the decision to test was made, a group of about a dozen -- including seven radiocarbon-dating 
specialists, three members of Dr. Jackson’s scientific team, and a papal representative -- proposed a 
protocol that would improve the odds for accuracy.  They recommended taking seven samples from 
seven sites (none of which had been burned) and sending them to seven labs, some using the older 
proportional counter method and others using the newer accelerator mass spectrometry (AMS) method.   
 
Unfortunately, the Turin cardinal’s scientific advisor and his assistant (neither with any particular 
knowledge of the Shroud) decided to ‘simplify’ the protocol.  (C14 expert Garman Harbottle wrote the 
pope, declaring that the cardinal’s advisors were making a grave mistake.  He said “We are opening the 
door, perhaps, to an enormous controversy, to endless disputes and recriminations...”) 
 
The researchers in the labs should, at the very least, have taken representative samples, done blind 
studies, worked independently, and submitted their work for peer review.  Instead: 

1.The samples were all taken from only one site on the Shroud. 
2.The samples came from the most contaminated area, which was also near a water stain. 
3.The samples bore a different pattern, indicating a re-weaving…probably in the Middle Ages.    
4.The samples were sent to only three labs, each using the same AMS method 
5.The researchers were able to access the control-sample dates 
6.The researchers conferred with those at the other labs during the testing process 
7.The researchers avoided reputable, peer-reviewed scientific journals  

 
The results of the obviously-flawed testing delighted headline-writers around the world, who said the 
dating between 1260 and 1390 A.D. proved without a doubt that the Shroud was a medieval forgery. 
 
But many scientists dispute the accuracy of the dating, especially in light of other studies.  For example:  
 
1.Scientists have done C14 testing on mummies wrapped in linen.  According to the carbon dating, the 
mummies were 300-600 years older than the linens in which they were buried. 
 
2.Russian scientists took a linen like the Shroud and carbon-dated it before and after exposing it to fire.  
The dating before the fire showed the linen to be 2000 years old.  The dating after the fire showed it to be 
700-1300 years younger than that.  (This test is pertinent, since the Shroud has been in three recorded 
fires.  The one in 1532 was so hot that the silver urn in which it was stored melted into the Shroud.) 
 
3.University of Texas scientists found that the micro-organisms (bacteria and fungi) on the Shroud.  
affected the C14 dating by at least 300 years.     
 
4.Alan Alder sent a single thread that had earlier been taken from the Shroud to the University of 
California to be carbon-dated there.  One end of the thread dated to 200 AD…the other to 1000 AD! 
 


