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Heart in the Park in Tonkawa, Oklahoma, USA is a seven-circuit dual path paver 
labyrinth built in 2007 to celebrate the stateõs centennial. Jeff Saward worked with 

stone sculptor Marty Kermeen to translate the concept of local artist Audrey Schmitz 
into the finished design. For more details visit www.cityoftonkawa.com 
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Editorial - Caerdroia 37 
 

Jeff Saward, Thundersley, March 2008 

 

Welcome to the 37th edition of Caerdroia, considerably delayed by a family emergency in 
early December last year, now thankfully resolved. This edition contains an article, 
illustrated with items from the Labyrinthos Archive, looking at early mirror and wooden 
panel mazes, two varieties of mazes popular in modern times. But where did these forms 
spring from, and when? We also have a paper on the first occurrences of the word 
òlabyrinthó and the problems deciding what it meant at that time, and a study of the 
symbolism of the labyrinths placed in the medieval cathedrals of France. Several items in 
our regular series of mathematical analyses of labyrinth designs and the usual labyrinthine 
snippets and curios in our Notes & Queries section complete this edition, packed as always 
with information from our readers and contributors from around the world. 

Despite the delays with this edition, Caerdroia 38 is still on schedule for publication in 
November 2008, and at this stage is scheduled to contain items concerning the occurrence 
of labyrinths in the American Southwest and news of the exciting discovery of a number of 
labyrinths in churches in North-eastern Spain, so far overlooked and undocumented in the 
labyrinth literature. However, there is still space for further material, so if you have an article 
you wish to submit for inclusion in the next edition, send it to me as soon as possibleé 

 Jeff Saward - E-mail: jeff@labyrinthos.net - Website: www.labyrinthos.net 

 

Linear B inscribed clay tablet from Pylos, Greece, with a labyrinth on its reverse. Dating to 
c.1200 BCE, it is the only known occurrence of the labyrinth symbol in the Minoan and 

Mycenaean world where the word òlabyrinthó is first recorded - see page 31 
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The Origins of Mirror 
& Wooden Panel Mazes 
 

Jeff Saward 

 
During the current revival of popularity of mazes, which has taken place since the 1970õs, 
two important categories of mazes, namely those constructed from mirrors and wooden 
fence panels, have figured prominently. Numerous examples, of both types, have been 
constructed at premier tourist attractions worldwide and have proved particularly popular 
with visitors. However, despite their apparent novelty, both of these maze forms have their 
commercial origins during a previous episode of enthusiasm for mazes, in this case during 
the late 19th century. 

Mi rror Mazes 

The potential for large full-length mirrors to produce multiple reflections and trick the 
perception of those in front of them has been appreciated since they first became available 
during the 17th century. Indeed, even before this period, Leonardo da Vinci sketched an 
octagonal chamber of mirrors in which a visitor could see all sides of their body, infinitely 
reflected, even thought the technology for creating such mirrors did not exist in Leonardoõs 

time.1 The famous òGalerie des Glacesó ð the Hall of Mirrors ð created by Louis XIV at the 
Palace of Versailles, France, in 1678, was not a maze as such, although a òHouse of 
Mirrorsó supposedly constructed in 1651 by Peter Stuyvesant in the newly founded town of 
New Amsterdam (New York, USA) was probably the first built as an attraction, with an 

admission fee of one Dutch Guilder.2 

While such òHall of Mirrors,ó often creating grotesque reflections of the visitor, have long 
been a familiar fairground attraction, it would seem that the first formal attempt to create a 
specific arrangement of mirrors designed to form a maze in the strict sense, can be 
attributed to Gustav Casten of Berlin, Germany. He was first granted a patent for a mirror-
maze in France in September 1888. This patent, subsequently also granted in Belgium in the 
same year, in England in 1889 and in the USA in 1895, contains both a description of the 

material construction and also plans of the resulting maze.3 

In the words of Castenõs patent, òéThe primary object of my invention is to provide such 
an arrangement of mirrors in a room or inclosure as shall cause them, by their reflection of 
objects suitably located with relation to the mirrors, to present to the vision of a person in 
the apartment the illusion of a labyrinthian device composed of seemingly endless passages, 
which appear to him to be freely traversable until he is stopped in his course by an 
obstructing mirror, from which long passages seem to extend to the right and to the left.ó  

                                                           
1  Kern, Hermann. Through the Labyrinth. New York & London, Prestel, 2000, p.187. 
2  Pendergrast, Mark. Mirror Mirror: A History of the Human Love Affair with Reflection. New York,: 

Basic Books, 2003. 
3  Patented in France, September 8, 1888, No.192868; in Belgium, September 12, 1888, 

No.83240; in England, Ocotober 21, 1889, No.16593 and in the USA, September 3, 1895, 
(filed January 6, 1891) No. 545678. 
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Plan of Castenõs mirror maze given in the 1895 

USA patent 

 

The specifications that follow describe 
how mirrors are to be placed at precise 
60-degree angles (or multiples thereof) 
around one or more sides of equilateral 
triangles that form various rhombic and 
hexagonal arrangements, to produce 
different reflective effects. Of particular 
interest are his suggestions that one 
section of the maze is to be decorated 
with pillars (marked ôrõ on his plan of the 
design) to produce an effect òin 
imitation of the Lion Court of the 
Alhambraó (area L on the plan), and in 
another section (area P) the placing of 
palms and exotic plants around pillars (r) 
at the corners of the compartment, 
combined with a painted representation 
of the entrance to a Moorish temple 
placed on the back wall (H), will through 
multiple reflection give the impression of a mosque surrounded by a tropical garden. These 
features are found in some of the earliest photographs of mirror mazes, leading one to 
suppose that Castenõs patented design was indeed employed in their construction. He also 
gave plans for an ingenious kaleidoscopic chamber appended to his maze (area K), on a 
raised level, with entrance and exit via spiral staircases (w). A small group of people entering 
this section would appear to the visitors to be òan immense crowd.ó 

It has long been assumed that the first mirror maze to be constructed was the example 
created in Prague, Czech Republic, in a pavilion in the grounds of the Jubilee Exhibition 
held in 1891. The maze was subsequently moved to Petrin Hill in Prague, where it survives 
to this day housed in a curious wooden building, said to imitate part of the fortress at 
VyĢehrad, alongside the Petrin Tower, a small-scale version of the Eiffel Tower in Paris. 
The maze itself is of a 
very simple design, quite 
unlike the floor plan 
specified in Castenõs 
patent, with only basic 
ornamentation around 
the mirror frames. The 
Petrin mirror maze has 
recently been extensively 
restored and is without 
doubt the oldest 
surviving mirror maze.  

 

 

Pillars and mirrors of the 
Petrin mirror maze, 

Prague, Czech Republic 
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However, a photograph exists of a mirror maze 
labelled òThe Labyrinth of Pillarsó at the Palace of 
the Sultan in Constantinople (modern-day 

Istanbul, Turkey), that is dated 1889.4 Two years 
earlier than the example in Prague, and only a year 
after the patent was granted, this was surely 
modelled on Castenõs design, and indeed may be 
the first example actually built. The photograph, 
originally published on a stereo viewer card, is 
sufficiently detailed to show the mirrors with 
pillars placed at their intersections and ornate 
decoration, reflected many times to produce the 
illusions that Casten describes in his patent. Where 
exactly this mirror maze was installed, and how 
long it stood for, is currently unclear. 

What is certain is that the idea soon spread. 
Another mirror maze, with almost identical pillars 
and ornament to the Constantinople example, 
appears in a photo, dated 1893, of the interior of 
òThe Wonderful Maze,ó this time constructed on 

Wabash Avenue in Chicago, USA,5 undoubtedly 
to coincide with the World Fair held in Chicago 
during that year. A òMystic Moorish Mazeó at the 
California Midwinter International Exposition 
opened in Golden Gate Park, San Francisco, on 
January 24th 1894, and a mirror maze and òHouse 
of Horroró opened in 1895 at Fort Edmonton 
Park in Alberta, Canada, may also have been of 
similar design. In 1896, a further impressive 
example constructed from 90 full-length mirrors 
was created for the Swiss National Exhibition in 
Geneva. Subsequently moved and re-installed in 
1899 at the Gletschergarten (Glacier Garden) in 
Lucerne, Switzerland, it survives to this day in 
excellent condition. Described in a 1903 brochure 

as the òOriental Labyrinth,ó6 built in òMoorish 
style after the model of the Alhambra Palace at 
Granada,ó it once again bears the distinctive 
design elements of Castenõs design, including the 
kaleidoscopic chamber described in his patent.  

 

Early mirror mazes: top - Constantinople, 1889; 
middle - Chicago, 1893; bottom - Lucerne, 1899 

                                                           
4  On a stereo viewer card, photograph by George Barker, 1889, in the Labyrinthos Archive.  
5  On a stereo viewer card, photograph by George Barker, 1893, in the Labyrinthos Archive. 
6  òOrient-Labyrinth beim Gletschergartenó brochure, in the Labyrinthos Archive. 


