
 

: XLV : 

CAERDROIA 45 



 

1 

 
The Journal of Mazes & Labyrinths 

45
th
 Edition  

 

 

The mirror maze at the Gletschergarten, Lucerne, Switzerland. Originally constructed for the 

1896 Swiss National Exhibition in Geneva, the maze was subsequently moved to the Metropol 

in Zurich and then reassembled in 1899 at the Gletschergarten, where it remains to this day. 

Photo: Jeff Saward, November 2015 
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Editorial - Caerdroia 45 
 

Jeff Saward, Thundersley, March 2016 

 

Welcome to the 45
th
 edition of Caerdroia. This edition is effectively ôbook-endedõ with items 

on two church labyrinths, one an old favourite, the other a ônewõ discovery, from the late 19
th
 

and early 20
th
 centuries ð a period that spawned a number of labyrinths in connection with 

building projects, both sacred and secular, at the time. These labyrinths of the so-called 

òGothic Revivaló remain poorly documented and surprisingly little known. In recent years 

I have been travelling extensively to complete my study of them, and in a forthcoming 

edition of Caerdroia I will present a catalogue of the Gothic Revival labyrinths, and provide 

them with the recognition they deserve. 

Our next edition, Caerdroia 46, is scheduled for publication in spring 2017. As always, if you 

have a paper or shorter article you wish to submit for inclusion in the next edition, send it 

to me as soon as possible, along with the usual labyrinthine snippets and curios that help fill 

the pages... 

Jeff Saward, e-mail: jeff@labyrinthos.net ð website: www.labyrinthos.net 

 

The òHouse of Theseusó Roman mosaic, Paphos, Cyprus. Photo: Jeff Saward, March 2015 

mailto:jeff@labyrinthos.net
http://www.labyrinthos.net/
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The Itchen Stoke Labyrinth 
 

Jeff Saward 

 

The delightful little church of St. Maryõs in the Hampshire village of Itchen Stoke, between 

Winchester and Alresford in southern England, is now redundant and maintained by the 

Churches Conservation Trust. A grade II listed building, it contains one of the more 

interesting labyrinths constructed during the latter half of the 19
th
 century, at the height of 

the Gothic Revival period. 

The current church stands on the site of an earlier 

building that was built in 1830-31 to replace a 

dilapidated medieval church nearby. When 

Charles Ranken Conybeare became the vicar of 

the parish in 1857 he complained that the church 

was cold and damp, and obtained consent for the 

demolition of the building and the construction of 

another new church. Built in 1866-67 (this year 

therefore marks the 150
th
 anniversary of its 

founding) the church was designed by his brother, 

the architect Henry Conybeare, designer of the 

church of St. John the Baptist and various other 

municipal works in Bombay (now Mumbai), 

India, before he returned to work in London in 

the late 1850õs.  

St. Maryõs, Itchen Stoke. Photo: Jeff Saward 

Conybeareõs design for St. Maryõs at Itchen Stoke was clearly inspired by the Sainte Chapelle 

in Paris, itself restored back to its former medieval glory in 1855, following the serious 

damage it sustained during the French Revolution. It has also been suggested that the 

chapel at Exeter College, Oxford, built 1856-59 to a design by George Gilbert Scott (who 

would subsequently install the labyrinth in Ely Cathedral) was also influential, and C.R. 

Conybeare was the vicar at nearby Pyrton until he came to Itchen Stoke. An article 

describing the new church at Itchen Stoke was published in The Builder in February 1868, 

shortly after the church was consecrated, and mentions various European cathedrals as the 

inspiration for particular details within its walls. The interior is notable for its long, tall nave 

and rose window above the west entrance, and of particular interest to us here, for its 

chancel with elegant windows and circular floor at the east end. Covered with glazed tiles, 

the floor is laid in the form of a labyrinth, although it is usually difficult to appreciate the 

full design, due to the wooden altar that stands at its centre. Another very similar note 

published in the Building News, again in 1868, refers to the pavement as òa modified 

reproduction, in glazed green and chocolate tiles, of one of the concentric labyrinths (called 

heavenly Jerusalems) that so frequently occur in the pavement of early French cathedrals.ó 
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Recent restoration and cleaning work at the church necessitated the temporary removal of 

the altar, thus allowing a rare opportunity to photograph the labyrinth in its entirety and to 

study the details usually hidden from view. A little over 16½ feet, 5.1 metres, in diameter, in 

total around 1610 tiles were utilised in the construction of the labyrinth, and while a few 

now have cracks and other superficial damage, the tiling has survived 150 years in 

surprisingly good condition, undoubtedly because it receives little foot traffic. Close 

examination reveals that while some of the tiles employed in its construction were surely 

designed specifically for this project, especially those used in the central roundel and the 

outer halo, the intricate design has been executed with a surprisingly limited number of basic 

pieces ð most of the tiles are simple 6 x 3 inch units, in either brown or green ð but the 

careful layout and attention to detail prove this to be the work of a skilled tiler. 

 

The tiled labyrinth. Photo: Jeff Saward 

The design of the Itchen Stoke labyrinth, while by no means a slavish copy, is based directly 

on the famous labyrinth in Chartres Cathedral, complete with a rosette at its centre and an 

outer perimeter that imitates the escalloped border of ôcuspsõ or ôcogsõ around the original 

labyrinth at Chartres. There are 79 of these cogs surrounding the labyrinth at Itchen Stoke 

ð an unusual number that was probably the result of the requirement for creating a tile of 

convenient size, which could then be laid evenly around the perimeter without the need for 

cutting. Likewise the unusual treatment of the central rosette, with eight, rather than six-

fold division, also allowed the otherwise complex central panel of 25 tiles to be created with 

just four different tile designs, two of which are merely the mirror image of each other. 
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Plan of the Itchen Stoke labyrinth. Artwork: Jeff Saward 

The precise source of the designs employed for these 19
th
 century ôreplicasõ of the medieval 

cathedral labyrinths, at Itchen Stoke and elsewhere, can sometimes be determined by 

reference to the various published plans of labyrinths available at the time. Several of the 

19
th
 century paved copies of the St. Omer labyrinth contain specific errors that can be traced 

back to an incorrect engraving published in several popular books. In the case of the 

Chartres labyrinth, all of the plans published during the 19
th
 century are notoriously 

unreliable concerning correct details of the outer perimeter and the central rosette. Walletõs 

diagram (first published in 1834) depicts 57 cogs around the outer perimeter, De Caumont 

(1850) gives 59 and Gailhabaud (1858) ups the count to 60. Amé (1859) provides 102 on his 

illustration, and is the only one to come anywhere near close to the 113 that decorate the 

original at Chartres.  
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Various published 

renditions of the Chartres 

Cathedral labyrinth design 

 

top left: Wallet (1834) 

top right: De Caumont 

(1850) 

 

 

 

lower left: Gailhabaud 

(1858) 

lower right: Amé (1859) 

 

 

 

Walletõs diagram was subsequently 

reproduced in Trollopeõs influential 

Notices of Ancient and Medieval 

Labyrinths paper (published in 

various journals from 1858 onwards) 

that brought many of these labyrinths 

to the attention of an English 

readership. This may well have been 

the source of the labyrinth of very 

similar design (with 57 cogs) inlaid in 

marquetry on the wooden cabinet 

created by John Pollard Seddon and 

shown at the London International 

Exhibition in 1862. 

 

Inlaid labyrinth (one of two) on a 

wooden cabinet created by J.P. Seddon, 

c.1860-61, and now displayed in the 

Victoria & Albert Museum in London 

Photo: Jeff Saward, 

courtesy of the V&A 
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The chancel of St. Maryõs Church, 

Itchen Stoke, Hampshire 

Photo: Jeff Saward 

 

However, no such direct model 

would seem to exist for the unique 

79-cog tiled labyrinth at Itchen 

Stoke; its precise form was surely the 

work of its architect, George 

Conybeare, who created his own 

òmodified reproductionó of the 

Chartres design. With its strikin g 

geometric design and colourful tiles, 

set in front of the stained glass that 

fills the chancel with both light and 

colour, the little labyrinth at St. 

Maryõs is without doubt one of the 

jewels to be found amongst the 

Gothic Revival labyrinths of late 19
th
 

and early 20
th
 centuries. 

Jeff Saward, Thundersley, England; 

March 2016 
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The Labyrinth of St. Petronio 
in Bologna, Italy 
 

Giancarlo Pavat 

 

The Italian sundial enthusiast and manufacturer Giovanni Paltrinieri recently informed me 

of an interesting small labyrinth in the pavement of the famous basilica of St. Petronio in 

Bologna, Italy. The basilica, dedicated to St. Petronio (the Bishop of Bologna in the 5
th
 

century CE), is the principal church of Bologna, although contrary to popular opinion, it is 

not its cathedral ð that honour goes to the baroque St. Peterõs. 

St. Petronio overlooks the great Piazza Maggiore square at the heart of Bologna, and 

standing 132 meters long and 60 wide, with a ceiling height of 44.3 meters and a façade 51 

metres high, is the sixth largest church in Europe. The construction of the church started on 

June 7, 1390, with the laying of the foundation stone during a solemn religious ritual. It was 

the last great Gothic church built in Italy. In 1530, the basilica was the site of the historic 

crowning of Emperor Carlo V of Absburg by Pope Clemente VII, the last time a Holy 

Roman Emperor was crowned by a Pope. St. Petronio is also famous for its ôunfinishedõ 

façade, 60 meters wide and 51 meters high, it is characterized by division into two well-

marked horizontal bands. The lower half is clad with polished marble, while the upper half 

still reveals the original exposed brickwork. 

Inside, the basilica is richly decorated and adorned with artistic masterpieces. Inlaid in the 

paving of the left aisle of the nave is the Meridiana Cassini. Created by the Italian 

astronomer Giovanni Domenico Cassini in 1655, this scientific measuring device was used 

to determine the length of the solar year with considerable accuracy. A total of twenty-two 

chapels are situated within the building, and the chapel of St. Sebastian (formerly the chapel 

of the Vaselli family) is renowned for its works by Lorenzo Costa Ferrara and Francesco 

Raibolini depicting the Apostles and the Annunciation, surrounding the central altarpiece 

of the martyrdom of Saint Sebastian. 

The floor of this chapel is most remarkable; it was created in 1487, as evidenced by the date 

that appears on one of the thousands of hexagonal polychrome tiles that form the pavement. 

The tin-glazed faience tiles are true 

works of art, produced in the great 

artistic tradition of Faenza majolica. An 

inscription on another - Petrus Andrea 

de Favencia, ucellarius et seu pictor 

faventinus - indicates the author of this 

work, Pietro d'Andrea from Faenza, 

also known as Pietro Andrea Sellini. 

Part of the floor of the St. Sebastian 

(Vaselli) Chapel, St. Petronio, Bologna. 

Photo: Giovanni Paltrinieri 
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The floor tiles feature a mix of iconographic symbols popularised by the Faenza ceramic 

industry. It is possible to recognise geometric patterns, rosettes, spirals and hexagrams, 

broken hearts and shaking hands, birds, animals and mythological beasts, and various types 

of flowers and plants. Set among this medley is one tile featuring a labyrinth , which along 

with all the other tiles must date from 1487. 

At first glance, the labyrinth looks like a familiar Chartres-type, but closer examination 

reveals some differences in the arrangement of the pathway. It is unicursal with twelve 

orange walls painted on a paler buff background. At the centre is a small green circle 

containing a cross. The outer corners of the hexagonal tile and the entrance leading into the 

labyrinth are painted green. 

How might we interpret the presence of this labyrinth, which due to its reduced size cannot 

have been a physical pathway? A clue may come from analysis of the decoration on some of 

the accompanying tiles that seem to be related to the subject of alchemy. This early form of 

chemistry was very fashionable in the Italian Renaissance and maybe a member of the 

Vasselli family who commissioned the chapel was a student of this matter? If so, this small 

labyrinth could be a specific reference to a spiritual path, one that Man must take to free 

himself from the bonds of brute matter, to reach the elevation of the spirit. 

Giancarlo Pavat, Rome, Italy; July 2015 

 

Labyrinth floor tile, St. Petronio basilica, Bologna, Italy. Photo: Giovanni Paltrinieri 
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Labyrinth Doorways: 
Crossing the Threshold 
 

Alain Pierre Louët & Jill K. H. Geoffrion 

 

The threshold that one crosses upon entering and leaving a labyrinth is seldom emphasized 

in contemporary labyrinth discussions. While the pathway and centre are universally 

accepted as important components of ancient and modern labyrinth designs, the doorways 

of labyrinths have recently attracted far less attention than they did historically. When 

studying ancient labyrinths of all types, 

including those found on Greek calyxes, 

as Roman mosaics, in medieval 

parchment manuscripts from both the 

East and West, and etched or carved as 

stone church labyrinths from the same 

period, it is easy to see that literal and 

symbolic doorways were respected as 

integral elements that gave meaning to 

the whole. In this article we will consider 

the symbolism of thresholds, the doors 

and doorways found within labyrinth 

designs, and ways in which labyrinths can 

be understood as symbolizing passage. 

Implications for modern labyrinth 

discussion and practice will also be 

considered.  

 

Gated labyrinth in a Persian 

manuscript, c.1350 

Photo: courtesy of the 

Berlin State Library - Prussian Cultural 

Heritage; 344, folio 167v 

 

Thresholds 

Before examining the doorways of labyrinths, let us consider the general symbolism of 

passageways, beginning with a consideration of the point of entry or exit. Thresholds mark 

the change from one place or one state to another and therefore represent both possibility 

and danger. It is not surprising that respect of boundaries is universal. As Ullyatt notes in 

òGestures of approachó: aspects of liminality and labyrinths, òA threshold constitutes a 

boundary line or marginal areaé from which a movement inward or outward may be 

inferred, even if not necessarily pursued.éó
1
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The metaphysical concept of a line that separates one thing from another was anchored in 

traditional thinking, but seems alarmingly absent in the modern era. A threshold was often 

manifested very concretely by an actual board or stone that differed from those that 

surrounded it. The materialization of thresholds is inherent to the vocabularly that has been 

used to describe them. For example, òSchwelle,ó the German word for this place of passage 

most likely comes from an indo-european root, sel,
2
 or from the description of an unusual 

block of stone whose color or hardness is remarkable. 

Since the crossing of a threshold implies change, even conversion, Rudolf Otto has written 

about how the relationship of the religious impulse within humanity manifests in 

perceptions of entering into the presence of the sacred. Perceiving the Mystery (mysterium), 

involves fear; it is terrifying (tremendum) and fascinating (fascinans) at the same time.
3
 A 

respect for sacred thresholds and their potential for metamorphisis can be found throughout 

history and around the globe. For example, in Japan the threshold of a torii, a traditional 

gate that marks an immaterial line at the entrance to a Shinto shrine, is crossed with 

intentional reverence for the passage from the profane to the sacred. Mircea Eliade writes 

about the importance of boundaries around sacred places noting that among other things 

they, òserve the purpose of preserving profane man from the danger to which he would 

expose himself by entering without due care. The sacred is always dangerous to anyone who 

comes into contact with it unprepared, without having gone through ôthe gestures of 

approachõ that every religious act demands.ó
4
 Hein Viljoen and Chris Van der Merwel, 

contemporary South African authors, echo the wisdom of the ages, òBy virtue of their very 

intermediacy, [thresholds] may possess ôstrong transformative powers.õó
5
 

Access and Transitional Space 

There is a long history of marking both physical and temporal thresholds. For example, 

images of two-headed Janus,
6
 the Roman God of thresholds, beginnings, and transitions 

were often placed by doorways and gates.
7
 Later, images of Janus were used in medieval 

Christian buildings signaling the passage of the seasons and the months of the calendar. 

They were often placed near doorways.
8
 Many medieval rituals took place at the doorways 

of churches including those held on Palm Sunday,
9
 Easter,

10
 at church dedications, during 

public penitence, marriage celebrations, baptisms, and funerals. Respect for entryways as 

holding the possibility of transformation has continued. During this Year of Mercy,
11

 Pope 

Francis explained the Doorway of Mercy with its symbolism of passage including the choice 

to enter and the necessity of leaving something behind. 

A holy door or porta sancta has been used since the fifteenth century as a ritual 

expression of conversion. Pilgrims and penitents pass through it as a gesture of 

leaving the past behind and crossing the threshold from sin to grace, from slavery to 

freedom, and from darkness to light.
12

 

Doorways remind us that not all space is òhomogenous.ó
13

 The importance of entryways has 

meaning far beyond simply allowing access. For example, the tympana above European 

Romanesque church doorways showed the resumé of all the church represented,
14

 and were 

lined up directly with the the center of the sanctuary. The doorway represented the Church, 

which in turn represented the Transcendent.
15
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Doors 

While thresholds mark specific places of change, and entryways facilitate movement across 

a zone of change, doors make it possible or impossible to enter or leave a place. A door is 

always in relationship with what surrounds it, providing passage through a barrier, or, if it 

can not be opened, making movement through the obstacle impossible. An open door may 

imply welcome, an invitation to investigate, the possibility of discovery, or opportunity. A 

closed door, especially if it has a lock, may symbolize protection, imprisonment, exclusion, 

or secrecy. A partially opened door may evoke risk, danger, freedom, or adventure. As one 

opens or shuts a door awareness is brought to the change that is being experienced as one 

moves from one domain to another.
16

 In earlier times, ungoverned by the modern value of 

speed, attention to transitions was normative, happening with greater intention and respect. 

Rites of Passage and Modern Anxiety 

Respect for thresholds of all types allowed our predecessors to focus their anxiety during 

potentially dangerous moments of passage, and to be able to regroup afterwards. In the 

modern societies where is its normative to rush through everything, including key moments 

of passage, constant anxiety has become epidemic.
17

 There is a growing recognition for the 

need to slow down and acknowledge the small and large passages that mark our existence. 

New rites of passage have begun to spring up, helping people to cope with life transitions 

including thresholds of birth, puberty, marriage, and death. Finding greater meaning and 

peace is the main subject of many contemporary works that describe and discuss these 

rituals.
18

 For those interested in using the universal symbol of the labyrinth to address these 

needs, consideration of historic examples of labyrinth doors and doorways can help. 

Labyrinths and Doorways 

Labyrinth designs have the three essential elements, an entrance/exit that allows passage 

from the outside and inside, the pathway (and its corresponding dividers) that allow 

movement, and the centre. Our interest here is the specific area of transition found at the 

edge of all labyrinths, what the French call the porte, which includes literal and symbolic 

meanings. In English it is necessary to speak of this area as including one or more of these 

elements: threshold, doorway, and door. 

No actual door allowing access or inhibiting exit is mentioned in the Greek labyrinth myth. 

Nonetheless, the doorway was essential for entrance and escape. In order to leave the 

labyrinth, Theseus needed Ariadneõs thread to lead him back to the threshold from which 

he could leave the prison. On two Greek drinking bowls from the first half of the 5
th
 century 

BCE Theseus is shown dragging the Minotaur out of a doorway that represents the 

labyrinth.
19

 A similar image was found in the third century polychrome Roman mosaic in 

Tripoli, Libya.
20

 We are reminded here of Burckhardtõs idea of the door symbolizing all that 

is within. 

The idea that the opening in a labyrinth serves as both an entrance and an exit is inherent 

in the symbol itself. When viewed as a two-dimensional design, there is only one way in and 

one way out. To respect the symbol, one must cross the threshold in, follow the pathway that 

leads inevitably to a centre, leave that centre moving in the opposite direction on the 

pathway until the threshold is crossed out of the pattern. If one imagines a labyrinth in three 

dimensions, it would also be possible to leave the labyrinth from the centre by rising, perhaps 
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as Daedalus left Crete with wings, or by descending, as Craig Wright has suggested medieval 

theologians understood that Christ did symbolically from the centre of the labyrinth when 

he went to rescue the dead.
21

 The medieval understanding of the dual nature of the opening 

in the labyrinth is illustrated in a comment found alongside an eleventh century manuscript 

labyrinth from Abingdon, England: 

òIf mental control still exercises its law in me, and if, perchance, my right hand does 

not err excessively, as the facts bear witness wisdom has structured this city, which a 

sevenfold circle surrounds, and one and the same exit and entrance opens it with 

open approaches and closing, closes it again.ó
22

 

 

 

 

Labyrinth manuscript, 

Abingdon, England, c.1040 

Photo: courtesy Cambridge 

University Library; Kk. 3.21 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Labyrinths with Doors 

Most entryways and doors found in Roman mosaic labyrinths and parchment manuscript 

labyrinths are rounded, a shape that embodies movement. While every labyrinth has a portal 

that allows passage, some labyrinths have actual doors that are meant to protect, imprison, 

or in some cases, do both. 

Only one Roman mosaic labyrinth with actual doors remains. Placed in a tomb in 

Hadrumetum (Sousse), Tunisia sometime between 200-250 CE,
23

 its double doors are closed 

securely and explained by words on either side, hic inclusus vitam perdit, òThe one who is 

locked in here will lose his life.ó A polychrome image of the Minotaur in the centre 

completes the viewerõs understanding. 
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There are at least ten medieval examples of labyrinths with doors in written works from the 

9
th
 to the 15

th
 centuries.

24
 The earliest example from the 9

th
 century is illustrated below.

25
 A 

prominent feature of this multicolour  seven circuit labyrinth is found in its upper left hand 

corner. A huge head of a dog menacingly watches over a single rounded doorway with a 

door propped open inside allowing access into the labyrinth. A long bolt that can be closed 

from the outside of the labyrinth is easily seen. In the centre of the labyrinth is the Minotaur 

eating a human figure. This manuscript labyrinth introduces many relevant details that are 

helpful to observe when considering actual doors in other parchment labyrinth examples. 

These include the placement of the door on the page, whether one or two doors are found, 

the presence or absence of a 

lock, and the nature of the 

centre and its relationship to 

the entrance. Clearly the 

doors in these labyrinths can 

be used to help the viewer 

understand what the labyrinth 

illustrates. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

9th century labyrinth 

manuscript 

Photo: courtesy 

Bibliothèque ͗Nationale 

de France, Paris; 

BNF Latin 4416, folio 35 

 

Doors to Labyrinths in Arabic and Persian Manuscripts 

The three most colourful  and by far the largest labyrinth doors are found in Arab 

manuscripts from Persia.
26

 Mario Casari describes and discusses these Islamic labyrinths 

found in copies of Mojmal Al-Tawàriẉ Waõl-Qeảaả,27
 an anonymous 12

th
 century chronicle 

òin the Persian tradition of literary historiography.ó
28

 Although their colours vary, the form 

of the labyrinth and the doorways clearly follow a conventional model. The nine-circuit 

labyrinths all appear as an illustration of Rome,
29

 although it is not entirely clear if the 

labyrinths were a map of the city itself, or a prison located in the city.
30

 These labyrinths 

drawn between 1350 and 1475 all have doorways in the upper right hand corner. Their 

height, which is equal to approximately half the diameter of the labyrinth, is an indication 

of their importance. While each doorway is unique, they are all situated within towers. 
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The Heidelberg example has a rounded 

doorway with two doors that are slightly 

ajar,
31

 as does the labyrinth in the Berlin 

example.
32

 While found within a tower 

topped with an Islamic design, the top of 

the doorway in the labyrinth from the 

Paris example is angular and it has no 

doors,
33

 although the literary context and 

visual tradition would call for them, for 

these doorways represent the gates to a 

well-constructed city that is nearly 

impossible for a foreigner to understand 

or escape.
34

 

Doorway of the Heidelberg Persian 

manuscript labyrinth, c1475 

Photo: courtesy Heidelberg University 

Library; Heidelberg MS Persian Cod. Heid. 

Orient. 118, folio 197.
35

 

 

Jericho Labyrinth Doors 

The presence of actual doors at the entryway to a city can be also found among the so-called 

Jericho labyrinths. There are two examples of this type of labyrinth whose city doors allow 

or inhibit access to Jericho, one from a 

12
th
 century Christian lectionary from 

Amiens
36

 and one from the famous 14
th
 

century Jewish Farhi Bible.
37

 Both these 

labyrinths have double doors
38

 that are 

found near the bottom of the page, 

although in the Amiens example the 

doors are open and located outside the 

labyrinth, while in the Fahri example they 

are part of an external wall, flanked on 

both sides by towers and firmly closed. 

The centre of the Amiens labyrinth has 

the word Jericho written across it, while 

the centre of the Farhi labyrinth is a visual 

depiction of the city with the word Jericho 

as well.
39

 Both have locking devices that 

emphasize the efficacy of the doors to 

protect the city.  

Jericho Labyrinth with lockable doors 

Photo: Alain Louët, courtesy Bibliothèque 

Municipale dõAmiens; Ms. 147, fol. 1r 
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While labyrinths where the Minotaur is found in the centre need entrances that protect 

those outside, Jericho labyrinths need doors to protect what is inside. There is no uniform 

description of the doors from the remaining manuscript labyrinths.
40

 What is clear is that 

these doors represent the need to limit as well as to permit access depending on what is both 

outside and inside.  

Passage into and out of Labyrinths 

Labyrinths must be entered or exited by an opening in the outermost wall of the design. 

Most Roman mosaic labyrinths and medieval manuscript labyrinths emphasize this place of 

crossing from outside to inside, or inside to outside, by using an added visual feature. Many 

of the extant Roman mosaic labyrinths with a rounded passageway
41

 that pierces the 

encircling wall incorporate some type of tower, emphasizing the security of the passageway. 

Some of these mosaic labyrinths with towers also have bird guardians, watching over the 

entrance/exit.
42

 There are also examples of towers allowing access to the entryway into/out 

of labyrinths in medieval documents.
43

 A passageway through houses in a wall is shown in 

another.
44

 In addition, a manuscript labyrinth from the twelfth century shows pillars marking 

the transitional area.
45

 Medieval manuscript labyrinths also use extension lines to draw 

attention to the entrance/exit. Some labyrinths have short marks just outside the threshold.
46

 

In others, one finds long lines,
47

 and a couple feature more elaborate extensions.
48

 Many 

examples of the use of extensions in labyrinths drawn during the Renaissance also exist. 

Although the visual images related to the transitional area may differ, it is clear that those 

who created labyrinths throughout history sought to draw attention to the important feature 

of the opening of the pattern.
49

 

This òdooró was also emphasized by using Ariadneõs thread as a visual connector of the 

outside and inside of labyrinths. In the original myth, Theseus could not escape from the 

labyrinth without help to find his way out. The thread given to him by Ariadne thus 

symbolizes the possibility of exit from the dangerous environment. It also represents the 

double function of the doorway as both entrance and exit. Visual references to this thread 

are found in Roman mosaic labyrinths. For example, in a 2
nd

 century mosaic labyrinth from 

Giannutri, Italy,
50

 Ariadne holds a ball of string while standing on the top of a tower from 

which she watches Theseus battle the Minotaur  in the centre.
51

 The pathway itself is 

depicted as the thread of Ariadne in another unusual 2
nd

 century Tunisian labyrinth.
52

 In the 

early 4
th
 century, a thread winding past the first two turns is found in the mosaic labyrinth 

from Al -Asnam, Algeria.
53

 The thread of Ariadne is also present in medieval manuscript 

labyrinths.
54

 Reference to it is mentioned in an inscription next to the late 12
th
 or early 13

th
 

century stone-carved labyrinth found outside the Lucca Cathedral, òHere is the labyrinth 

that Daedalus from Crete built, and which no one can exit once inside; only Theseus was 

able to do so thanks to Ariadneõs thread.ó
55

 The importance of incorporating the thread of 

Ariadne in labyrinth images seems to be even more pronounced during the Renaissance
56

 

when depictions of the thread, sometimes tied to entryway, continue a long tradition of 

emphasizing the importance of the doorway as both providing access and egress from a 

complex environment. 
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Labyrinths as Passageways 

As we continue to explore the importance of labyrinth entryways, it is relevant to consider 

not only doors and doorways incorporated in labyrinth patterns, but the ways in which the 

labyrinth symbol itself functioned as a symbol of passage.
57

 It is noteworthy that many 

labyrinths are found near doorways in different historic, religious, and cultural contexts. The 

ancient respect for the power of the threshold meant that this area was sometimes singled 

out for special protection. Roman mosaic labyrinths placed by doors illustrate this well.
58

 

Understanding labyrinths with their limited and relatively secure passageway as a sign of 

protection may have contributed to the placement near doors. Kern notes, òThe apotropaic 

function of labyrinths in doorways and cities, which can be inferred from the placement and 

share of Roman mosaic labyrinths,
59

 was important in Indian threshold drawings,
60

 and in 

an archway in Sauerland.ó
61

 

There may have been other reasons for labyrinths being placed close to doorways in 

Christian buildings. The mosaic in Al-Asnam was originally placed inside, ònear the 

northern side aisles, on the west end opposite the northern portal, such that the entrance 

opened toward the door. The attention of the devout was thus immediately drawn to the 

labyrinth upon entering the church.ó
62

 François Prévost has suggested that this location 

would also have allowed penitents, whose access to the whole church had been limited, to 

follow the labyrinthõs path while meditating on its central message (sancta ecclesia, holy 

church).
63

 

Church labyrinths such as those found at Lucca or St. Saturnin church in Aignan, France 

(possibly 12
th
 century),

64
 are placed outside the doorways to churches. Placement near the 

western portal was normative inside medieval churches.
65

 One primary function of these 

labyrinths seems to have been to draw attention to a passage from the profane to the sacred, 

either from the outside of the church to its interior, or from the west towards the east as 

worshippers drew closer to the more sacred areas of the sanctuary, including the high altar. 

òWest is where the main portal is located, where the faithful enter the house of worship, 

where the worldly meets the sacrosanct. That the devout would have entered the labyrinth 

immediately upon entering Godõs house accords nicely with the odd placement of several 

manuscript labyrinths on flyleaves and endpapers. Moreover, most manuscript labyrinths 

have their entrances facing downward, a position tantamount to ôwestõ in medieval 

cartography.ó
66

 Those drawing and designing medieval labyrinths used the symbol to aid 

viewers in understanding, respecting, and embodying important transitions.
67

 

The Jewish Jericho medieval manuscript labyrinths illustrated this idea of sacred passage.
68

 

In their tradition, they symbolized entrance into Scripture and the Holy Land. Daniel Kokin 

discusses one example, the Frascati Codex,
69

 òThe labyrinth thus represents the gateway, 

not only to the Land of Israel, and not only to the biblical text, but also to Godõs home on 

earth, the tabernacle or temple. Or to express this ascent in terms which account for both 

the focus of its aspiration and the context in which it is placed: The Jericho labyrinth 

represents the point of entry into the biblical text, understood metaphorically as the 

tabernacle or temple.ó
70

 While expressing the notion of passage in labyrinths according to 

their different historical or religious traditions, it is relevant to note how often the concept 

of a sacred passages emerges. 
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Labyrinths as Doorways to Manuscripts 

Many examples exist of manuscripts beginning or ending a labyrinth.
71

 The design thus 

serves as a visual passageway into or out of the document. Penelope Reed Doob suggests 

two possible reasons for the placement of these, òéfirst the labyrinth might hint at the 

complexities of the preceding or following text in the spirit of Marius Mercatorõs 

recommendation of marginal mazes as a sign of difficulty; and second, the labyrinth might 

function as it does in the cathedrals of Reims and Amiens, as a seal of approval for work 

craftily constructed.ó
72

 Kern linked the placement of church labyrinths and manuscript 

labyrinths on the first or last pages. òNorthern French labyrinths span the entire width of 

the nave, serving as a sort of obstacle or buffer zone. The devout were first supposed to 

internalize the labyrinth ð with all its implications ð by walking its path. Only then were they 

intended to continue to the inner sanctum. Perhaps the peculiar case that a considerable 

number of labyrinth illustrations appear on the flyleaves ð the ôentrancesõ as it were ð of 

manuscripts can be explained in a similar manner.ó
73

 Another purpose to consider involves 

the medieval monastic practices of meditation.
74

 The use of elaborate mental tools for 

memorization of important texts might be linked to these labyrinths created and seen 

primarily by monks. Clearly, more investigation is needed. 

The Stone Doorway of the Chartres Cathedral Labyrinth 

Before concluding this article with implications for contemporary labyrinth use, we will 

briefly explore one particular medieval labyrinth òdooró that is of interest to many readers 

of this journal. The passageway into the labyrinth at the Chartres Cathedral is notable. Like 

many other cathedral labyrinths from the same period, this labyrinth is found in the nave, 

not far from the western portal, and would have been encountered as worshippers made 

their way east toward those areas of the church considered more sacred. It is placed on the 

threshold of the previous cathedral.
75

 While the meaning of this is undocumented, it seems 

intentional, note-worthy, and related to the concept of entrance. 

 

Entering the Chartres Cathedral labyrinth. Photo: JKH Geoffrion 
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Labyrinth doorway guarded by soldiers in a 

Syrian manuscript, created 1775. 

Photo: courtesy of Lebanese National 

Library, Beirut; University St. Joseph MS 

fol. Syr. no. 1, fol. 1v 

 

 

 

 

The entrance stone, which narrows as the 

path is entered,
76

 indicates a type of 

welcoming that is not common to all 

labyrinth portals, as we have seen. This 

door, so unlike a later Syrian manuscript 

labyrinth where actual soldiers are placed 

at the door, invites entrance.
77

 

The shape of the first stone of the 

Chartres labyrinth is unlike any other in 

the labyrinth. We do not have records 

indicating why this particular shape was 

chosen, but the context within the 

Christian church allows for speculation 

that it might have served as a reminder of 

the cup of suffering and eternal life (Jesusõ 

sacrifice) that was an essential element of 

every mass celebrated there. The shape 

also brings to mind a baptismal font with 

its symbolism of initiation. Many other 

possibilities exist for such a symbolic 

shape. It is critical to note that the 

labyrinth builders worked to bring 

attention to this passageway, which 

narrows as one arrives and widens as one 

departs.
78

 

 

The first/last stone of the Chartres 

Cathedral Labyrinth viewed as one exits the 

pattern. Photo: JKH Geoffrion 
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Moses taking off his shoes in front of the burning bush. 

Stained glass in Chartres Cathedral. Photo: JKH Geoffrion 

Every labyrinth is contextual; the Chartres labyrinth finds 

its place and meanings within a much larger architectural, 

theological, liturgical, and artistic environment. For a 

simple example that relates to this cathedralõs labyrinth 

passageway, one need only look to the East from the first 

stone to see a stained glass image of Moses taking off his 

shoes beside the burning bush (where Christ can be seen 

blessing), a visual reference to Exodus 3:1-6 that includes 

Godõs command òRemove the sandals from your feet, for 

the place on which you are standing is holy groundéó
79

 As 

we have seen elsewhere, emphasizing the potential and 

danger of thresholds has often been applied to the 

entrances of labyrinths. 

For other reminders of the larger òdiscussionó of which the 

labyrinthõs first/last stone is a part, one can look beside the 

labyrinth to find depictions of doorways in the stained glass 

of the nave.
80

 For a more theological example, this 

specially-crafted doorway could easily call to mind Christ, 

the Alpha and Omega, the Beginning and the End, as he 

is called three times in the biblical book of Revelation and 

represented in six cathedral windows.
81

 This stone might 

also have brought to mind Jesusõs words, òI am the gateé 

whoever enters by me will be saved and will come in and 

go out and find pasture.ó
82

 We have already noted possible 

echoes of the liturgy at Chartres when we discussed the 

unusual shape of the passageway. We return to the idea 

that a doorway often is a résumé of what lies beyond it. 

The Chartres labyrinth passage stone seems illustrative. 

Implications for Contemporary Labyrinth Usage 

Our hurried, modern societies seldom incorporate the ancient importance of ritually 

honouring transitions, including the entry into what is considered sacred space. Perhaps by 

considering the long and varied relationship of the entrance to labyrinths and the passages 

it has represented modern labyrinth enthusiasts can find ways to deepen their consideration 

and practice of labyrinth use. We have demonstrated that labyrinth designs have long been 

understood as more than a pathway that leads to and from a center. The third crucial 

element of the transitional space of a labyrinth design, whether in the form of an actual 

threshold, a door, or a passageway needs to be acknowledged and valued. Recognizing and 

even emphasizing the liminal space between the inside and outside of labyrinths carries 

much potential for deepening and enhancing a userõs experience. 
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When practitioners enter the labyrinth they cross physical and temporal thresholds. Ullyatt 

explains, òAs we step onto the path, we find ourselves at the limen of past and future; we 

are in the immediate present. What, if anything, are we leaving behind or separating from? 

The adjective òsacredó is frequently attached to the labyrinthõs unicursal paths, thus 

distinguishing them yet further from their profane surroundings. These attributions also 

imply or demand appropriate ritual behaviours.ó
83

 Let us suggest a few of the many 

possibilities. 

Before entering or exiting, labyrinth practictioners might wish to pause more often, or 

perhaps longer, for reflection, allowing ample time for transition. Acknowledging that one 

is agreeing to be guided (upon crossing the threshold in) or gratefully acknowledging the 

guidance that has been received (before crossing the threshold out) could deepen the 

labyrinth experience further. Using a ritual gesture
84

 to acknowledge the passing in and out 

of a labyrinth makes sense ð literally. Greater consideration of how the doorway and center 

give meaning to one another could open new avenues of understanding and practice. Added 

attention to how the labyrinth functions as a passageway ð mentally, physically, spiritually, 

and relationally ð as well as reflecting on what kinds of barriers (closed doors), as well as 

invitations (open doors), the walker may be experiencing in their own life could also bear 

much fruit. Many labyrinth practitioners speak of the gifts of release from anxiety and peace 

that they receive while using labyrinths. Bringing more intention to the experience of 

crossing into and out of a labyrinth would likely increase these, allowing for even greater 

tranquility.  

The deep respect for passageways, including the doorways of labyrinths, is evident as one 

studies the labyrinths that were created in other eras. The need to find more ways to allow 

the meaning of transition to touch and orient our lives calls from the entryway of each and 

every labyrinth. It invites us to revisit our understanding of these labyrinths in order to 

understand and experience them more profoundly. 

Alain Pierre Louët and Jill K H Geoffrion, Chartres, France; February 2016 
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mosaic in a frigidarium in the Baths of Theseus and the Minotaur,  Belalis Maior, Tunisia 

(4
th
 century CE). See Rebecca Molholt, òRoman Labyrinth Mosaics and the Experience of 

Motion .ó The Art Bulletin 93:3 (2011), p. 288. 

 

http://www.farhi.org/bible.htm


 

30  

                                                                                                                                                                  

59  Side, Turkey (2
nd

 century CE), Kern 114, p. 85. 
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the church of St. Saturnin at Aignan, France. 

65  Kern, p. 106. Examples from Amiens, St. Quentin, and Reims in France. 

66  Kern, p. 146. 
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 century, Fig. 197; Amiens, MS 405, fol. 213r, 12

th
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 ed.). Cambridge, UK: 

Cambridge University Press, 2008. See also: Mary J. Carruthers & Jan M. Ziolkowski, The 
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(Delaporte no. 119, Deremble-Manhes no. 102). See Manhes-Deremble, Colette. Les Vitraux 

Narratifs de la Cathédrale de Chartres: Étude Iconographique. Corpus Vitrearum. Paris: Le 
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80  See for example the doorways in the Good Samaritan (south) and Joseph (north) windows 
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81  Jesus is represented with these two Greek letters representing the beginning and the many 

times in the cathedral glass including the top panels of the Apostles Window (Delaporte no. 

34, Deremble-Manhes no. 0), the Zodiac and Labours of the Months Window (Delaporte 

no.17, Deremble-Manhes no.28), and the St. Lubin Window (Delaporte no. 63, Deremble-

Manhes no. 45, two rose windows in the clerestory: Christ Between Alpha and Omega 

(Deremble-Manhes no. 113C, Delaporte no. 135) and the Alpha and Omega Rose Window 

(Delaporte no. 70, Deremble-Manhes no. 140).  See also the Ancient and Modern Glass 

Window (Delaporte no. 57, Deremble-Manhes no. 33A). See Revelation 1:8; 21:6; and 22:13. 
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breath, stating an intention, making the sign of the cross, taking off oneõs shoes, and bowing. 
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Gustav Castanõs Mirror Maze 
 

Angelika Friederici 

 

Gustav Castan invented and constructed a technical illusion that today is known as the 

Mirror Maze, and was frequently patented.
1
 One of these formations, known as the 

òOriental Mirror Maze ó has been preserved since 1899 as an attraction at the Glacier 

Garden in Lucerne.
2
 The first patent he obtained for his creation was in France on 

September 8
th
 1888 (no. 192,868), followed by the second on September 12

th
 1888 in Belgium 

(no. 83240), in England on October 21
st
 1889 (no. 16593), with another granted for the 

òMirror Mazeó on September 3
rd

 1895 in the USA (no. 545,678), although the application 

was originally filed in 1891.
3
 The German patent is not available in any international 

database or research; dated April 19
th
 1891, it was issued on November 14

th
 1891 (no. 59762). 

Castanõs invention of òa forest or endless colonnade forming a mazeó was intended òby the 

arrangement and interaction of mirrors and pillars or trees to make it appear to the 

spectator as if they were in an infinitely expanding portico, or a jungle, where they see their 

image countless times at the same time at each location. [...] The entrance takes place 

through the door E, the exit takes place through the door A. Both doors are closed 

immediately after opening by means of strong springs f. All the walls of the room, whose 

base is composed of a series of equilateral triangles, are covered with mirrors. The walls and 

the mirrors stand at an angle of exactly 60 degrees, or a multiple thereof, against each other, 

as are the individual trees or pillars of different groups also set at angles of 60 degrees or a 

multiple thereof. Although the pillars or trees are created in full or in cross sections of 1/6, 

2/6, 3/6, 4/6 and 5/6, each part of these pillars or trees appears complete, due to the effect 

of the mirror s. Furthermore certain individual mirrors are mounted in the space so the area 

looks quite free as a whole, but stretches to infinity with thousands of trees or pillars. [...] 

The same columns can be decorated with architecturally ornate arches, thereby creating the 

impression of the cathedral 

of Cordova, reproduced in 

thousand-fold duplication.ó
4
  

 

Floor plan and construction 

of Gustav Castanõs 

Spiegellabyrinth (mirror 

maze) as illustrated in the 

documentation of the 

German Patent No. 59762; 

April 19
th
 1891 

Image: Deutsches Patent- und 

Markenamt, Berlin 
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On June 9
th
 1889, the òMoorish Mazeó opened on the third floor in Castanõs Panopticum, 

at Friedrichstrasse 165, Berlin, and comprised only one room, but granted an infinite 

labyrinth of corridors, alleys, courtyards and interestingly designed views, painted by Felix 

Possart. In all of the Panopticum exhibition guides after 1889 òCastanõs mazeó and the òBig 

Kaleidoscopeó are described in detail over several pages. In 1893 the Panopticum expanded 

to include a large waxworks ôHarem.õ A description from 1896 says òThe ôMazeõ in Castanõs 

Panopticum has undergone a major transformation. The first impression is Moorish, in the 

style of the Alhambra building. Through many perspectives, corridors, alleys and a palm 

garden, the path leads to the ôGarden of Eden,õ Gustav Castanõs latest creation.ó [...] òThe 

mazes of our day, as one occasionally finds them in public shows and also in our Panopticum, 

create the illusion that the visitor has difficul ty finding their way around, by mechanical 

devices in which reflections play an important roleó
5
 Even if well informed in advance, 

visitors could not escape the bodily and apparent deception. 

Following the installation of Gustav Castanõs first mirror maze, another was set up in 1889 

in the Sultanõs palace in Constantinople, now Istanbul,
6
 and after multiple sales of this 

illusion elsewhere in Europe, the installation of another, likewise transportable in individual 

sections, complete with palm garden and Kaleidoscope, at the World Exhibition in Chicago 

in 1893 served as a ôdoor openerõ for later use at American state fairs and world exhibitions. 

In the second half of the 19
th
 century the òWorld Fairsó staged by the strongest economies 

in Europe, especially Britain and France, and then at the end of the century the United 

States made use of these tremendous fairs to show technical, commercial and cultural 

strength and build connections with Europe.
7
 

On August 24
th
 1893, the Vossische Zeitung 

newspaper reported the return of Gustav Castan, 

òwho had been employed at the World Exposition 

in Chicago with the construction and 

establishment of the Moorish Palace.ó Built on 

the Midway Plaisance, the entertainment district 

of the Columbian Worldõs Fair in Chicago, by the 

German-American architect August Fiedler, it 

corresponded in construction, architectural 

decoration and interior shapes of Moorish art and 

architecture, reflecting a prevailing taste for 

oriental studies, also fashionable in Europe at the 

time. The Chicago mirror maze contained, just 

like the example at Castanõs Panopticum in 

Berlin, a palm garden, the waxworks harem and a 

giant kaleidoscope, plus a cave with a seemingly 

infinite number of stalactites and over 60 wax 

figures and spatial productions, the latter created 

by Gustavõs brother, Louis Castan. 

Mirror Maze in the Moorish Palace, Chicago, 1893. 

Photo: Hubert Howe Bancroftôs The Book of the 

Fair , published Chicago, 1893 


