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Editorial - Caerdroia 49 
 

Jeff Saward, Thundersley, May 2020 

 

Welcome to the 49
th
 edition of Caerdroia, celebrating 40 years since the first edition of the 

simple little Caerdroia Project Newsletter was photocopied back in March 1980. The 

forerunner of Caerdroia, the title was abbreviated in 1982 and the current A5 format has 

stayed constant ever since, even if the number of pages in each edition has grown somewhat 

and the production schedule has long since switched to an annual issue, and is now in both 

print and digital formats. With the 50
th
 edition now on the horizon ð something that I never 

really envisioned when I started a newsletter for a small group of fellow enthusiasts all those 

years ago ð the flow of information on matters labyrinthine continues to amaze, and much 

more is in store, as research progresses and new discoveries and ideas emerge. 

This 40
th
 anniversary edition sees the light at an awkward time in world history, the current 

Covid-19 pandemic has shut down businesses and curtailed travel around the world. 

Consequently, this edition has been published in digital PDF format initially , and the 

printed version will follow as and when the printing industry and mail services return to 

something approaching normal. 

Despite the disruption, this edition contains articles on mazes and labyrinths from various 

corners of the world ð a recently discovered earthwork in Wales, manuscript labyrinths from 

Iceland, an extensive study of 11-circuit labyrinths in medieval manuscripts, the connection 

between labyrinths and celestial spheres in medieval thought, the origin of an unusual 

labyrinth in Arctic Russia, the use of Jerusalem place names in connection with labyrinths 

in Germany and the southern Baltic, newly published labyrinthine designs on Babylonian 

clay tablets and a look at the maze maps that were created for early versions of the popular 

Dungeons and Dragons games ð as always a packed and diverse edition. 

The Labyrinthos and Caerdroia website ð www.labyrinthos.net ð now contains a wealth of 

material, including a wide selection of downloadable PDF files of commonly requested 

articles from old out-of-print editions of Caerdroia, digital editions of Caerdroia 33 through 

39, and selected articles from more recent editions, along with some of the many photos and 

graphics in our extensive photo library and archive. This edition of Caerdroia is also 

available on the website for subscribers at: www.labyrinthos.net/c49pdf25052020.html  

Our next edition, Caerdroia 50, is scheduled for publication in early 2021. 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 

these pages. 

Jeff Saward ð e-mail: jeffsaward@gmail.com ð website: www.labyrinthos.net 

  

http://www.labyrinthos.net/
mailto:jeffsaward@gmail.com
http://www.labyrinthos.net/


 

4  

The Llwydiarth Hall Labyrinth 
 

Jeff Saward 

 

Knowledge of the former existence of turf labyrinths in Wales can be proven by the accounts 

of shepherds òcutting on the turf a figure in the form of a labyrinth, which they called 

Caerdroia,ó first recorded by Theophilus Evans in his book Drych y Prif Oesoedd (Mirror of 

the Early Centuries) published in 1716,
1 

and also in 1815 in Peter Robertõs Cambrian 

Popular Antiquities.
2
 However, despite these references, there are, perhaps surprisingly, no 

documented locations of a permanent turf labyrinth in Wales, despite several known 

localities in adjoining counties along the border with England, most notably at Nesscliffe 

and Shrewsbury in Shropshire and a reputed site on the Herefordshire Beacon in the 

Malvern Hills . 

Therefore, it was with considerable interest that I recently chanced across a series of aerial 

photographs showing earthworks adjacent to Llwydiarth Hall in the parish of Llanfihangel 

in the former county of Montgomeryshire, now in Powys in mid-Wales. First noticed in an 

aerial photograph taken in 1995, further shots were taken between 2003 and 2011 by the 

aerial archaeologist Dr. Toby Driver, and all are now lodged with the Royal Commission on 

the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales (RCAHMW) in Aberystwyth.
3 

 

Aerial photo of Llwydiarth Hall earthworks. 

Photo: Toby Driver, February 2011, © Crown copyright: RCAHMW, cat. no. C909233. 

The earthworks, on higher ground above what is now Llwydiarth Hall Farm, include a 

number of features consistent with the layout of a formal garden, including a series of 

terraces, a possible cock fighting pit, and a large square maze or labyrinth approximately 

130 feet (40 metres) wide, formed of ridges and ditches, surrounded by a low embankment.  
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While different photos capture different 

features to best effect, two in particular, taken in 

2004 and 2011, are clear enough to show that the 

maze was likely of a seven-circuit medieval type 

that bears a striking similarity to a design for a 

garden maze that appeared in several gardening 

books published during the latter half of the 16
th
 

century and the early 17
th
 century, especially in 

Thomas Hillõs The Proffitable Arte of Gardening 

(first published 1568) and The Gardeners 

Labyrinth (1577), and William Lawsonõs Country 

Housewifes Garden (1618),
4
 either which might 

have provided the design source. 

A Maze, from A Country Housewifes Garden 

                 by William Lawson, 1618.   Photo: Jeff Saward, courtesy of the British Library. 

Whether the former labyrinth at Llwydiarth Hall was a simple arrangement of turf ridges 

with hollows separating the paths, in the form that turf labyrinths commonly take, or 

whether it was planted with hedges to separate the paths, would require archaeological 

excavation to determine. A resistivity survey of the site, carried out by Prof. Barry Jones of 

Manchester University in May 1998, shows just the ridges and trenches, but the considerable 

size of the labyrinth might suggest the latter, a form somewhat akin to the labyrinth recently 

discovered at Lyveden New Bield, Northamptonshire, England, planted ca. 1600-1605, with 

raspberry and rose bushes,
5
 or the modern ôreplicaõ labyrinth at Cedars Park, Hertfordshire, 

the former site of the hedge ômazeõ at Theobalds, originally planted in the late 1500s. 

Llwydiarth Hall  is first recorded in ca. 1420 when a house was built that was subsequently 

demolished in the late 16
th
 century. A later manor house erected by the Vaughan family on 

the site around 1600 is recorded in a sketch by Thomas Dinely in 1684, although the gardens 

behind the house are unfortunately not depicted. This house was in turn replaced by a 19
th
 

century farm and associated buildings.
6
 The construction of the manor house (and 

presumably the gardens) in the early 17
th
 century would seem a very likely period for the 

creation of the labyrinth, at a time when the creation of a maze of that design was 

recommended as an essential addition to a gentlemanõs, or country housewifeõs, garden in 

many of the popular gardening books of the day. 

Jeff Saward, Thundersley, England; May 2020 

Email: jeffsaward@gmail.com 

Notes: 

1. summarised by Capt. W.H. Mounsey in Notes & Queries, 2nd ser., vol.V (1858), p.211-213. 

2. reproduced in Caerdroia 44 (2015), p.4. 

3. https://coflein.gov.uk/en/site/90525/details/llwydiarth-hall-maze-llanfihangel-yng-ngwynfa 

my thanks go to Rhodri Lewis at RCAHMW for his assistance sourcing information . 

4. Francis, J. Gardens and Gardening in Early Modern England and Wales. Yale University 

Press, 2018. 

5. Saward, J. òA New Discovery at Lyveden New Bield.ó Caerdroia 40 (2010) p.49-50. 

6. Haslam. R. The Buildings of Wales: Powys. London: Penguin, 1979, p.186.  

mailto:jeffsaward@gmail.com
https://coflein.gov.uk/en/site/90525/details/llwydiarth-hall-maze-llanfihangel-yng-ngwynfa
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Labyrinth and Magi 
in the Íslenska Teiknibókin  
 

Peter L. Evans 

 

Íslenska teiknibókin, or Icelandic Pattern Book, manuscript AM 673 a III 4to at the Árni 

Magnússon Institute for Icelandic Studies in Reykjavík, is ôa portfolio of models for use in 

manuscript illumination,õ
1
 and includes  drawings of the Virgin Mary, Christ, saints, martyrs, 

wise men and bishops, plus abstract patterns such as meander and interlace. The book is 

drawn in four different hands between 1330 and 1500. 

Parts of the book have suffered considerably over the years, particularly leaf 4v, the drawing 

of a labyrinth with one of the Magi, identified as Melchior, kneeling at the labyrinthõs 

threshold and offering a cup with a lid. The labyrinth was drawn by one hand and Melchior 

was added by a later hand.
2
 The original drawing was therefore just the labyrinth; and the 

labyrinth was a pattern for other scribes to follow. 

 

 

 

 

Melchior and Labyrinth, 

 Íslenska teiknibókin, AM 673 a III 4to. 

 

Published with permission from 

 Stofnun Árna Magnússonar 

 í íslenskum fræðum. 
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In another fourteenth century manuscript, at the Árni Magnússon Institute in Copenhagen, 

a drawing of a labyrinth contains at its centre the text òVölunder hús.ó Völunder was a 

maker, a smith and great craftsman, a figure from Norse mythology. Völunder hús òimplies 

[é] a structure so intricate and complex itõs beyond human skill.ó
3
 

 

Copenhagen, Arnamagnæan Collection, AM 732 b 4to. 

Photo: Suzanne Reitz. Published with permission from the Arnamagnæan Institute. 

We will never know the whole of Íslenska teiknibókin leaf 4v, but adding one of the magi 

effectively Christianised the image in this manuscript. The labyrinth, the Völunder hús, has 

now been occupied by the new-born Christ, replacing Völunder and the Norse gods - with 

the wise man waiting for, or encouraging, Christ to emerge into the world. 

Peter L. Evans, Purley, England; June 2019 

Email: plevans@artsaid.co.uk 

Notes: 

1. Manuscripts from the Arnamagnæan Collection. ed. by. Matthew James Driscoll and 

Svanhildur Óskarsdóttir. Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2015, p. 155. 

2. Kristjánsdóttir, Guðbjörg. Íslenska Teiknibókin. Reykjavík: Crymorea, 2013, p. 94. 

3. Note from Dr Helga Lúthersdóttir , Senior Teaching Fellow in Icelandic at University 

College London, to the author.  

https://www.facebook.com/luthersdottir?fref=gc&dti=1938314496422910
https://www.facebook.com/pages/University-College-London/490734994289822?timeline_context_item_type=intro_card_work&timeline_context_item_source=1144416754
https://www.facebook.com/pages/University-College-London/490734994289822?timeline_context_item_type=intro_card_work&timeline_context_item_source=1144416754
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Medieval Marvels: Fifty-Three 
Eleven-Circuit Manuscript Labyrinths 
 

Jill K. H. Geoffrion & Alain  Pierre Louët  

 

Introduction  

Where did the Chartres Cathedral labyrinth with its four quadrants, twelve circles, and 

eleven-circuit pathway òcome from?ó What meanings embedded in earlier labyrinth 

symbols might have influenced its form and liturgical use, as well as its theological and 

philosophical messages? These questions quickly lead back to the medieval manuscript 

labyrinths
1
 that precede the labyrinths found on floors and walls of medieval European 

ecclesiastical buildings, including Chartres.
2
 An extended study of all the known eleven-

circuit manuscript labyrinths led to this article. 

Thirty -four medieval manuscript labyrinths with eleven circuits are identified in Hermann 

Kernõs seminal book Labyrinthe, published first in German language in 1982 and reissued as 

an updated English language edition, Through the Labyrinth, in 2000.
3
 Authors, including 

Penelope Doob
4
 also drew attention to additional eleven-circuit labyrinths in manuscripts.

5
 

More recently, as many medieval manuscripts have been digitized, additional eleven-circuit 

labyrinths
6
 have been identified and information about them made public through online 

and print publications.
7
 The authors of this article are aware of fifty-three eleven-circuit 

labyrinths in medieval manuscripts that will be identified in the next section.
8
 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Munich Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, 

Clm. 14731, fol. 82v (1146-55). 

Photo: Bayerische Staatsbibliothek. 

Figure 2: Chantilly, Musée Condé, 0328 fol. 

80v (13
th
 century). Photo: Bibliothèque 

Virtuelle des Manuscrits Médiévaux.  
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We compared and contrasted the various patterns of these labyrinths, their placement in 

the manuscripts, their internal features, their locations on the folios, other noteworthy text 

or images on the same page, as well as the possible relationships of the individual labyrinths 

to the overall subjects of the manuscripts in which they were placed. The primary goal of 

our study was to understand how medieval authors both portrayed and used the eleven-

circuit labyrinth image. Medieval literature, theology, and philosophy were all considered 

as we sought to apply relevant learnings from these fields to better comprehend the 

symbology of the eleven-circuit labyrinths. 

Known Medieval Manuscript Labyrinths with Eleven Circuits  

Currently known eleven-circuit medieval labyrinths found in manuscripts are listed in 

chronological order with currently ascribed dating.
9
 Those manuscripts labyrinths not 

referenced in Kernõs Through the Labyrinth are marked with an asterisk. 

1. Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica, Lat. 4929, fol. 78r (860-862) 

2. Vienna (Austria), Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek, Cod. 2687, fol. 1r (863-871) 

3. Milan (Italy), Biblioteca Ambrosiana, C. 74, sup., fol. 28v (801-900) 

4. St. Gall (Switzerland), Stiftsbibliothek, Cod. 197, p. 122 (900) 

5. Montpellier (France), Bibliot hèque Interuniversitaire, Section Médecine, Ms. H 

360, fol. 136v (901-1000) 

6. Paris (France), Bibliothèque nationale de France (BNF), Lat. 13013, fol. 1r (901-

1000) 

7. Avranches (France), Bibliothèque Municipale, Ms. 240, fol. 8v (990-1009) 

8. Monte Cassino (Italy), Library, Cod. 132, p. 348 (1023) 

9. Ghent (Belgium), University Library, Ms. 92, fol. 20r (1121) 

10. Paris (France), BNF, Nouv. Acq. Lat. 2169, fol. 17r (1072) 

11. Paris (France), BNF, Lat. 1745, fol. 30v (1001-1100) 

12. Paris (France), BNF, Lat. 1745, fol. 40r (1001-1100) 

13. *St. Omer (France), Bibliothèque Municipale, 684, fol. 74 (1120-40) 

14. *Cambridge (England), St. Johnõs College Library, H.11, fol.124v (1180-1200) 

15. *Orléans (France), Bibliothèque Municipale, 16, fol. 252v (1001-1200 for end matter 

including labyrinth) 

16. *Leiden (Netherlands), Universiteitsbibliotheek, BPL 92 A, fol. 182 (1101-1200) 

17. New York (USA), Pierpont Morgan Library, M 832, fol. 10v (1101-1150) 

18. Munich (Germany), Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm. 14731, fol. 82v (1146-55) 

19. Admont (Austria), Benediktinerstift, S tif tstbibliotek, Cod. 89, fol. 1v (1101-1200) 

20. Amiens (France), Bibliothèque Municipale, Ms. 147, fol. 1r (1101-1200) 

21. *Paris (France), BNF, Lat. 5371, fol. 240v (1101-1200) 

22. *Leiden (Netherlands), BPL 100 A, fol. 1 (1150-1200) 

23. Wolfenbüttel (Germany), Herzog August Bibliothek, Cod Guelf. 1 Gud. Lat. 

(Catalog No. 4305) fol., 19v (1150-1200) 

24. *Paris (France), Bibliothèque de lõArsenal, Ms. 711 fol. C (1101-1300) 

25. Zwettl Monastery (Austria), Cod. 255, fol. 12v (1101-1300) 

26. *Chantilly (France), Musée Condé, 0328, fol. 080v (1201-1300) 

27. *Paris (France), Arsenal, Ms. 8530, fol.175r (1201-1300)
10
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28. Paris (France), BNF, Français 19093, fol. 7v (1230) 

29. *Munich (Germany), Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm. 17403, fol. 1 (1241) 

30. *Cambridge (England), Trinity College, O.2.45, fol. 1r (after 1248, before 1300) 

31. *Paris (France), BNF, Lat. 2809, fol. 153r & 153v (1270-1330) 

32. Hereford Cathedral (England), Mappa mundi (1276-83) 

33. *Amsterdam (Netherlands), Bibliotheca Rosenthaliana, Amsterdam University 

Library, Ros. 609, fol. 127v (1290) 

34. Venice (Italy), Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana, Ms. Lat. Z. 399 (1610), fol. 97v (1326) 

35. *Rome (Italy), Biblioteca Angelica, Ms. Or. 72, fol. 6v (1326) 

36. Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica, Lat. 1960, fol. 264v (1334-1339) 

37. Paris (France), BNF, Lat. 4939, fol. 21r (1329) 

38. Berlin (Germany), Stiftung Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Staatsbibliothek, Ms. Lat. 930, 

fol. 64 rb (1375-1400)
11

 

39. *Cambridge (England), Trinity College, O. 2.5, fol. 27r (1301-1400) 

40. Florence (Italy), Laurentian Library, Ms. Plut. 78.16, fol. 58r (1301-1400) 

41. Munich (Germany), Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm. 800, fol. 55v (1301-1400) 

42. Venice (Italy), Biblioteca Nationale Marciana, cod. Marc. Gr. Z 299 (=584), fol. 102v 

(ca. 1400) 

43. Cambridge (England), Trinity Hall, Ms. 12, fol. 50v (1406-1500) 

44. Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica, Ms. Barb. Lat. 4112, fol. 209r (1419) 

45. Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica, Cod. Pal. Lat. 291, fol. 170v. (1425) 

46. Chantilly (France), Musée Condé, Ms. 724/1596, fol. 21r (1448) 

47. *Hague (Netherlands), Koninklijke Bibliotheek,  72 A 23, fol. 21v (1460) 

48. Modena (Italy), Bibliotecca Estense, Ms. Lat. 992 (=L5.15), fol. 189v (1465) 

49. *Princeton, NJ (USA), Princeton University, Garrett Ms. 158, fol. 157v (1471) 

50. Munich (Germany), Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm. 3941, fol. 54r (1480) 

51. Munich (Germany), Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm. 3941, fol. 54v (1480) 

52. Bologna (Italy), Biblioteca Universitaria, GR 3632, fol. 436r (1401-1500) 

53. *Paris (France), BNF, Greek 2055, fol. 53v (1401-1500) 

The Medieval Manuscripts with Labyrinths 

Medieval scribes used the labyrinth image in concrete and symbolic ways. Predictably, one 

finds labyrinths in manuscripts that included references to the classical labyrinth myth, such 

as the Liber Floridus
12

 or Isidore of Sevilleõs Etymologies.
13

 Others were placed in texts 

dedicated to history or geography.
14

 Works relating to Philosophy,
15

 Medicine,
16

 and 

Literature from the classic and medieval periods,
17

 including poetry, included labyrinths. 

Many of manuscripts where eleven-circuit labyrinths appear focused on a Christian 

interpretation and use of the symbol, such as four computus
18

 manuscripts with calculations 

to establish the calendar date of Easter,
19

 considerations the seven liberal arts,
20

 a text 

relating to church history,
21

 theological works,
22

 liturgical texts,
23

 and biblical texts.
24

 

Labyrinths are also found in a medieval sketchbook,
25

 a mathematical miscellany,
26

 a winter 

Mazhor for Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur and Sukkot,
27

 and a Greek alchemical text.
28

 

Eleven-circuit medieval labyrinth images were used by those of different traditions, mostly, 

but not exclusively in Latin manuscripts, for incredibly varied purposes. 
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Medieval Eleven Circuit Labyrinth Patterns 

When discussing the variations found in eleven-circuit labyrinth patterns in his catalogue of 

labyrinth manuscripts
29

 Kern identifies four types: 

1. Otfrid labyrinths with eleven single sweeping circuits using the model of the 

labyrinth found in Vienna (Austria), Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek Cod. 

2687, fol. 1r (863-871) 

2. Chartres labyrinths: those with a pattern identical to the one found in the 

Chartres Cathedral with four quadrants and a symmetrical pathway 

3. Chartres-modified labyrinths: labyrinths with four quadrants but using a different 

internal structure than the òChartres labyrinthsó 

4. Reims: used for only one labyrinth which was squarish with slight bastions in 

each of the four corners 

As we studied the patterns of these eleven-circuit labyrinths a different typology seemed 

more descriptive: 

1. Undivided circuit labyrinths: nine examples
30

 

2. Four-quadrant labyrinths 

a. Topologically symmetrical: twenty-seven examples 

i. So-called Chartres style labyrinths: twenty-six examples 

ii.  So-called Reims style labyrinth: one example
31

 

b. Topologically asymmetrical: fourteen examples 

3. Labyrinths with greater than four divisions: one example
32

 

4. Unidentifiable patterns: two examples
33

 

When introducing what he called the 

earliest eleven-circuit labyrinth, Kern 

noted that between 863 and 871 CE 

Otfrid, a monk from Weissenburg, 

Germany, modified the classical seven-

circuit labyrinth pattern by adding four 

extra circuits,
34

 creating the more complex 

eleven-circuit labyrinth design known as 

the òmedieval labyrinth.ó His drawing on 

the end leaf of his Book of Gospels 

became a base for the development of a 

number of later thirteenth and fourteenth 

century labyrinths found in cathedrals and 

churches across Europe.
35

 

 

Figure 3: 

 Vienna Cod. 2687, fol. 1r: Otfridõs Labyrinth 

(ca. 863-871). 

Photo: Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek. 
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Otfridõs labyrinth, while the first known complete eleven-circuit labyrinth in a manuscript,
36

 

must be placed in a larger historical context which includes earlier eleven-circuit labyrinths, 

including prehistoric petroglyphs.
37

 While Otfrid may not have been the first to envision an 

eleven-circuit labyrinth, the design he used was but one of several creative solutions of how 

to fit a flowing pathway through eleven circles that led into a twelfth. 

Of the nine known manuscript labyrinths that use sweeping circuits, a number of different 

patterns have been used. Eight of these are based on a triple meander design; a double 

meander design is used in the final example.
38

 Labyrinths with eleven sweeping circuits using 

the exact circular pattern that Otfrid did can be found in manuscripts from the tenth
39

 and 

twelfth centuries.
40

 Three more labyrinth illustrators, one from the ninth century,
41

 one from 

the twelfth century,
42

 and one from the fourteenth century
43

 seem to have tried to use the 

same pattern unsuccessfully. Later labyrinth designers who preferred using sweeping 

circuits in their eleven-circuit labyrinths discovered other solutions of how to fit them into a 

circular form.
44

 

Solutions to the challenge of 

how to draw an eleven-circuit 

labyrinth using four distinct 

areas (quadrants) also varied. 

While many Roman labyrinth 

mosaics had a pathway that 

moved through four quadrants,
45

 

the pathways of these labyrinths 

from the second century BCE to 

the fifth century CE
46

 used less or 

more than eleven circuits as they 

snaked through one quadrant 

and then moved on to a second, 

then a third, and finally a fourth 

before reaching the centre. 

 

Figure 4: Roman four-quadrant 

mosaic in the Basilica of St. 

Reparatus in Algiers (ca. 324 CE). 

Photo: Labyrinthos Archive. 

 

Incorporating greater complexity, the four-quadrant medieval manuscript examples had 

pathways that moved back and forth through the various quadrants multiple times before 

reaching the centre. The ôChristianizationõ of the ancient symbol was accomplished by the 

incorporation of a symbolic cross shape made by the lines that create a space for turning on 

the four axes. This cross is evident in almost all of the four quadrant labyrinths.
47

 The forty-

one examples of eleven-circuit labyrinths with four quadrants are subdivided into those 

using symmetrical or asymmetrical topology. 
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Figure 5: Montpellier Ms. H 360, fol. 136v 

(10
th
 century). 

Photo: Bibliothèque Virtuelle des Manuscrits 

Médiévaux. 

The earliest complete example of what Kern calls 

the Chartres labyrinth pattern (see Figure 5), and 

what we classify as the so-called Chartres style 

labyrinth pattern (to acknowledge that many of 

these preceded the cathedral labyrinth), is found 

in a manuscript from the tenth century,
48

 at least 

two hundred years before the labyrinth in the 

nave of Chartres Cathedral was constructed. As 

already mentioned, twenty-six of the fifty-three 

known labyrinths in medieval manuscripts use 

this pattern.
49

 It is sometimes referred to as a self-

dual pattern, or a retrograde pattern,
50

 meaning 

that the pattern unfolds, pivots, and mirrors itself 

in reverse as it moves through internal segments 

to a centre.
51

 

Figure 6: The second type of symmetrical four-

quadrant labyrinth, the so-called Reims-style 

labyrinth. Cambridge Trinity Hall Ms. 12, fol. 50v. 

Photo: Cambridge University Digital Library. 

 

Because the full labyrinth journey involves 

crossing a threshold, following a pathway to the 

centre, and then returning on the same pathway 

in a reverse manner to the threshold that is 

crossed to the outside, these labyrinths are also 

understood to use a double retrograde pattern.
52

  

The other fourteen eleven-circuit labyrinths with 

four quadrants use a variety of asymmetrical 

patterns. Four examples, all illustrations in 

copies of the Liber Floridus, use the same 

unbalanced pattern. The remaining ten 

labyrinths use a variety of patterns. 

Figure 7: The oldest known labyrinth in a 

Liber Floridus manuscript. 

Ghent Ms. 92, fol. 20r (1121). 

Photo: Ghent University Library. 

  



 

14  

Finally, there is one eleven-circuit medieval 

manuscript labyrinth with more than four divisions 

(Figure 8) from the end of the fifteenth century. It 

signals a shift to the varied patterns that will be 

used in labyrinths in the Renaissance. It has many 

divisions and a text that reads in part, òThis 

labyrinth is better than the previous ones, since it 

is more misleading...ó
53

 

Figure 8: Munich, Clm. 3941, fol. 54r (1480). 

Photo: Bayerische Staatsbibliothek. 

 

 

Analysis of Features found in Medieval Eleven-circuit Labyrinths  

Although the medieval manuscript labyrinths use the same circular enclosure and a single 

pathway that moves through eleven circuits to a centre, none of the fifty-three examples is 

identical. The variety of details examined below illustrates just how free the scribes who 

drew the labyrinths felt to place and modify internal features of the labyrinths according to 

their own purposes and perhaps preferences. 

Location of the labyrinths in the manuscript 

The location of where a labyrinth has been placed within a manuscript falls into broad 

groupings. The majority are found at or towards the end of either the manuscript or a section 

of it. Fourteen are located at the end of the manuscript with two others close to the end.
54

 

Nine others are found in the middle of the manuscript, but at the end of a section. Another 

significant group, fifteen labyrinths, are placed in the middle of the manuscript. Seven are 

found at the beginning of the manuscript; one other can be found at the beginning of a 

section of the manuscript.
55

 The placement of a number of other labyrinths is currently 

unavailable. While various authors have seen significance in the locations of the labyrinths, 

especially at the front or back of a manuscript in relation to their interpretation of the 

symbolõs use in the manuscript, the variety of locations of labyrinths illustrates that there 

was no one way of using, or placing, labyrinths. 

Placement of the labyrinths on the page 

The choice of where to situate a labyrinth on a folio seems to have depended on decisions 

that those who drew the labyrinths made in relation the meaning they were seeking to 

convey, the amount of space they had available, and other elements they wanted to use to 

adorn the page, whether these were text, images, or both. The location of where the 

labyrinths are placed on the page varies. Eleven of our fifty-three examples take up the 

entire folio. Fourteen are on or near the top of the page. Thirteen are on or towards the 

bottom of the page. Nine are found in the centre of the page. One is found on the left side 

of the page. Due to the condition of the manuscripts, or lack of digital imagery, the exact 

location on the page of the five remaining labyrinths is unknown. 
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Textual and additional visual features of the folios containing labyrinths 

Examining the pages on which the labyrinths are found yields a great array of additional 

elements. Half of the pages have both a labyrinth and text. Seven folios have the word 

òlabyrinthó
56

 or a reference to the labyrinth
57

 and/or Daedalus, the famed builder of the 

labyrinth in the classical myth.
58

 Other manuscripts have longer texts citing the myth on the 

same page.
59

 In addition to manuscripts with various glosses,
60

 there is one with a Greek 

poem, The Labyrinth Solomon Built,
61

 and another entitled, Epitome, that was attributed to 

Priscian and related to the turning of the heavens.
62

 Some texts seem indecipherable or have 

been erased on the folios with labyrinths. Usually the text is found above, below or on the 

side of a labyrinth, but in one example, part of a longer text can be found overlaid on the 

top two circuits of the labyrinth.
63

 

In addition to letters and numbers
64

 on the folios with labyrinths, there are a variety of 

images that have been included on the pages. There are different maps, diagrams showing 

winds and mountains,
65

 the entire known world,
66

 the heavens
67

 and the biblical town of 

Jericho.
68

 There are also human heads
69

 or figures pointing to the labyrinth.
70

 There are 

crosses,
71

 the sun over an altar,
72

 towers,
73

 insects and animals,
74

 shapes like flower petals,
75

 

and even a small seven-circuit labyrinth.
76

 Clearly, the labyrinth symbol was understood as 

relatable to many disciplines and was used for many different purposes. 

Placements of the entrances/exits 

When considering the break in the outer circle that allowed access to the inside of the 

labyrinths, Kern suggests, òRemarkable though it might sound, the entrances to nearly all 

manuscript labyrinths face west. éIt is notable that most manuscript labyrinths have 

entrances facing downward.ó
77

 Although this is also true of the expanded list of manuscript 

labyrinths that we examined, it is important to note the complexity we also observed. While 

the majority (thirty -three) of the eleven-circuit labyrinths in medieval manuscripts are 

placed at the bottom of the page, and an additional four are at the bottom of the labyrinth 

but not the bottom of the page, ten are placed at the top of the page, with one other at the 

top of the labyrinth, but not the top of the page. Three of the labyrinths open from the left 

side of the page and two others open from the right.
78

 

Threshold features 

The threshold areas of the manuscript labyrinths, while essential and important, are also 

not uniform. The majority of the access area of these labyrinths (twenty-nine) are illustrated 

by a simple and most often path-width break in the outer circle. Ten other labyrinths feature 

extensions away from the threshold area, some short, some long, some curling or curved, 

some with toes, and two with an actual doorway. Three labyrinth openings have towers with 

battlements.
79

 The threshold, along with the centre, was an area that could and often was 

embellished by adding meaningful shapes or lines.
80

 

Direction of the first turn in the labyrinth 

The direction of the pathwayõs first turn is not completely predictable in these manuscript 

labyrinth diagrams. The majority incorporate an initial left turn (thirty-seven), but a number 

of the others first turn right (fifteen). Due to the condition of the folio, the direction of one 

first turn is unknown.
81
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Line features 

The differing patterns of the pathways have been discussed already. The endings and widths 

of the lines that define these pathways are not uniform. Five manuscript labyrinths have 

lines with no special features, others are found with differing embellishments. Fourteen 

have small circles that mark the end of the line where space is left for a turn; three of these 

are coloured red. Seven have short cross lines; two others have small triangles. In one 

manuscript, the scribe thickened the lines closer to their ends,
82

 while another created an 

enclosed double line with an empty interior.
83

 There are other unique features such as one 

of the lines being coloured or shaded differently than the others.
84

 Scribes drawing these 

labyrinths felt free to creatively decorate the lines of the labyrinths, although due to a lack 

of documentation, the reasons for doing so are impossible to ascertain. 

The proportions of the diameters of the centres to the diameters of their labyrinths 

The proportional size of the centres to the overall size of these manuscript labyrinths differ 

significantly. Twenty-four of the labyrinths have centres that are less than a quarter of the 

size of the overall diagram. Fifteen have centres that are greater than one quarter the size 

of the overall drawing. Twelve of the labyrinths have centres that are approximately one 

quarter of the overall diameter.
85

 The proportional size of two others are unknown. The 

symbol of a labyrinth itself, rather than a set of prescribed proportions for the drawing of a 

labyrinth, seems to have been most important. 

Images and words found in the centres 

The centre of the labyrinth is clearly a crucial feature. While we will discuss the significance 

of the imagery found in the centres of these labyrinths in a later section, let us briefly 

mention the imagery found in the manuscript centres. 

There are twenty-one eleven-circuit 

manuscript labyrinths with nothing but 

blank space within them. The second 

significant group of centres have motifs 

relates to the classical myth of the 

labyrinth. Included in this group are 

twelve labyrinths where the Minotaur is 

shown alone; six examples show him 

with a sword,
86

 while four others show 

the Minotaur sitting in a menacing 

pose,
87

 and an additional two are 

depictions of him eating body parts.
88

 

Four labyrinth centres show both 

Theseus and the Minotaur. In two of 

these Theseus alone has a sword.
89

 In 

two other centres both Theseus and the 

Minotaur are armed: once with 

swords,
90

 once with clubs.
91

  

Figure 9: The Minotaur in the centre with a sword and an arm, 

Garrett Ms. 158, fol. 157v (1471). Photo: Princeton University. 
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The rest of the labyrinth centres in the manuscripts are portrayed with a variety of subjects 

which include but are not limited to a small circle,
92

 flowers
93

 (three examples, one of which 

could be a snail
94

), a womanõs head,
95

 a building,
96

 a dragon,
97

 a coloured in area with 

indecipherable symbols,
98

 and seven centres with words or letters that clarify what is being 

portrayed.
99

 

Textual clarification of labyrinth centres 

Labyrinth centres are often, but not always, further clarified by adjacent texts or glosses on 

the same folios. The subject matter is diverse. These include, but are not limited to, biblical 

texts (three examples), calendars (two examples), theological subjects including heresy, 

virtues of God, the seven liberal arts, philosophy, encyclopaedic entries on the labyrinth 

myth, tabular chronicles from the beginning of time through the middle ages, poems 

including one that describes the labyrinth in Christian moral terms,
100

 and even a riddle.
101

 

As Craig Wright noted, ò[The] multivalent quality of the labyrinth accounts, in part, for its 

power and durability as a symbol through the ages.ó
102

 It should now be abundantly clear 

that while the symbol of the eleven-circuit labyrinth was easily recognizable as an image 

containing twelve circles
103

 and a single pathway that led to and from a centre, the scribes 

who used it to illustrate various texts felt free to adapt it visually, as well as to link it to a 

wide variety of subjects and texts. 

General Considerations and the labyrinth symbol in the Middle Ages 

Now, it is time to consider the meanings associated with the labyrinths we find in medieval 

manuscripts. To understand medieval eleven-circuit labyrinths, we must consider their 

uniquely circular shape. The visible compass point in the centre of most of these labyrinths 

reminds viewers that in the middle age the circle with its unending line was the preferred 

symbol for the Divine, and divine perfection. The labyrinths we are considering were 

constructed by drawing twelve circles, most often with a compass. The circular nature of 

these drawings signalled to the medieval viewer of the symbol the sacred nature of the space. 

Labyrinths with their unicursal pathways have three main elements: an opening that allows 

access both in and out, a pathway, and a centre. Let us briefly consider each of these as we 

prepare to discuss interpretations of the eleven-circuit labyrinths under consideration. 

The centre is fundamental; its presence defines how the overall labyrinth symbol is 

understood. As one studies medieval labyrinths in manuscripts, it quickly becomes evident 

that the meanings and symbology of the centre during the Middle Ages is quite different 

than during other periods, including our own. While contemporary labyrinth writers speak 

most often of the centre as a place of liberation, peace, and sometimes Divine Union, 

medieval depictions of labyrinth centres generally involve tension and conflict. 

The symbolism of centre and centres of labyrinths 

Mircéa Eliade, Romanian historian of religions, writes about the philosophical concept of 

centre
104

 as the true state of human existence. As humanity encounters a centre, there is an 

opening that he describes as allowing access to reality on earth, above, and below (all 

reality). The centre for Eliade always involves a rupture with what is perceived, and at the 

same time, a passage to the totality of the greatest reality possible. 
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Mircéa Eliadeõs foundational elements of the òsystem of the worldó as they relate to sacred 

space are relevant. For Eliade, a sacred place involves a rupture of the homogeneity of 

space. This is symbolized by an opening which allows a cosmic interchange (between heaven 

and earth and between earth and what he calls the lower realms). Communication with 

heaven (the beyond) can be understood by using a number of images, all of which are related 

to axis mundi. Thus, as one arrives at a centre, the pathway that has led there continues 

through an (unseen) opening. The centre is thus but one stage of a larger reality where one 

passes from horizontality to verticality or conversely, one moves from verticality to 

horizontality. 

Platonic and Pythagorean philosophies in their own ways, complement the aforementioned 

history of religions approach to the centre, as well as the contemporary attraction to centre 

as a place of positivity. centre in all these systems, is a place where opposites can be resolved; 

it is a place of peace and resolution of problems. 

Figure 10: Twelfth-century depiction of the 

Minotaur eating a victim. Leiden, BPL 100 A, 

fol. 1. Photo: Leiden University Library. 

However, if one considers the writings of 

Homer, one discovers a totally different 

understanding of centre. Centre is a place 

of oppositions and the maximum tension 

possible;
105

 harmony is non-existent in this 

space.
106

 Instead, centre is equated with 

violence at its peak.
107

 The fight between 

Theseus and the Minotaur illustrates this 

vision of centre perfectly. As troubling as it 

may be to those who have a more 

contemporary and pacifistic experience of 

labyrinth practice, the combative nature of 

the centre is very visible in many medieval 

manuscript depictions of the labyrinth. 

The thresholds and pathways of medieval labyrinths 

Let us now turn our attention to the pathways of the medieval labyrinths under 

consideration. The pathway in these labyrinths is always unicursal. The visual concept of 

òmazeó with more than one possible pathway and symbolizing choice, did not exist in 

medieval times, even if the philosophical concept was familiar. The labyrinth, rather than 

being a symbol of liberty, can be understood rather as one of fate. It is a symbol of 

inevitability; the pathway unfolds in such a way that destiny is transformed into destination. 

Choice, as it relates to the symbol of the labyrinth, does not happen on the path (except in 

as much as one chooses to continue) but at the opening. For those in the Middle Ages who 

portrayed the labyrinth as a symbol related to the classical myth, the crossing the threshold 

to the labyrinth led to an inevitable battle with the monster in the centre, the Minotaur. The 

threshold, understood in this framework, can be interpreted as a place of decision and the 

start of a challenging and unsure journey. 
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Significant numbers in the eleven-circuit labyrinths, especially as they relate to the pathway 

As labyrinth builder Robert Ferré and many other contemporary labyrinth designers have 

explained in detail, the numbers and geometry incorporated into medieval labyrinths had 

particular significance.
108

 Let us consider three that are particularly relevant to the study of 

the pathways in the manuscript labyrinths: ten, eleven and twelve. These sacred numbers 

were understood both mathematically and symbolically during the Middle Ages. Ten, for 

example, brought to mind the Ten Commandments. Augustine claimed that the psaltery 

that David, known in the medieval period as the musician who understood the celestial 

music better than anyone else, used had ten strings. He was the master of the music of the 

spheres
109

 which related to the medieval understanding of the labyrinth. In Pythagorean 

thought, so influential in the Middle Ages, ten, the sum of the first four numbers 

(1+2+3+4=10), symbolized totality and wholeness. 

The number twelve brought to mind the twelve months of the year, the twelve signs of the 

zodiac, the twelve tribes of Israel and the twelve disciples and apostles of Jesus. It was 

represented by the multiplication of three (representing the Trinity) and four (representing 

the earth). Clearly it was a number which symbolized fullness that was inhabited by both 

God and humanity. The use of twelve circles in constructing medieval manuscript labyrinths 

was based on a symbolic value of the number. 

Between these number of completion (ten) and wholeness which incorporated the meeting 

of God and humanity (twelve), eleven existed. It was an important symbolic number, as we 

will see when considering the eleven circuits that were an essential component of the 

medieval manuscript labyrinths we are discussing. 

Lacuria
110

 explains that the number eleven was understood as a sign of temptation and its 

inherent danger of the separating of humanity from God. Eleven was the number that 

symbolized sin; it surpassed the ten of the ten commandments and thus signified a 

transgression of Divine Law.
111

 The Church Fathers, including Augustine, consistently spoke 

of eleven as representing sin.
112

 While any given number can be interpreted in different ways, 

we would like to return to the main interpretation used for the number eleven in ancient 

and medieval Christianity. Eleven was a well-used symbol for error and sin. Following this 

line of thought, Wright notes, òThe eleven tracks of the [labyrinth] symbolize the folds of 

sin that ensnare the soul in this earthly life.ó
113

 

It is important to affirm that any symbolic interpretation is fundamentally ambivalent and 

always expresses a specific and precise point of view. For example, consider the symbol of 

the labyrinth pathway. The path moves from the circumference to the centre. However, if 

we consider the same pathway, but moving from the centre to the circumference, it is 

different. The epic myth of Theseus is comprehensible in this way as well. Theseusõ journey 

to the centre is full of negativity, including risk and difficulty that must be overcome, 

including a battle with the Minotaur. But the journey from the centre is overwhelmingly 

positive, with Theseus wearing a crown, the symbol of victory and glory.
114

 The centre is the 

symbolic area that allows both interpretations to be true. In terms of the medieval 

manuscript labyrinths both Doob
115

 and later Wright discuss the dual nature of the labyrinth 

symbol as being both in bono (relating to good) and in malo (relating to evil), òéevil 

encompassed in divinely perfect forméó
116

 Numerically, one might say, in the medieval 

manuscript labyrinths eleven exists within twelve. 
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Medieval Thought and the Eleven-circuit Labyrinths  

As we studied the eleven-circuit medieval labyrinths we also considered all medieval 

labyrinths in manuscripts of which our group is a subset. For the overall group, four distinct 

types of centres emerged. This was only natural given the differing locations, cultures, and 

languages from which these manuscripts emerged. 

First, the theme of Jericho has been linked with the labyrinth
117

 in Greek Orthodox, Roman 

Catholic, Jewish and Syrian manuscripts.
118

 Only one eleven-circuit medieval manuscript is 

associated with Jericho, having the word of the city written all the way across the centre.
119

 

A second type of labyrinth centre emerges in relation to Solomon, who is given credit for 

the invention and building of a labyrinth. These labyrinths appear most often in texts related 

to alchemy or magic in manuscripts that are either on the periphery or outside of the western 

Christian tradition.
120

 It is the labyrinth itself, rather than their empty centres, that are linked 

to Solomon, although the centres must be understood as an extension of what the entire 

symbol represents. Again, there is only one eleven-circuit manuscript labyrinth of the 

Solomon type.
121

 

A third type of labyrinth centre includes those that are empty. Many of these can be 

understood by a commentary, or title found on the same page. Other empty centres seem 

more difficult, if not impossible, to interpret. As we noted earlier, twenty-two of the fifty-

three eleven-circuit manuscript labyrinths have empty centres. It is possible that oral 

traditions in the Middle Ages, now lost, could have given meaning to these spaces. These 

empty centres might have evoked the myth of Theseus and the Minotaur in the minds of 

medieval viewers, but there is no literary trace of this. Perhaps future research will shed 

more light. 

The fourth type of labyrinth centres found in medieval manuscripts are depictions of the 

classical myth, showing Theseus, the Minotaur, or both. Imagery related to their combat is 

a frequent subject in these documents. André Peyronie has written in depth about the 

importance of the theme of Theseus and the Minotaur in the medieval period and its 

significant presence in medieval literature.
122

 We have already highlighted the frequency of 

this imagery in the eleven-circuit manuscript labyrinths under consideration. 

Having considered the importance of the number eleven and the prevalence of imagery and 

references to the classical labyrinth myth in or related to the manuscript labyrinths, we find 

that the symbology of the eleven-circuit medieval labyrinth has a significant negative 

overlay.
123

 

Conclusions 

As we come to the end of our study of eleven-circuit medieval labyrinths we would like to 

highlight the importance of the ancient myth of Theseus and the Minotaur as an interpretive 

lens for the labyrinth, especially for the western Christian manuscripts under consideration, 

whether or not they specifically mention or show imagery related to it. The medieval literary 

traditions which used the labyrinth image as a support are well known and documented; 

they span the entire Middle Ages.
124

 This ancient myth owes its success in this period to the 

adaptable nature of many of its elements to the central mystery of the Christian tradition. 

For Theseus to become a symbolic Christ figure was not difficult; his adventures could 

acceptably be shown to correspond to Jesusõs. The labyrinth became a symbol of the fallen, 
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sinful world (the eleven circuits which had to be traversed). Theseusõs victorious battle in 

the centre over the threatening Minotaur was easily transposed to remind viewers of the 

labyrinth that Christ saved humanity by walking in this evil world with all its twists and turns, 

and eventually overcoming death. The return journey for Theseus and Christ was on the 

same pathway, now without danger, since evil had been vanquished and all that was left to 

do was to follow Ariadneõs thread which led faithfully back to the threshold and out of the 

labyrinth. 

How can the medieval use of the centre of the labyrinth as a place of tension, danger, and 

battle inform and perhaps even enhance contemporary labyrinth practice? As we noted, all 

symbols hold together multiple and even contradictory realities. While most contemporary 

labyrinth writing and usage involves positive emphasis on the centre as a place of peace, 

rest, and union with self and the divine, perhaps it is time to incorporate a more complicated 

and balanced understanding of the possibilities of the centre.  

What if labyrinth walkers were encouraged to use the labyrinth more often to explore both 

the brilliant and the shadow aspects of themselves and the realities of life? What if through 

understanding the dangers of the eleven-circuit pathway nestled within twelve circles of 

divine presence, walkers could enter more fully into both the difficulties of life and the sweet 

assurance of spiritual support? What if in the centre they could more often meet both the 

possible destruction and One who can help them overcome even the most alarming and 

dangerous threats? Historians can point to various interpretations of the labyrinth symbol 

and its centre during different periods. The more they can all be held together, the richer 

the knowledge of the symbol and its potential for meaningful practice will be. 

Afterward: Suggestions for future research 

Each year, as ancient manuscripts are digitized, more labyrinths are coming to light. 

Researchers are encouraged to share their òdiscoveriesó in this journal so that the labyrinth 

community can gain a more complete understanding of the history of the labyrinth symbol. 

We suggest that particular attention be given to those works where labyrinths have been 

found, such as medieval encyclopaedias and literature that relates to labyrinths. As Kern so 

aptly stated, òWorks by Virgil, Ovid, and Boethius would be particularly helpful, as would 

computi, chronicles, and encyclopaedic miscellanies.ó
125

 We would also encourage labyrinth 

scholars and enthusiasts to explore and publish about medieval manuscript labyrinths that 

do not use the eleven-circuit design, as well as the symbology of centres of labyrinths in other 

periods. 

Alain Pierre Louët, Chartres, France 

Jill Kimberly Hartwell Geoffrion, Wayzata, Minnesota, USA; May 2020 

Emails: jill .geoffrion@gmail.com - alainpierre.louet@gmail.com 
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Notes: 

1.  For this study we examined all known labyrinths in manuscripts from the ninth through fifteenth 

centuries. 

2.  For more information see Church Labyrinths, chapter VIII (p.142-165) in Kern, Hermann. Through the 

Labyrinth, Designs and Meanings over 5,000 Years. New York: Prestel, 2000. Reference to specific 

labyrinths in Kern are according to the numbering in the 2000 English edition. 

3.  Although Kern identified London, 197d 3, 1889-5-27-42 and 43 (ca. 1460-70) (figure 209) as a Chartres-

modified type of labyrinth, the authors do not count it here as it appears to be a ten and not an eleven-

circuit labyrinth. This is also true of Kern, figure 208: Milan Vittorio Crespi Collection which is 

suggestive of an eleven-circuit labyrinth but does not have a functional pathway. Finally, Kern identifies 

Copenhagen, AM 673a (15
th

 century) as an eleven-circuit labyrinth. We are grateful to Jeff Saward who 

after working with the pattern does not see how eleven circuits could be fit into the space available. 

4.  Doob, Penelope Reed. The Idea of the Labyrinth from Classical Antiquity Through the Middle Ages. Ithaca, 

NY: Cornell University Press, 1990. 

5.  For example, Florence, Laurentian Library, Ms. Plut. 78.16, fol. 58r. 

6.  Many other medieval labyrinths exist in manuscripts, with between five, the earliest of these being a 

circular labyrinth in British Library, 15603 F 142v (ca. 1175-1200) and nineteen circuits, e.g. a circular 

labyrinth found in British Library, Cotton MS Tiberius BII F 248v (1110), with the majority containing 

seven circuits. The authors of this article chose to focus on the eleven-circuit labyrinths because of their 

particular interest in the eleven-circuit Chartres Cathedral labyrinth pattern, its origins, variations, and 

influence. 

7.  For one example, see Jill K. H. Geoffrion & Alain Pierre Lou±t. òThe Beast Within.ó Caerdroia 44 (2015) 

p.10-23. A consideration of the centre of labyrinths in medieval manuscripts, including the 10
th

 century 

labyrinth in Orléans, BM 16. 

8.  The authors became aware of these labyrinths both as they researched relevant articles and blogs with 

links to labyrinths and as they explored currently digitized manuscripts not previously known to contain 

labyrinths such as Orléans, 16, fol. 252v; Paris, Arsenal, MS 711 Folio C; St. Omer, 684, fol. 74; Paris, 

BNF, Latin 2809, fol. 153r & 153v; Chantilly, Musée Condé, 0328 fol. 080v; Paris, Arsenal, Ms. 8530, 

fol.175r and Paris, BNF, Greek 2055, Fol 53v. 

9.  Surely there are more medieval labyrinths still to be discovered in manuscripts not yet been digitized. 

10.  This is technically a maze but was clearly meant to be an eleven-circuit labyrinth, so we have included it. 
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11.  Kern (#189) correctly points out òerrors of draftsmanship,ó but this is clearly an image of a labyrinth, 

confirmed by the figure of Theseus moving towards it with a sword. 

12.  Ghent, University Library, Ms. 92, fol. 20r; Wolfenbüttel, Herzog August Bibliothek, Cod Guelf. 1 

Gud. Lat. (Catalog No. 4305) fol., 19v; Chantilly, Musée Condé, Ms. 724/1596, fol. 21r and Hague, KB, 

72 A 23, fol. 21v. 

13.  Cambridge, St. Johnõs College Library, H.11, fol.124v. 

14.  Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica, Lat. 4929, fol. 78r; St. Gall, Stiftsbibliothek, Cod. 197, p. 122; 

Montpellier, Bibliothèque Interuniversitaire, Section Médecine, MS H 360, fol. 136v; Leiden, BPL, 92 A, 

fol. 182; Admont, Benediktinerstift, Stiftsbibliothek, Cod. 89, fol. 1v and Modena, Biblioteca Estense, 

Ms. Lat. 992, fol. 189v. 

15.  Four manuscripts of Boethiusõ Consolation of Philosophy have labyrinth illustrations. See: St. Omer, 

BM, 684, fol. 74; Florence, Laurentian Library, Ms. Plut. 78.16, fol. 58r; Munich, Bayerische 

Staatsbibliothek, Clm. 800, fol. 55v and Cambridge, Trinity Hall, Ms. 12, fol. 50v. 

16.  Chantilly, Musée Condé, 0328, fol. 080v. 

17.  Examples include labyrinths in Rabanus Maurus, Liber Floridus, Isidore of Sevilleõs Etymologies, 

Boethiusõ Consolation of Philosophy, Danteõs Divine Comedy, and Venatius Fortunatus. 

18.  Paris, BNF, Lat. 13013, fol. 1r; Paris, BNF, Nouv. Acq. Lat. 2169, fol. 17r; Paris, BNF, Latin 5371, fol. 

240v and Zwettl Monastery, Cod. 255, fol. 12v. 

19.  See Kern, p.147-148 and Harbison, p.109. 

20.  Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm. 3941, fol. 54r & 54v. 

21.  Paris, BNF, Lat. 2809, fol. 153r & 153v. 

22.  For example, Paris, BNF, Latin 1475, fol. 30v; Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm. 14731, fol. 82v 

and Leiden, BPL, 100 A, fol. 1. 

23.  Amiens, BM, Ms. 147, fol. 1r and Orléans, BM, 16, fol. 252v. 

24.  Vienna, Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek, Cod. 2687, fol. 1r (Gospels) and Rome, Biblioteca 

Angelica, Ms. Or. 72, fol. 6v (Book of Joshua). 

25.  Paris, BNF Français, 19093, fol. 7v. 

26.  Cambridge, Trinity College, O. 2.5, fol. 27r. 

27.  Amsterdam, Bibliotheca Rosenthaliana, Ros. 609, fol. 127v. 

28.  Venice, Biblioteca Nationale Marciana, Cod. Marc. Gr. Z 299, fol. 102v. 

29.  Kern, p.107-109. 

30.  Technically, these can be subdivided by those based on internal double or triple meanders. Saward, p.92. 

31.  See Saward, p.93.  

32.  Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm. 3941, fol. 54r. 

33.  Paris, BNF Lat 1745, fol. 40r and Amsterdam, Bibliotheca Rosenthaliana, Ros. 609, fol. 127v, which is 

difficult to understand and has thus been placed here. 

34.  Vienna, Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek, Cod. 2687, fol. 1r. 

35.  Kern, p.105-106. 

36.  The shift to eleven-circuit labyrinths was already evident in a slightly earlier labyrinth, Vatican, 

Biblioteca Apostolica, Lat. 4929, fol. 78r (dating from 860-862), in what Kern calls an òattempt.ó It has 

incomplete divisions of twelve circles (including the centre circle) and divides eleven circuits into four 

distinct quadrants. See Kern, no.186. 

37.  Thanks to Jeff Saward for correspondence in which he identifies the first known example from Bronze 

Age Spain, an 11-circuit classical labyrinth, drawn with four extra circuits around the perimeter, rather 

than four added by expanding the seed pattern, at Lucillo in Leon, Spain - see: òLabyrinth Petroglyphs 

in Maragater²a, Spain.ó Caerdroia 38 (2008) p.22-25. Drawn in the classical ôseed patternõ fashion, rather 

than the concentric style of the Otfrid labyrinth, it certainly shows that the addition of an extra ôblockõ of 

circuits to the standard classical labyrinth was figured out more than once. The first known example of 

an eleven-circuit classical created by expanding the seed pattern also comes from Spain, from the 1st 

century CE - see òThe Labyrinths of Formigueiros, Northwest Spain.ó Caerdroia 41 (2012), p.4-8. 
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38.  Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm. 3941, fol. 54v. This is a rounded version of the classical 

labyrinth design. 

39.  St. Gall, Stiftsbibliothek, Cod. 197, p.122. 

40.  New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, M 832, fol. 10v. 

41.  Milan, Biblioteca Ambrosiana C. 74, sup., fol. 28v. 

42.  Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm. 14731, fol. 82v. 

43.  Berlin, Stiftung Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Staatsbibliothek, Ms. Lat. 930, fol. 64 rb. In relation to this 

labyrinth, Kern speaks of òerrors of draftsmanship.ó (#189, p. 115) 

44.  See Rome, Biblioteca Angelica, Ms. Or. 72, fol. 6v; Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica, cod. pal. lat. 291, fol. 

170v. and Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm. 3941, fol. 54v. 

45.  See for example the earliest known extant Christian labyrinth, a mosaic in the cathedral of Algiers (ca. 

324 CE). 

46.  See Kern, chapter VI, p. 85-103. 

47.  The only exceptions are Ghent, University Library, Ms. 92, fol. 20r, with only one division in the right-

hand half of the labyrinth; Amsterdam, Bibliotheca Rosenthaliana, Ros. 609, fol. 127v; Chantilly, Musée 

Condé, MS 724/1596, fol 21r, which is a copy of the Ghent labyrinth; Hague, KB, 72 A 23, fol. 21v, which 

is also a copy of the Ghent labyrinth, and Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm. 3941, fol. 54r which 

is divided into many areas, but not quadrants. 

48.  Montpellier, Bibliothèque Interuniversitaire, Section Médecine, Ms. H 360, fol. 136v. 

49.  In addition to the pattern used in the twenty-six examples cited, one different symmetrical four-quadrant 

pattern was used in a manuscript, see Cambridge, Trinity Hall Ms. 12, fol. 50v. 

50.  For a discussion of how some medieval liturgical music used retrograde patterns to illustrate òthe course 

of Christõs life was recursive journey, a coming and going, a descensus and ascensusó see Wright, p.106-

107. His discussion includes an illustrated retrograde score from 1200. 

51.  In this case there are thirty-one segments. 

52.  The meaning of double retrograde was understood by medieval theologians to express, òChristõs journey 

from Heaven to Hell and back involved a recursive progress, a miraculous reversal.ó Wright, p.162, see 

also p.85. 

53.  Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm. 3941, fol. 54r. Translation of the text is from Kern, p.139. 

54.  See Doob, p.138-139 for a discussion of labyrinths placed in what she describes as òcritical juncturesó 

and her interpretation of this which differs from Kernõs. òéfirst, the labyrinth might hint at the 

complexities of the preceding or following texté[a] sign of difficulty; and second, the labyrinth might 

function aséa seal of approval for work craftily constructed.ó 

55.  Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica, Lat. 1960, fol. 264v. 

56.  See the earliest example, St. Gall, Stiftsbibliothek, Cod. 197, p.122 and Admont, Benediktinerstift, 

Stiftsbibliothek Cod. 89, folio 1v; Hereford Cathedral, Mappa mundi. 

57.  See Munich Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm. 14731, fol. 82v. 

58.  For example, see Paris, BNF, Lat. 13013, fol. 1r and Vatican Biblioteca Apostolica, Lat. 1960, fol. 264v. 

59.  The four manuscripts of the Liber Floridus are prime examples. 

60.  See for example, Venice, BNM, Ms. Lat. Z. 399, fol. 97v and Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm. 

3941, fol. 54r. 

61.  Venice, BNM, Cod. Marc. Gr. Z 299, fol. 102v. 

62.  Paris, BNF, Lat. 5371, fol. 240v. 

63.  New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, M 832, fol. 10v. 

64.  Paris, BNF, Lat. 2809, fol. 153r & 153v. 

65.  Cambridge, St. Johnõs College Library H.11, fol.124v. 

66.  Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica, Latin 1960, fol. 264v. 

67.  Cambridge, Trinity College, O. 2.5, fol. 27r. 

68.  Rome, Biblioteca Angelica, Ms. Or. 72, fol. 6v. 

69.  Paris, BNF Latin 13013, fol. 1r. 

 

 



 

26  

 

70.  Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica, Cod. Pal. Lat. 291, fol. 170v. 

71.  Paris, BNF, Nouv. Acq. Lat. 2169, fol. 17r and Paris, BNF Latin 5371, fol. 240v. 

72.  New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, M 832, fol. 10v. 

73.  Monte Cassino, Cod. 132, p. 348 and Berlin, Stiftung Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Staatsbibliothek, Ms. 

Lat. 930, fol. 64 rb. Kern sees an amphitheatre rather than a tower. 

74.  Paris, BNF Français, 19093, fol. 7v. 

75.  Zwettl Monastery, Cod. 255, fol. 12v. 

76.  Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica, Ms. Barb. Lat. 4112, fol. 209r. 

77.  Kern, p.106. 

78.  The entrance of the labyrinth on Crete in Hereford Cathedral, Mappa mundi is in the west. 

79.  This feature was very common in earlier Roman mosaic labyrinths. 

80.  For a fuller discussion see Alain Pierre Lou±t and Jill K. H. Geoffrion. òLabyrinth Doorways: Crossing 

the Threshold.ó Caerdroia 45 (2016), p.11-31. 

81.  Hague, KB, 72 A 23, fol. 21v. 

82.  Chantilly, Musée Condé 0328, fol. 080v. 

83.  Princeton University, Garrett MS 158, fol. 157v, the outer line is shaded in. 

84.  See Cambridge, Trinity Hall Ms. 12, fol. 50v. 

85.  This proportion was used in the thirteenth century for the construction of the Chartres Cathedral 

labyrinth. 

86.  Ghent, University Library, Ms. 92, fol. 20r; Wolfenbüttel, Herzog August Bibliothek, Cod Guelf. 1 

Gud. Latin fol., 19v; Chantilly, Musée Condé, Ms. 724/1596, fol. 21r; Hague, KB, 72 A 23, fol. 21v; 

Modena, Biblioteca Estense, Ms. Lat. 992, fol. 189v; Princeton, University, Garrett Ms. 158, fol. 157v. In 

the final manuscript the Minotaur holds a left arm and hand in his left hand. 

87.  Paris, BNF Latin 13013, fol. 1r; Paris, BNF Latin 5371, fol. 240v; Paris, BNF, Lat. 4939, fol. 21r; Vatican, 

Biblioteca Apostolica, Ms. Barb. Lat. 4112, fol. 209r. 

88.  Orléans BM 16, fol. 252v and Leiden BPL 100 A, fol. 1. 

89.  Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm. 14731, fol. 82v and Admont, Benediktinerstift, 

Stiftsbibliothek Cod. 89, fol. 1v. 

90.  Florence, Laurentian Library, Ms. Plut. 78.16, fol. 58r. 

91.  Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica Latin 1960, fol. 264v. 

92.  Montpelli er, Bibliothèque Interuniversitaire, Section Médecine, Ms. H 360, fol. 136v. 

93.  Ten-petalled: Paris, BNF, Lat. 2809, fol. 153r & 153v (1270-1330) and five-petalled: Cambridge, Trinity 

Hall Ms. 12, fol. 50v. 

94.  New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, M 832, fol. 10v. 

95.  Chantilly, Musée Condé, 0328, fol. 080v. 

96.  Rome, Biblioteca Angelica, Ms. Or. 72, fol. 6v. 

97.  Cambridge, Trinity College O. 2.5, fol. 27r. 

98.  Berlin, Stiftung Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Staatsbibliothek, Ms. Lat. 930, fol. 64 rb. 

99.  Vienna, Codex 2687, fol. 1r: phas added in the 16
th

 or 17
th

 century; Leiden, BPL 92 A, f. 182: hic 

fedet/sedet ett; Amiens (France), BM, Ms 147, fol 1r: Jericho; Paris, BNF Lat. 5371, fol. 240v: Talia deus 

monstra/Patria depellat ab ista which Wright translates as òMay the Lord remove such monsters from the 

homelandó; Zwettl Monastery, cod. 255, fol. 12v (1101-1300): Nomina eorum [?] sunt in [?] labore which 

Haubrichs suggests may refer to a list of friends of the author who were in some difficulty; Vatican, 

Biblioteca Apostolica, Lat. 1960, fol. 264v: erased words in brown ink which are partially visible but are 

hard to decipher; and Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm. 3941, fol. 54r: (previous mentioned) 

òlaborintus melior inter priores aquia magis errabunda inducens et educensó (this labyrinth is better than 

the previous ones, since it is more misleading, leading in and out). 

100.  Venice, Biblioteca Nationale Marciana, cod. Marc. Gr. Z 299, fol. 102v. 

101.  Cambridge, Trinity College O. 2.45, fol. 1r: Hon hic introeas nisi que sint hec tria dicas: / Quod facit & 

num fit . facit & fit . non facit & fitó (Upon entering here, but what are the three things you declare: 

whether what he does is done, what he does is done, and what he does is not done). 
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102.  Wright, p.15. 

103.  With the one exception already mentioned. 

104.  Eliade, Mircea. Le sacré et le profane, Idées. Paris: Gallimard, 1965, p.34-35. 

105.  Homerian thought is unlike that of Irenicism with its pacificism that relied on Pythagorean and Euclidian 

thought of centre as a point of conversion of differences into unity. 

106.  Wersinger Taylor, G. òòLe Milieu et la ronde.ó Contribution ¨ lõétude des représentations géométriques 

et politiques du cercle et de lõharmonie chez Homère, les Pythagoriciens, Platon et Euclide.ó Philosophia 

44 (2014), p 55-74. See especially, pages 55, 61, 64, 66. 

107.  A good example is that the centre is where we read in the Iliad (16.284-5) of the brawl where dialogue 

cannot take place (Iliad 20.245), but only where people meet to fight each other. 

108.  Robert Ferré. The Chartres Labyrinth. Trilogy. St. Louis, MO: One Way Press, 1997 and Ferré, Robert. 

Origin, Symbolism, and Design of the Chartres Labyrinth. St. Louis: One Way Press, 2001. 

109.  Philip Knªble. òLõHarmonie des sph¯res et la danse dans le contexte cl®rical au Moyen Age.ó Médiévales 

66 (2014). 

110.  René Philipon Lacuria et Paul-François-Gaspard. Les harmonies de lõêtre exprimées par les nombres. 

Édition nouvelle publiée par les soins de René Philipon ed. Paris: Chacornac, 1899. 

111.  Of course, the number has also been interpreted in other ways. For example, René Guénon speaks of 

the omnipresence of the number eleven in his study on the esoterism of Dante. He notes that Dante 

composed verses of eleven syllables which Guénon links to the concept of initiation, and possibly Islamic 

influences. See René Guénon. Lõésotérisme de Dante, Collection Tradition. (Paris: Ed Ch. Bosse, libraire 

1925) p.66-67. Eleven is a significant number in Islamic thought, but only in its multiples. For example, 

there are the 99 (11 x 9) divine attributes, and 66 (11 x 6) in the Arabic language is the numeric total for 

the name of Allah. 

112.  See The number eleven as transgressio denariae perfectionis in Augustin, Libri duo Questionum 

evangeliarum (PL 35, 1336, 6); Sermo LXXXIII (PL 38, 517 -518). See also H. Meyer & R. Suntrup, 

Lexicon des Mittelalterlichen Zahlenbedeutung, Munich, Fink, 1987, col. 615-616. 

113.  Wright, p.23. 

114.  For the theme of Theseusõs crown, see Matricon-Thomas, Elodie. òLe fil dõAriane et la traversée du 

Labyrinthe.ó GAIA, revue interdisciplinaire sur la Grèce Ancienne 17 (2014), p.181-207. 

115.  Doob, p.139-144. 

116.  Wright, p.24. 

117.  These labyrinths have various forms and numbers of circuits, but most have seven. 

118.  Kern, p.128. His full discussion of Jericho labyrinths can be found on p.128-135. 

119.  Amiens, BM, Ms 147, fol 1r. 

120.  See Kern, p.126-127. 

121.  Venice, BNM, cod. Marc. Gr. Z 299, fol. 102v is one example. 

122.  Peyronie, Andr®. 1997. òLe Mythe de Th®s®e pendant le Moyen ąge latin (500-1150).ó Médiévales 32 

(1997) p.119-133. For example: Isidore of Seville, Rabanus Maurus, Lambert of Saint Omer, Martianus 

Capella, and Dante. 

123.  To consider this further see Wright, p.15: òThe [labyrinth] appears to have had many different and 

sometimes contradictory meanings. To mention just one paradox: the Cretan labyrinth signified a 

gloomy, tortuous Underworld; yet the maze in the Virgilian Trojan ride served as a metaphor for Troy, 

the perfect fortress-cityéWhat is perhaps unique about the [labyrinth] as both object and archetype is 

the antithetical nature of so many of its meanings. These can be separated into positive and negative 

values.ó The discussion continues on page 16. 

124.  See especially Doob and Peyronie with their abundant examples and references. As we noted, while 

traditions related to Solomon or Jericho existed in relation to labyrinths, there was no widespread literary 

tradition related to either of these. 

125.  Kern, note 1 for chapter VII, p.323. 
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The Celestial Spheres 
and the Labyrinth of Chartres 
 

Richard J. Legault 

 

Abstract: A consideration of the labyrinth floor pavement of Chartres Cathedral as a symbol of 

the medieval concept of the celestial spheres. 

 

Figure 1: The labyrinth floor pavement of Chartres Cathedral, with eleven concentric shells and a 

single unicursal path (no branching or dead-ends) formed by the folding of the stem of the central 

rosette. Photo: Labyrinthos Photo Library. 

The Labyrinth Image of Chartres 

Consider Figure 1, a photo of the labyrinth floor pavement in Chartres Cathedral. It spans 

12.9 meters, almost the full width of the nave. Fundamentally, with its hairpin turns in a 

simple unicursal path that enfolds a cross and in a site that has been the seat of a Bishop for 

over a thousand years, it conveys well the Christian idea of a narrow path to salvation. 

However, this image has meant many things to many people at many times. Over the 

centuries, it has become a bit of a layer cake of multiple meaning. In medieval times, during 

and even after the Crusades, believers are said to have used the labyrinth of Chartres as a 

piece of performance art on which they could physically perform imaginary devotional 

pilgrimages to Jerusalem [Connolly 2005]. 
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By the end of the 13
th
 century, a labyrinth image with a 

path identical to the one at Chartres became a 

geographic emblem, not of Jerusalem, but of the island 

of Crete, in Greece and of the Domus Dedali (House of 

Dedalus) as inscribed on the Hereford Mappa Mundi, ca. 

1290, shown in Figure 2. 

Figure 2: Detail of Crete on the Hereford Mappa Mundi, circa 

1290 CE. The pathway of the labyrinth image is identical to the 

one at Chartres. The islandõs co-ordinates are said to be in 

accordance with Pliny and Capella. 

Photo: Labyrinthos Photo Library. 

Latin Inscriptions: 

Creta insula hec in long[itudine] CCLXX, in latit[udine] L. 

(Crete island at longitude 270 and latitude 50). 

Cortina; Cidona (Cydonia); M rima (Myrina?); Mont Ida 

Laborintus id est domus dedili 

(Labyrinth that is the house of Dedalus). 

While accurate historical details remain elusive, labyrinth images have also long been 

associated with methods for computing the date of Easter [Doob 1990, Morrison 2003 and 

Le Mée 2010]. Now in 2020, walkable labyrinth images, especially ones modelled on the 

same pattern as Chartres, have become popular among many who seek and promote 

spiritual solace and healing using walking exercises of contemplation, meditation and prayer 

[Artress 1995]. 

These examples are but a few of the many layers of multiple and interrelated symbolic 

meaning that have interfolded and entangled themselves over the centuries into the 

labyrinth image of Chartres. Trying to disentangle them may be about as hopeless as trying 

to unbeat an egg.  

Nevertheless, I would like to isolate and consider one of the less frequently reviewed and 

altogether different layers of meaning of the Chartres labyrinth floor pavement. It is a 

meaning that I think comes closer to the thinking of the medieval Chartrain community. It 

is a meaning rooted in the medieval studies of theology, cosmology and astronomy that 

flourished in the cultural milieu of the medieval Chartrains, at the very time they installed 

their labyrinth pavement. In this context, the image becomes symbolic of the celestial 

spheres and the presence of God. Historical evidence persuades me that the idea of the 

celestial spheres, by which the Chartrains conceived of the structure of their cosmos, was so 

very near and dear to their hearts that I think they sanctified it with the exaggerated 

prominence of the labyrinth floor pavement in their cathedral. 

Uncertain Dating 

Historians usually date the labyrinth pavement of Chartres to the early thirteenth century 

reconstruction of the cathedral after the devastating fire of 1194, sometime between 1200 

and 1235 [James 1990, Wright 2001 & Saward 2017]. There is, however, no unequivocal 

archaeological evidence I know of that categorically precludes this pavement from being a 

salvaged part of the earlier cathedral of ca. 1145 ð spolia that survived the fire of 1194. The 
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outer paving stones interlocked with the ôgear-teethõ of the outermost rim of the labyrinth 

pavement show a remarkably random variety of jagged angles clearly visible in Figure 1. 

These could be signs of salvaged materials. We do know the cathedralõs west façade, up to 

the top of the three lancet windows, the two towers up to the second story and several 

important panels of stained glass did survive 1194 fire and were reintegrated into the 

reconstruction. Moreover, the aftermath of the recent fire at Notre Dame de Paris cathedral 

in 2019 is a reminder that floor pavements can stand up remarkably well to these types of 

incendiary catastrophes.  

The Chartrains  

To understand best how the idea of the celestial spheres relates to the labyrinth of Chartres, 

it is important to consider the intellectual culture that developed and flourished at Chartres, 

under the direction of a succession of Bishops. This was during a period of some two and a 

quarter centuries, dating from the time that Fulbert of Chartres became Bishop of Chartres 

in 1006, up to ca. 1230, by which time historians assure us the labyrinth pavement was 

definitely in place. The Cathedral school founded at Chartres by Fulbert played a key role 

in forming some of the keenest and most well-schooled minds of the period [Ellard 2008 

and Jeauneau 2009]. The curriculum of the cathedral school at Chartres, aside from Biblical 

teaching, mirrored the classical curriculum of the Artes Liberalis (Latin for Liberal Arts) 

inherited from classical Greece and Rome. The Chartrains taught it in two phases over 

several years. The introductory phase ð the Trivium (Latin for Three Ways) ð consisted of 

Grammar, Logic and Rhetoric. The advanced phase ð the Quadrivium (Latin for the Four 

Ways) consisted of Geometry, Arithmetic, Music and Astronomy. 

Some Prominent Chartrains  

Fulbert of Chartres (960 - 1028): Bishop of Chartres from 1006 to 1028 and a teacher 

mid-990s to 1006. 

Ivo of Chartres (ca.1040 - 1115): Bishop of Chartres from 1090 to 1115. Major influence 

on Peter Abelardõs Sic et Non and Gratianõs Concordi Discordantium Canonum. 

Bernard of Chartres (died 1130): Teacher at Chartres from 1115 and chancellor until 

1124. Once thought to be the sibling of Thierry of Chartres. Gilbert de la Porré and 

William of Conches were his students. 

Thierry of Chartres (died before 1155): Chancellor of the cathedral school of Chartres 

and highly influential Master of the Liberal Arts. 

Gilbert of Poitier s (1076 - 1154): Chancellor of Chartres 1126 to 1138. 

Clarenbald of Arras (died ca. 1160): Studied under Thierry of Chartres. 

Bernard Silverstris  (ca. 1085 to 1178): Not known to have spent time at Chartres, but his 

book Cosmographia was dedicated to Thierry of Chartres.  

John of Salisbury (1110 - 1180): Studied at Chartres, bishop of Chartres 1176 to 1180. 

William of Conches (ca. 1090 - after 1154): Teacher of grammar at Chartres for twenty 

years or more. 
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Celestial Circles and Spheres 

The medieval idea of the celestial spheres was central to the accepted theological, 

cosmological and astronomical teachings of the period. Today we usually call this idea the 

Platonic, Ptolemaic or geocentric model of the solar system while setting aside its medieval 

theological aspects. In simple terms, it places the Earth at the centre with the Sun, Moon, 

planets and stars revolving around it. The model explains the motions of all the heavenly 

bodies as due to their being physically fixed or attached to a series of rotating spheres, nested 

within each other like Russian Dolls. 

This pagan idea from Greek and Roman antiquity became integrated and harmonized into 

the medieval Christian understanding of their sacred cosmos. In simplified theological and 

cosmological terms, for example, it is through these celestial spheres that any journey 

between Earth and Heaven would have to take place. The Ascension of Christ image in 

Figure 7, is a late Renaissance example of this medieval idea. Reliable evidence of how well 

accepted this idea was at that time is abundant in some of the books that were studied by, 

and others written by these influential Chartrains. 

Platoõs Timaeus, in the incomplete translation of Calcidius, was one of the main texts 

frequently copied and used to help teach the cosmology and astronomy of Pythagoras, Plato 

and Ptolemy all through the middle Ages in general and at Chartres in particular. In 

addition, there was a very popular 5
th
 century work entitled Commentarii in Somnium 

Scipionis (Commentary on the Dream of Scipio) by Ambrosius Macrobius [Ellard 2008]. It 

comments on a story recorded in the 1
st
 century BCE by Cicero in his sixth book of De 

republica, about a journey through the spheres experienced in a dream. Macrobius describes 

a cosmos studied using eleven imaginary circles drawn on the vault of the sky by astronomers 

to help visualize and map the movements of celestial bodies: òéthe two words 

circumference and circle have the same acceptation; it is one of these curves that surrounds 

the heavenly vault. There are ten more of which we will speak in due courseó [Macrobius, ca. 

430, my italics]. Macrobius also describes a cosmos physically structured with eight spheres: 

seven for the medieval planets and one for the fixed stars that medieval Christian theology 

equated with the biblical firmament of Genesis. After Macrobius an eleven-sphere cosmos 

became pretty much standard by including three more spheres: 

ω A ninth sphere to account for the ôwaters above the firmamentõ of Genesis, 

ω A tenth one named Prime Mobile (Latin for First Mover), to harmonize theology with 

the physics of Aristotle, and 

ω An eleventh one named the Coelum Empireum Habitaculum Dei (Empyrean Heaven, 

Dwelling Place of God). 

The number of circles and spheres varies a bit from author to author. Dante Alighieri, for 

example, uses only ten spheres in the Divina Commedia (Divine Comedy), leaving out the 

sphere of the waters above the firmament. Nevertheless, visual images of this circular and 

spherical cosmological structure were pervasive through all of the middle Ages and well into 

the Renaissance. The survival of images of the celestial spheres in so many examples, as 

seen for example in Figures 3 to 7, shows how widely accepted, influential and ubiquitous 

the concept was. 
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Figure 3: Celestial Spheres of Saint-Sernin ð 

Didactic wall chart in a segregated gallery of 

the basilica of Saint-Sernin, Toulouse 

France, a 13
th
 Century schoolroom for the 

study of the celestial spheres and the sacred 

cosmos. Photo: J.-F. Peiré. 

 

Figure 4: The Celestial Spheres on the Shoulders of 

Giants ð A manuscript illumination from 

Commentarii in Somnium Scipionis by Macrobius, 

copied by an anonymous scribe ca. 1150 in Southern 

France(?). Photo: Det Kongelige Bibliotek, 

Copenhagen, Ms. NKS 218 4, folio 25r. 

 

 

Figure 5: The Six Days of Creation and the 

Fall of Man ð The Celestial spheres and Six 

Days of Creation were illustrated in a 

manuscript illumination in Hildegard of 

Bingenõs Scivias, Wiesbaden Codex ca. 1151. 

Image from a facsimile created 1925. Photo: 

Bibliothèque nationale de France. 

 

 

 

Figure 6: the 11 Celestial Spheres of Peter Apianõs 

Cosmographia ð A later portrayal from 1564 CE. 

Image: Archive.org. 
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Figure 7: Christõs Ascension through the 

Celestial Spheres - detail of Les Mystères de la 

Passion du Christ by Antonio Campi, 1569, oil 

on canvas, Louvre. 

Image: Pierre-Yves Beaudouin, Wikipedia 

Commons. 

 

Consider the cultural mind-set of medieval 

Christians well-schooled in the astronomy 

of the Quadrivium. I think it is just as 

impossible that they could have looked at 

any image of such concentric circles or 

shells and not think of the celestial spheres, 

as it would have been for them to look at a 

cross and not think of Christ and heaven. 

Accordingly, and based on the abundance 

of evidence, I think the eleven concentric 

layers or shells enfolded in the Chartres 

labyrinth image are an obvious allusion to 

the celestial spheres and to the cosmos 

sacred to the Chartrains. 

 

The Physics of Creation 

If the Chartr es labyrinthõs eleven layered shells or concentric circles are an allusion to the 

sacred cosmos and to Creation, then so is the six-plus-one membered rosette at its centre. 

The rosette consisting of six petals plus one stem alludes to the six days of Creation plus one 

day of rest in Genesis. The six-plus-one allusion can also be mapped, numerically, to the 

Tractatus de sex dierum operibus (Treatise on the Six Days of Creation), the title of one of 

Thierry of Chartresõ books. In Thierryõs own words, his bookõs objective is to explain, as a 

matter of physics, how heaven and earth came into being:  

It is, in fact, in the De sex dierum operibus that Thierry sets out to explain the 

biblical account of creation of the world òaccording to physics.ó From the start, 

commenting upon the first verse of Genesis [é] he says, òHow should we 

understand the words ôheaven and earthõ? How were the two, from the point of view 

of the physicist (secundum rationem physicorum), created at the same time? This is 

what I will try to show.ó [Jeauneau 2009, my italics except for the Latin]. 

The historical significance here, is how astoundingly bold Thierry was, at this time, to just 

set himself this goal in the first place. By telling us of his goal to understand Creation 

òfollowing the reasoning of a physicistó (in Thierryõs Latin: secundum rationem physicorum), 

rather than that of a theologian, this book is a record of an intellectual turning point in 

history. It marks a moment of intensified thirst and renewed cultural advocacy for nothing 

less than the scientific enterprise itself, as an alternative or compliment to blind faith. 

Thierryõs quest for physical explanations was a major influence on the later and more 
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historically influential Nicholas of Cusa (1401-1464) [Albertson 2014]. He went beyond 

Thierry by becoming an early advocate of the plurality of worlds and a major stimulus cited 

by Kepler: òFor this one fact, Nicholas of Cusa and others seem to me divine: that they 

attached so much importance to the difference between 

the Straight and the Curved. [Kepler 1596].ó Moreover, 

Thierry was highly influential in his own time as a teacher, 

a writer and a patron of the emerging movement to 

translate and import scientific texts from the Andalusian 

Arabs. It is to Thierry, whom he addresses as his teacher, 

that Herman of Carinthia (1100-1160) dedicated, in 1143, 

the first Latin translation from the Arabic of Claudius 

Ptolemyõs Planisphere, a book key to mastering the 

mathematics and geometry of astrolabe technology. I 

think it is because of this translation that the Chartrains 

gave, in the same decade as its acquisition, such 

prominence to the depiction of six or possibly seven 

astrolabes in their cathedralõs Royal Portal, two of which 

are shown in Figure 8 [Legault 2015 and Levi-Godechot 

1987]. 

 

Figure 8: Astrolabes ð Several angels in the sculptures of the 

innermost archivolt over the centre door of Chartres 

Cathedralõs Royal Portal (ca. 1145) hold astrolabes. 

Folding Imagery 

Some cosmological and theological teachings of Thierry match even more explicitly the 

folding imagery of the Chartres labyrinth image. In Lectiones in Boethi librum de Trinitate, 

(Lessons in the Book of Boethius: Trinity) he writes: òThere is one universe that is enfolded 

in a certain simplicity. This enfolded simplicity in the universe itself is God. God is a unity 

which in itself enfolds the universe in simplicityó [Thierry of Chartres, cited in Ellard 2008, 

my emphasis]. This book shows Thierryõs use of ôfoldingõ imagery to explain his concept of 

God. It is evident that the folding and simplicity of the unicursal stem of the rosette visually 

expresses the Chartrain concept of God as a unity and a simplicity enfolded in the universe. 

The stemõs folds make a cross, symbolic of Christ, described by John as the Word (Logos) 

and, in the beginning, the agent of creation: òAll things were made by him; and without him 

was not any thing made that was madeó [John 1-3, KJV] . By analogy, the simplicity and unity 

of a unicursal stem folded into the shape of a cross in the labyrinth image becomes an 

obvious symbol of the presence of God. It is also a visual reference to Thierryõs text, òThis 

enfolded simplicity in the universe itself is God.ó 

A Cosmic Egg 

The best understanding of the visual imagery of the Chartres labyrinth is only possible by 

following a narrow path into the texts of theology and natural philosophy used by and 

written by the Chartrains themselves. This is really the only way to arrive at the true, original 

and core meaning they gave to their labyrinth image, in their place and in their time. 
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Considering the textual and graphic evidence of the period, it is clear that the labyrinth 

image of Chartres Cathedral is a compressed didactic representation of a medieval goal to 

understand a sacred cosmos, symbolized by the celestial spheres. I think a cosmos physically 

enfolded by and within the 11 celestial spheres is what the Chartrains first intended their 

labyrinth image to represent. This is the original meaning of the Chartrain cosmic egg, to 

call it that. 

This of course was long before the egg was beaten, blended and baked into the cultural layer 

cake of multiple meaning we know today. 

Richard J Legault, Ottawa, Canada; February 2020 

Email: richardjlegault@gmail.com 
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Medieval Labyrinths in Northern Russia 
 

Vyacheslav Mizin 

 

Introduction  

Stone labyrinths of the medieval design, or Chartres-type, are found in Northern Russia in 

two locations: in the village of Ponoy [von Baer 1844] on the eastern coast of the Kola 

peninsula, and on the island of Bolshoy Zayatsky [Kuratov 1970, p.34-48] in the White Sea. 

Due to the fact that the second reference concerns a partially destroyed labyrinth whose 

design cannot be established precisely, in this study only the Ponoy labyrinth will be 

considered in detail as an undoubted example of a medieval-type labyrinth in Russia. The 

first description of this labyrinth was provided by Karl von Baer in 1844: 

òThe two labyrinths near Ponoy lie on the floor of a river valley, albeit on a 

somewhat raised bank, which is probably no longer reached by the river, and is 

well grassed. They are much bigger than the others that I have seen, being 12 to 

15 cubits in diameter, and are built of large rounded boulders. In one of these 

labyrinths especially, the building stones are of considerable weight and could only 

have been set up by the combined efforts of many strong men and some 

perseverance. It was these labyrinths that first made me think they could have 

some historical significance, for they seemed too large to be merely the outcome 

of boredomó [von Baer 1844]. 

The archaeologist Aleksandr Spitsyn is the first to provide a plan of this stone labyrinth. 

According to his description, this labyrinth is one of the largest in the Russian North. In his 

article, Spitsyn points out that the òPonoy labyrinths, also known by Baer, were inspected in 

1900 by K.P. Reva... [the] largest babylon represents an almost regular circle measuring 8 

sagenes, 2 archins, 2 vershoks x 8 sagenes, 2 vershoksó [Spitsyn 1904, p.101-112]. In modern 

measures of length, the dimensions of the labyrinth are approximately 18 x 18 metres. K. P. 

Reva excavated the labyrinth but no items of interest were found. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: 

The Ponoy stone labyrinth (Spitsyn, 1904).    The labyrinth in Chartres Cathedral, France.  
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Background 

Until this point the problem of how this medieval labyrinth design came to be realized in 

stone in Northern Russia has been an unsolvable riddle. In order to find an answer to this 

question it is necessary to determine the history of the design and the context of the 

environments in which it appears. 

¶ Labyrinths of this medieval type first appear in Christian manuscripts during the 10
th
 

century and were subsequently laid out on the floors of Catholic cathedrals in Western 

Europe during the 13
th 

to 15
th
 centuries. They were also created as turf labyrinths on 

common land, village greens and hilltops in England, especially during the 16
th
 and 17

th
 

centuries. The Catholic origin of this labyrinth design is manifest as a cultural 

phenomenon. At the same time, this design is unknown in the form of stone 

constructions on the shores of the seas of Western Europe. 

¶ The stone labyrinths of the White Sea coastal regions correspond to another design type 

and were constructed during the 14
th
 to 20

th
 centuries by the local population ð the 

Orthodox Karelians and Pomors fishermen and traders. Their geographical context was 

that of seasonable fishing camps, and similar locations. 

At first sight, the task to seek the common denominator seems hardly solvable since both 

phenomena (although occurring during a single epoch, the Middle Ages) took place in very 

different cultural, geographic and religious contexts. 

The contexts 

In order to answer the question raised, it is necessary firstly to define the historical moment 

when these two phenomena, church and turf labyrinths of the medieval type found in 

Western Europe and stone labyrinths of the White Sea coast, can have overlapped. 

It would be logically unfounded to suppose that the scheme of the medieval type was of a 

primary nature in the Ponoy region. Firstly, there were no historical prerequisites during 

any known periods which would suggest any Pomor influence in the religious life of 

mediaeval Western Europe. Secondly, the vector of borrowing would have been directed, 

most probably, from the region where this tradition was widely distributed, to an area where 

only single or occasional instances are found. Moreover, there is no real data to suggest the 

possibility of importation of a similar tradition from Western Europe, where the medieval 

labyrinth type is commonly encountered, to the Russian North during the early Middle 

Ages. A lso, there is no record of voyages by Pomors to Western Europe in the 13
th
 century, 

or of the navigation of Western Europeans to the Arctic during the same period. 

In order to find a grounded answer to the question of the origin of the medieval design of 

the Ponoy labyrinth, it is necessary to consider the opposite shore of the White Sea and the 

historical realities of the late Middle Ages. 

Arkhangelsk is a Russian city-port on the south-eastern shore of the White Sea founded in 

1584, and after Russia had lost access to the Baltic Sea as a consequence of its unsuccessful 

wars with Sweden, it was this city that became the centre of trade with England, Germany 

and Holland. Moreover, the English Muscovy, or Russia Company, from the late 16
th
 

century onwards, possessed the right of free trade and, in fact, held a monopoly in this 

sphere. In Arkhangelsk, during the 17
th
 century, there was a large Western European colony. 

As the traveller Adam Olearius wrote in 1656: 
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òIt is told that the town itself is fairly small, however it is renowned for numerous 

merchants and the overseas trade. Annually, Dutch, English and Hamburgian 

ships come here with different goods. At the very same time, merchants from the 

[entire] country, especially the Germans from Moscow, gather for a journey and 

in winter, with their goods in sledges, they return home again from here.ó 

In the work by B. Koshechkin dedicated to graffiti from the island of Anikiyev, a number of 

descriptions of historical conditions and voyages of Western European merchants to the 

Russian North are found. He mentions that òthe most of the inscriptions come from the 17
th

 

century, and among their number, I have found one in Russianó [Koshechkin 1981, p.43]. It 

is precisely during the 17
th
 century, from the 1620s onwards, that the flowering of 

Arkhangelsk as the main Russian centre of overseas trade took place; the decline of the city 

was only precipitated by the foundation of Saint Petersburg, and the subsequent Russian 

gaining of access to the Baltic Sea in 1703. 

Based on the consideration of the historical context, it is possible to conclude that in the 17
th
 

century seafarers from England, Holland and Germany repeatedly passed Ponoy as a key 

point on the route from the Barents Sea to Arkhangelsk, when their ships crossed the mouth 

of the White Sea. These were the countries where, in the same historical epoch, church and 

turf labyrinths of the medieval designs existed [Saward 2005, p.94-129; Kern 2007, p.169-

218]. This fact allows us to suppose with a fair probability that the construction of stone 

labyrinths of the medieval type started in the 17
th
 century and was possibly the work of some 

Western European seamen bound for Arkhangelsk. It must also be mentioned that in the 

16
th
 century, a new wave of construction of labyrinths in churches and civic building began 

in Western Europe [Saward 2005, p.104], and consequently labyrinths at this time were not 

viewed as artefacts of passed epochs, but remained important in the contemporary religious 

life and world-view. 

Considering the Ponoy labyrinth, Karl von Baer makes an important comment about the 

laborious construction of a big labyrinth from large stones. This fact indicates that those 

who built the labyrinth possessed a motivation, and had the time and human resources for 

the process. In other words, the construction cannot have been realized during the course 

of a short encampment. 

Analysis 

For a number of reasons, it should be noted that the possibility of the construction of the 

Ponoy labyrinth by some Pomor, possibly after having visited Western Europe, is the least 

probable. Firstly, there is no information on voyages of Pomors to England and Germany. 

Secondly, even if it can be supposed that a Pomor had visited Western Europe and saw a 

labyrinth of the medieval pattern, it is highly improbable that he would have brought this 

scheme back his homeland, because, besides that he must have remembered it and be 

motivated to carry out this action, their own type of labyrinths were already known here, so 

a labyrinth was probably not an object of wonder for the Pomors. 

There is, however, a far more convincing supposition that the large Ponoy labyrinth was laid 

out in the 17
th
 century by the crew of one of the Western European trade ships, either 

shipwrecked near Ponoy, or compelled to stay here for a period of time because of storms 

or sea ice conditions. In the 17
th
 century, it was most often English and Dutch sailors that 

came to Arkhangelsk, less often the Germans. In Holland, according to present-day 
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information, labyrinths of the medieval type were not widespread at this time, and in 

Germany, turf labyrinths were mainly of classical types and only one church labyrinth is 

known, but in England they were frequently cut out from turf, and most often of medieval 

design types. Thus, it may be stated that the borrowing of the idea of a labyrinth of the 

medieval type during the period under consideration, from the countries mentioned by 

Olearius is in no way an impossible supposition. 

During this time, especially between 1555 when the Russian Company was formally 

founded, and the early 1600s, it was principally the English traders sailing around the Kola 

Peninsula to the St. Nicholas monastery (the modern town of Severodvinsk) and then on to 

Arkhangelsk. While the records concerning the Russian Company mention Kola many 

times, they make no specific mention of Ponoy, but there is an English maritime map of the 

region (Figure 2), drawn somewhere around 1556, or a little later, by William Burrough who 

sailed with the Company on various occasions, which shows the Kola coastline in some 

detail, and also has the Ponoy River marked, so this would certainly suggest this was a 

location known to the English sailors and traders of the time. This latter half of the 16th 

century is also the same period when the turf labyrinths in England were probably most 

popular (specifically during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I), to judge from mention in the 

works of Willliam Shakespeare and their first appearance on maps, in books and other 

documents. The actual dating of most of the turf labyrinths, however, is very difficult to 

determine, apart from a few examples from the late 17th century, where better 

documentation has survived. 

 

Fig.2: Map of North Russian coast by William Burrough (1556) & close up of the Ponoy River. 

Two early engravings with images of labyrinths similar to the one in Ponoy have been 

preserved. These are the Julianõs Bower labyrinth at Alkborough (published 1816, Figure 3) 

and the City of Troy labyrinth at Holderness (published 1815, Figure 4) - interestingly both 

are a short distance from the important port of Hull, from were some of the Russian 

Company vessels sailed to Arkhangelsk. Again, we donõt know when these two labyrinths 

were first constructed, but a late 16th century date is certainly plausible for the Julianõs 

Bower at Alkborough. There were also turf labyrinths (of unknown designs) in London and 

Norwich, so it would seem certain that at least some of the captains and crew would have 

been familiar with this labyrinth design. It is surely not a coincidence that the designs of 

some of these turf labyrinths match the design of the Ponoy labyrinth perfectly, apart from 

small errors that have subsequently occurred to the arrangement of the stones. 
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Figure 3: "Julianõs Bower" turf labyrinth                   Figure 4: "City of Troy" turf labyrinth 

at Alkborough (1816).                                              at Holderness (1815). 

Illustrations: Labyrinthos Archive 

It is of interest to examine the details of the Ponoy labyrinth and to compare it with those 

of its Western European analogues. Thus, the Ponoy labyrinth is oriented similarly to the 

church labyrinths with the entrance directed almost exactly to the west. The English turf 

labyrinths have no such regular orientation, usually facing the nearest road or point of 

approach, but do occur in coastal towns. The turf labyrinths known in Germany are not of 

the medieval pattern, only a single church labyrinth is known there and that is situated far 

from the coast. These facts suggest that the Ponoy labyrinth was possibly constructed by 

Englishmen during the late 16
th
 or the first half of the 17

th
 centuries, because from around 

1650, the number of English ships that called at Arkhangelsk started to decrease, owing to 

the policies of the Tsar of Moscow, Aleksey Mikhaylovich. 

Probably the old Pomor labyrinths reminded the European sailors of the church or turf 

labyrinths of their homeland, and for this reason the travellers constructed their ôownõ 

labyrinth from local materials. A fact in favour of this hypothesis is that in places where 

these sailors originated there was no tradition of construction of labyrinths from rocks, and 

the visual analogue of the Pomor labyrinths they might have seen in the region would have 

been the church and turf labyrinths with which they were familiar. It is notable, in addition, 

that of the five labyrinths mentioned in historical sources that existed at Ponoy, the medieval 

design labyrinth remains the best preserved; this fact possibly suggests that the now-

vanished examples were older. 

The present author is inclined to a religious version of the interpretation of the labyrinth at 

Ponoy. The large dimensions of this labyrinth (and it must be repeated that this is one of 

the largest in Northern Russia) possibly indicates some unusual causes for its construction. 

Here it is appropriate to remember the words of von Baer that such an installation could 

hardly have been built for games (although a such a function was often inherent in turf 

labyrinths). Considering the context of church labyrinths, it seems probable that this 
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labyrinth had, for the people who constructed it, a certain religious meaning, suggesting in 

turn, their extreme situation. The religious significance can also be indicated by the 

orientation of the Ponoy labyrinth with only a slight deviation of its entrance from the westð

east direction, as with the orientation of church labyrinths in some the cathedrals of Western 

Europe. 

Furthermore, there was no reason for Europeans bound for Arkhangelsk, or sailing from it, 

to stay intentionally to build a labyrinth at Ponoy, which was only one of the points on their 

route, and it is of note that for local inhabitants, the Pomors, this labyrinth evidently had no 

religious significance, as there are no specific mentions of it, and in view of the singularity 

of such a pattern, it is a manifestly foreign addition in this locality. It is also evident that its 

construction was fulfilled by a crew, rather than by some single person. Moreover, the 

initiator of this idea was obviously well acquainted not only with the design of labyrinths of 

this type, but also, perhaps, with their orientation in churches of Western Europe.  

Conclusion 

To complete the examination of the problem of the medieval pattern of the Ponoy labyrinth, 

it must be stated that a consideration of the historical context suggests the conclusion that 

the great Ponoy labyrinth was, most probably, constructed sometime during the late 16
th
 or 

the first half of the 17
th
 centuries by the crew of one of Western European, most likely 

English, ships detained at Ponoy due to some unexpected situation. The very idea of the 

construction of the labyrinth may have been prompted by the old Pomor labyrinths situated 

nearby. The meaning of the labyrinth can have been either a memorial (a memory of their 

homeland) or a religious one (a similarity to church labyrinths). This monument constitutes 

historical evidence of trade connections between Northern Russia and Western Europe in 

the late Middle Ages. The concept here proposed also allows us to explain the origin of 

labyrinths of the medieval pattern, as well as the laying-out of a ôcompass-roseõ (a radial 

sign) on the island of Bolshoy Zayatsky in the White Sea, through Western European 

influence during the same period. This probably indicates that following an initial phase of 

construction of stone labyrinths in the White Sea region by Pomors in the 14
th
 and 15

th
 

centuries, the late 16
th
 and 17

th
 centuries was the second period, but this time by a different 

group of people, and for other purposes. 

Vyacheslav Mizin, Saint Petersburg, Russia: February 2020 

Email: perpettum@rambler.ru 
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Jerusalem Place-names 
and the Baltic Labyrinths 
 

Christina Fagerström 

 

Biblical city names, such as Jerusalem, have long been associated with stone and turf 

labyrinths in Northern Europe. The name Jerusalem would indicate a Catholic Christian 

practice of the labyrinth, and maybe an indicator of pilgrimages. Attempting to trace where 

the concept of these walkable labyrinths originated, we can compare historical pilgrimage 

routes through Denmark, Germany and Poland with labyrinths in the region through their 

place-names. 

Hermann Kern was the first to point out that: òIn the region that used to be Prussia, turf 

labyrinths called òJerusalemó were associated with the time of the crusadesó [Kern 2000, 

p.268]. These turf labyrinths called Jerusalem in Prussia, a former German territory and 

geographical region bordering the Baltic Sea, during the specific time of the Northern or 

Baltic Crusades in the 12
th
 and 13

th
 centuries, should then associate the labyrinth with some 

Catholic Christian practices, such as pilgrimages. The time period of the Baltic Crusades 

extends into the 15th century and this could have further implications for the spread of the 

labyrinth concept and practice to be discussed later. Included in the term ôpracticeõ of the 

stone or turf labyrinths is their walkable size, the use of the ôclassicalõ labyrinth layout, the 

know-how in order to construct them and how to think about and use them in a Christian 

context. As we shall see, labyrinth place-names in northern Germany and the former region 

of Prussia occur with a purposeful placement and dispersion over large areas. 

The above reference, taken from Hermann Kernõs comprehensive work Through the 

Labyrinth from the year 2000, is the English edition of the original Labyrinthe, written in 

German and published in 1982 by Prestel in Munich. By this time, Jeff Saward in Great 

Britain had already begun publishing the Caerdroia journal, where John Kraft from Sweden 

was contributing his research on the Nordic labyrinths. Saward would later go on to be the 

historical editor of Through the Labyrinth and wrote most of the addenda published in this 

work, together with assistance from Kraft, and added international research on labyrinths 

from the 1980s and 1990s for the benefit of future labyrinth studies. Looking for traces and 

place-names concerning old turf labyrinths, there is historical research, catalogues of place-

names and labyrinth drawings in early editions of Caerdroia which were only published 

there, assembled and quoted from verifiable sources. 

John Kraft, for instance, contributed his article òWunderburg and Jerusalemó in Caerdroia 

13 in 1983. This investigated the correspondence between place-names and known sites of 

turf labyrinths in northern Germany and Poland. There are four surviving turf labyrinths in 

Germany today, but traces, descriptions and place-names indicate a number of others. Two 

of the surviving turf labyrinths are located in the small villages of Steigra and Graitschen auf 

der Höhe, southwest of Leipzig, and close to each other, only 36 km apart, about a dayõs 

walk. Steigra and Graitschen are the southernmost of a cluster of turf labyrinths, but these 

two are the only examples that have Troy-names (see Figure 1, close-up map of Magdeburg 

and Halle). The one in Steigra is officially named Trojaburg (with the alternative name of 
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Schwedenring: Swedish circle) and according to the local tradition referred to by Kraft, both 

the Steigra and Graitschen labyrinths were built by Swedes during the Thirty Years War 

(1618-1648). Kraft consider these legends unreliable, but they could, in this authorõs 

opinion, explain why only these two labyrinths carry Troy-related names, as labyrinths 

commonly would in Scandinavia. 

Instead of Troy-associated names, a group of labyrinths and associated place-names located 

in Germany have names like Wunderburg (Wonder-fort). Further east, in the former 

territory of the Teutonic Order (East and West Prussia), these labyrinth locations have 

Jerusalem-names. According to Kraft ònone of these Prussian labyrinths have survived, but 

several place-names can be traced. In 1921, Emil Schnippel published a catalogue of 16 such 

places in Prussia and Neumarkó [Kraft 1983, p.12]. òThere is hardly any doubt that all or 

most of these names have belonged to subsequently vanished turf labyrinthsó [Kraft 1983, 

p.11]. 

 

Figure 1: Map of Wunderburg and Jerusalem place-names in northern Germany, 

with close-up of the Magdeburg and Halle area. Source: Kraft 1983. 

Kraft continues: òFurther east, in what is now Polish territory, and what was long ago the 

domain of the Teutonic Knights, we find a number of places called Jerusalem. Stanislaus 

Sarnicius mentions them in his Polish annals for 1333, published in 1712. He says that 

everywhere in Prussia at that time it was custom to cut certain labyrinthine figures in the 

earth on top of hills close to the castles, and that they were called òJerusalemó [and that] 

the knights thought that this game would release them from their religious duty to defend 

the real Jerusalem against the Saracens.ó Kraft concludes that òthe labyrinths in Prussia 

cannot be very old; they are obviously Christian, and the idea must have been brought to 

Prussia by the Teutonic knights from the west. This means that the labyrinths must have 

been introduced later than 1226-30 AD, when the Teutonic Order established its dominance 

in Prussiaó [Kraft 1983, p.12]. 
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I f we look at the Wunderburg and Jerusalem map (Figure 1) we see that the Jerusalem 

place-names are predominantly found in the region of Prussia in the east. But there are two 

exceptions, one seemingly placed in Lübeck, a town founded in 1143 CE at the mouth of the 

River Trave, on the southern Baltic Sea coast, and a key city-state in the formation of the 

Hansa League; the other one in Loburg, SW of Berlin and about 35 km east of Magdeburg. 

We will keep these in mind, when we are first looking at the Wunderburg names that 

frequently occur in the western part of Germany, following the course of the River Elbe, 

north to south. 

Kraft writes: òSeveral of the place-names of the òWunderburgó type must also date from 

this period [i.e. later than 1226-30 AD] of the mediaeval, they are doubtless of German 

origin, and many of them are situated in areas which were not colonized by German settlers 

before the 12
th
 centuryó (Kraft 1983, p.12). The remaining turf labyrinths, such as at Steigra 

and Graitschen, were both of angle-type with 12 walls, 

òlike the well-known stone labyrinth at Visby in Sweden. 

The labyrinths at Eberswalde, Eilenriede and Stolp 

seem to have very different designs, but a detailed study 

of the example from Eberswalde reveals that it is based 

on the angle-type too. The central cross has been 

opened and the centre flattened in a way that is common 

among late stone labyrinths in Sweden, Finland and the 

Soviet Unionó and that òat Stolp, the double spiral has 

been replaced by a simple spiraló [Kraft 1983, p.13]. 

Figure 2: The Eberswalde Wunderkreis labyrinth, plan after Massmann, 1844. 

The well-known turf labyrinth in Stolp, todayõs Slupsk, in Poland, has variously been called 

Windelburg, Wandelburg and Windelbahn, ònames which go back at least to the eighteenth 

centuryé The town of Stolpé was founded in 1310, and it is hardly probable that its 

labyrinth was older than the townó [Kraft 1983, p.12]. The Stolp Windelbahn was destroyed 

in 1908, but is well documented, and it is interesting to note that the historian Christian 

Wilhelm Haken (in òDie Windelburg zu Stolp,ó published 1784), describes a festival at the 

labyrinth at Whitsun every third year arranged by the journeymen of the shoemakersõ guild 

[Kraft 1984, p.17]. This indicates a connection between the need of shoes, walking and 

labyrinths. 

Labyrinths and Pilgrimages 

Walking is also the principal idea for pilgrimages. Stolp might have been a stop on the 

pilgrim route starting in Danzig and heading for Rome. According to the itineraries of 

Middle Age pilgrim routes (see Figure 3), the R leg of the later medieval pilgrim routes to 

Rome started in Danzig, Poland, and Danzig also had a Jerusalem place-name. The route 

was following an inner coastal road (todayõs E28), passing by Stolp, Goleniow and Stettin, 

todayõs Szczecin. Following the R route from Stettin, after Gartz and Angermünde you 

would pass through Eberswalde on the route to Bernau and Berlin. The Eberswalde 

labyrinth was called Wunderkreis or Zauberkreis, and was built or renewed in 1609 by 

Christian Wachtmann, the local school headmaster. It is said to have been renewed in 1758 

by Princess Amalie, the sister of Friedrich the Great, after she had taken part in the 

celebration of Easter with the young people of Eberswalde [Kraft 1984, p.11]. 
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Figure 3: Middle Age pilgrim routes based on Erhard 

Etzlaubs "Romweg" map from the 1490s. 

Source: Andersson 1989, p.180. 

Route N: Ribe - Rome, via Erfurt [where the P-, N- & O-

legs converge, giving Erfurt the name òLittle Romaó]. 

Route O: Rostock - Erfurt. Route P: Bremen - Erfurt. 

Route R: Danzig - Innsbruck, via Leipzig. 

Olaus Magnus, the author of Historia de gentibus 

septentrionalibus (History of the Nordic Peoples, first 

published 1555), and his brother Johannes, the last 

Catholic archbishop of Sweden, were staying in 

Danzig as religious refugees around the time of the 

Reformation in Sweden. They may have taken the R 

route when called upon by the Pope to a Concilium 

in Vicenza, Italy, held in 1537 [Johannesson 2010, 

p.1094]. Lars Andersson confirms the existence in 

1532 of this route subsequently taken by the Magnus 

brothers. This means the R pilgrim route (see Figure 

3) was in use well into the 16
th
 century. Many of the 

legs of this the same eastern pilgrim route along the 

Baltic coast, would also have been used for the 

transportation of St. Birgittaõs mortal remains from 

Rome to Vadstena in Sweden in 1373-74 [Andersson 

1989, p.181]. Vadstena itself then became an 

influential Scandinavian site for pilgrimages during 

the 15
th
 century [Andersson 1989, p.171]. 

Looking at Anderssonõs map in Figure 3 and 

comparing it to Kraftõs map of Wunderburg and 

Jerusalem place-names in Figure 1, there seems to be 

a correspondence between known labyrinth sites and 

the pilgrim routes. This would seem to be especially 

true for the Wunderburg-names and a cluster of 

labyrinths and place-names along the boundary of land 

which Kraft maintains was not colonized by German 

settlers until after 1100. The Jerusalem-names seems 

to be evenly spread out in former Prussia, south of 

Danzig, Königsberg, Marienburg and as far south as 

Krakow, and also appear in Lübeck, which is the 

starting-point of the older pilgrimage route heading 

south. 

Figure 4: òWegur til Roms,ó Roads to Rome, in Hauksbok 

from the early 14th century. Source: Andersson 1989, p.178. 

M: roads to Trondheim through Sweden and Norway. 

L: Lübeck - Rome, viaLüneberg and Innsbruck.  
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Jerusalem Place-names and Pilgrim Routes 

The relationship of stone and turf labyrinths with names of Biblical cities would indicate a 

non-pagan reference and practice for them, as well as setting them in a specific timeframe. 

Biblical names, such as Jerusalem, would connect them to Catholic Christianity, and 

regionally to the Teutonic Knights at the time of the northern crusades, but would most 

likely carry on through the 15
th
 and 16

th
 century missions, pilgrimages, colonization and 

trade around the Baltic Sea. A Jerusalem place-name in Lübeck would suggest an earlier 

connection to a 12
th
 and 13

th
 century pilgrim route. 

Lübeck was founded on the Trave river by count Adolf II of Holstein-Schauenburg in 1143, 

but he was forced to give the city to his feudal lord Henrik the Lion, duke of Sachsen in 

1157, who then promoted the creation of the city-state. By 1159, Henrik had sent emissaries 

to Sweden, Norway, Denmark and Russia in order to invite tradesmen from these countries 

to visit Lübeck. In 1163, Henrik situated the Oldenburg episcopal see in the city-state and 

sometime between 1173 and 1179 entered Lübeck into a favourable alliance with Sweden. 

This alliance was renewed, allowing considerable exemptions, by Birger Jarl in 1250 or 1251 

[NE: Birger Jarl] . The growing fishing industry of Sweden was around this time becoming 

dependent on salt from the mines in Lüneburg, and Lübeck had the monopoly on the salt 

trade. Lübeck would eventually become the literal as well as figural capital of the Hanseatic 

League (established in the middle of the 14
th
 century), with trade, religious and cultural 

connections with the Baltic Sea countries. These dealings extended to the north along the 

Baltic seaways, to Gotland, the Gulf of Finland and Russian Novgorod, with continental 

Europe to the south via rivers and pilgrim routes, and served as a trade junction through the 

river system connecting the Baltic Sea and the North Sea. 

In the first quarter of the 13
th
 century, the early mendicant movement, namely the friars of 

the Dominican Order of Preachers (OP) and the Franciscan Order of the Minor Brothers 

(OFM), were on the move in Europe. By 1250, the OP has 38 priories in Germany and the 

Franciscans close to a hundred [Lawrence 1994, p.80]. Jørgen Nybo Rasmussen writes in 

the article òThe Franciscans in the Nordic Countries,ó about the òamazingly energeticó 

Italian friar, John de Piano Carpini, who while provincial minister for the German northern 

province of Saxonia in 1232-1239, sent the first friars to Hungary, Poland, Denmark and 

Norway. By 1233 the first OFM friary was founded in the Hanseatic town of Visby on the 

island of Gotland and the second by the harbour-town of Söderköping in 1235. In Norway 

a friary was started about 1250 in the Hanseatic town of Bergen [Rasmussen 1998, p.9].  

It has been suggested by the theologian Gunnar Granberg that the Friars, and particularly 

the Franciscans, were already walking two by two throughout Europe, preaching in villages 

and towns in France, Hungary, Germany and England before the death of Francis of Assisi 

in 1226 [Granberg 2016, p.169]. Reaching Lübeck, walking according to their rules, as we 

might presume along the old pilgrimõs route L shown in Figure 4, heading north they may 

have been invited by German tradesmen to sail with them to Gotland and Visby. In 1232 a 

convent, assembling at least twelve Franciscan brothers of the OFM, was founded in Ribe, 

Denmark, the starting point of the N route, and the Dominican brothers of the OP had 

already started a convent in Ribe in 1228, according to documents of the period [Gallén 

1993, p.99]. 
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To establish the precise correspondence between the Middle Age pilgrim routes through 

northern Germany and the locations of known turf labyrinths and associated place-names 

would be a subject of another investigation. Suffice it to observe, there is a probable 

relationship between the Middle Age pilgrim routes (see Figures 3 and 4), and the place-

names of turf labyrinths (shown in Figure 1), such as the location of Wunderburg sites along 

the routes. Stolp and Eberswalde would clearly be pilgrim route R labyrinths. Stendal with 

a Wunderburg-name is situated very near to Tangermünde on the O route starting in 

Rostock. Stendal, Tangermünde, Loburg with a Jerusalem-place name and Jessnitz with a 

Wunderburg-name would be on a straight line to Leipzig, which is on the R route. The 

north-south cluster of Wunderburg place-names starting with Grossmühlingen and Calbe, 

and including Steigra and Graitschen with their Troy-names (shown in the Figure 1 close-

up map), might seem to create a stretch of pilgrim route indicators between the O and R 

routes in the same area. From a pilgrimage point of view there could be several reasons for 

these placements. They could indicate an alternative route to the faster R route and seem 

to be situated at no more than a regular dayõs march between them. 

Another way of identifying the overall practice of the labyrinths is to look at those with 

similar designs, such as the surviving examples at Steigra and Graitschen and those 

documented, such as at Eberswalde and Stolp. They are all, with debateable differences, of 

the classical angle-type layout, with 12 walls for Steigra and Graitschen, 16 walls for 

Eberswalde and 20 walls for Stolp, in comparison with the 12-wall labyrinth at Visby in 

Gotland. The Visby labyrinth could for several reasons be considered one of the first stone 

labyrinths in Sweden, due to the late 12
th
 century agreements on trade with Lübeck and 

connections with their guilds, and the earliest arrival in Sweden of the Friars. A Dominican 

convent may already have been established in Visby by 1230. A Franciscan convent is known 

from 1233 [Rasmussen 1998, p. 2; Gallén 1993, p.99] and is noted in the Visbykrönikan 

(Visby Chronicle) manuscript from the middle of the 14
th
 century [Granberg 2016, p.167].  

The Jerusalem place-names in former Prussia do not follow traceable patterns, except at the 

start of the R route in Danzig. In his article òWunderburg and Jerusalem,ó Kraft discusses 

the practice of the Teutonic Knights, related by Sarnicius, of using a Jerusalem turf labyrinth 

as a substitute for their duty to fight for the real Jerusalem: òThis custom seems to be closely 

related to some of the traditions from France, where people believed that the large church 

labyrinths were representations of Jerusalem, and that it was possible to make a symbolic 

pilgrimage to the Holy city through the winding path of the labyrinthó [Kraft 1983, p.15]. 

The name Jerusalem had several layers of scholastic meaning and interpretation during the 

Middle Ages. Anders Piltz, the Swedish Latinist and medievalist explains in his standard 

work Medeltidens lärda värld, that the Carolingian theologians determined an interpretation 

scheme during the 12
th
 century for the fourfold meaning of the Biblical texts: the literal, 

òhistoricaló meaning, lat. historia, and added to this the allegorical, allegoria, where the 

course of events serves as model for a coming mystery, the tropological, tropologia, with 

moral aspects and the anagogical, anagogia, with an eschatological meaning. The name and 

notion of Jerusalem could hence be interpreted with an historical meaning òas the city of 

the Jews, an allegorical meaning as the Church of Christ, an anagogical as the Heavenly City 

of God, the Mother of all, and a tropological as the individual human soul, which in the 

Scriptures often are blamed or praised under this nameó [Piltz 1998, p.28-29 - authorõs 

translation]. 
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Conclusion 

If we apply these scholastic layers of the meaning of Jerusalem to the Middle Age labyrinth 

concept, and to the known pilgrim routes accompanied by stone or turf labyrinths, a cultural 

exchange with consequences for the interpretation of the northern stone labyrinths would 

be possible. The turf labyrinths along the pilgrim routes may have been employed as both 

emblems of Christian devotion in themselves, such as labyrinth practise with guidance for 

confessions and penance, and as road signs and maybe protection for pilgrims moving along 

the routes leading south and north in the 13
th
 and 14

th
 centuries. Judging from the collected 

pilgrim badges of Scandinavian pilgrims, there is a development towards more local 

pilgrimages in the 15
th
 century - Vadstena and Stockholm in Sweden, Maribo in Denmark, 

Wilsnack (route O) and Elende in northern Germany [Andersson 1989, p.161-163]. 

Considering the Wunderburg names, it is here suggested that there may have been a forced 

replacement of labyrinth-names in these northern German areas connected with the 

Lutheran Reformation, said to have started with Martin Lutherõs Wittenberg thesis in 1517, 

which led to the interpretation that God intended believers to seek repentance and that 

faith alone, and not deeds, would lead to salvation. Hence there was no longer a need for 

pilgrimages, confessions and penance. The labyrinths, if we are on the right track, would 

then be connected with Catholic Christian sacred matters, such as pilgrimages and might 

still be considered powerful for a long time to come. But a Jerusalem turf labyrinth would 

be compromising in a Protestant environment. Better, then, to call them Wunderburg 

(wonder-fort), which very well may still relate to a fortress in Jerusalem, but as we have seen, 

they were not replaced by Troy-related names, as in Britain, Denmark, Sweden and Norway 

in the wake of the Reformation. Troy-names may just be a new name for the stone labyrinths 

in Scandinavia after the Reformation, but for other propaganda reasons, as will be discussed 

another time. 

Christina Fagerström, Nybro, Sweden; February 2020 

Email: fagerstrom.christina@gmail.com 
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The Babylonian Labyrinths ð an update 
 

Richard Myers Shelton 

 

Abstract: Babylonian labyrinths from the Schøyen collection represent a tradition of 

rotationally symmetric labyrinthine design that is reinforced by recent discoveries from the 

earlier Ur III period. These differ topologically from Western designs, which tend to show self-

dual symmetry instead. 

Three Babylonian tablets in the Martin Schøyen collection were discussed in my article in 

Caerdroia 42 [Shelton 2013]: 

¶ MS 3194 (òthe Rectangular Labyrinthó) 

¶ MS 4514 (òthe Square Labyrinthó) 

¶ MS 4516 (òthe Short Mazesó) 

The first two tablets display elaborate labyrinthine designs, while the third exhibits eight 

simple closed-path patterns reminiscent of simple patterns with 90-degree rotational 

symmetry that appeared on Cretan coins to represent the Labyrinth of Daedalus (Kern 40, 

44-46, 49)
1
 

These tablets are of interest for three principal reasons. First, they bear witness to a 

Babylonian labyrinth tradition that, on my analysis, is probably independent of the western 

Classical pattern. Second, they date probably to the Old Babylonian period (ca. 2000 to 1600 

BCE), predating the Pylos tablet (Kern 103ð104, ca. 1200 BCE) that is our oldest securely 

datable version of the Classical design. Third, simple patterns like those of MS 4516 may 

have influenced the adoption of similar patterns on Cretan coins to represent the Labyrinth 

of Daedalus ð which led in turn, ca. 400ð350 BCE, to the adoption of the more complex but 

still unicursal Classical pattern instead, marking what appears to be the Classical designõs 

first association with the legend of Theseus. 

My earlier article was a response to Jöran Fribergõs analysis of the three tablets in  

¶ A Remarkable Collection of Babylonian Mathematical Texts (RCBMT) 

[Friberg 2007]. 

The present update principally addresses three further articles that have since come to my 

attention: 

¶ Fribergõs overview of RCBMT for the American Mathematical Society (AMS), 

[Friberg 2008]. 

¶ òHidden symmetries of labyrinths from Antiquity and the Middle Ages,ó an online 

Feature Column by Tony Phillips for the AMS, [Phillips 2015]. 

¶ òFragments of Three Tablets from Ur III Nippur with Drawings of Labyrinths,ó a 

chapter by Friberg and Phillips in Fribergõs recent book, New Mathematical 

Cuneiform Texts, [Friberg 2016]. 
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My primary objection to Fribergõs original analysis was his characterization of the labyrinths 

as having two separate paths that dead-end near the centre ð as opposed to one continuous 

path from one entrance through the centre to the opposite entrance. But already in his AMS 

overview [Fr iberg 2008], p.1081-1082 (i.e., well before my article appeared in Caerdroia), 

Friberg acknowledges that this is an error, and credits Phillips for calling this to his 

attention. Friberg and Phillips subsequently issued a revised description of the two labyrinth 

tablets in [Friberg 2016], and this largely agrees with my analysis.
2
 

These articles all note the skill evident in the Rectangular Labyrinth. It is a remarkable tour 

de force, drawn freehand with few guide marks, but still executing a complex space-filling 

path from one side to the other that is very nearly symmetric with respect to a 180-degree 

rotation about the centre. Despite the minor error in symmetry, it seems quite clear that the 

goal was to create a symmetric pattern using what Brunke calls [Brunke 2012] a surface-

filling òbandó (which I take to mean a path of constant width). 

Friberg and Phillips note that in fact the path width is not quite constant. Of course, even 

the original scribe would have acknowledged that the freehand execution, not to mention 

the dimensions and even the three-dimensional shape of the tablet, make it difficult to 

maintain a path of precisely constant width ð and the error in symmetry, as I observed 

originally, forces the design to accommodate irregularities in the path width. But I think 

Friberg and Phillips are unduly harsh to characterize the goal of constant width as òdoomed 

to fail .ó Once the symmetry error is corrected, the path is not so interlocked as to prevent it 

from breathing a bit, and if the labyrinthõs perimeter is allowed to adjust to the dimensions 

inherent in the pattern, the path can indeed be drawn with constant width, as in Figure 1. 

This relaxed version of the design is 35p 

wide by 41p high, where p is the constant 

path width. The free ends of the long 

ògatesó along the perimeter are (4ĳ)p 

long, and the short gates are (1½)p long, 

so the central lanes of the design fall on a 

òhalf-unitó grid offset by half a path 

width in both dimensions from the 

underlying unit grid. This requires 

adjusting the overall dimensions, but not 

by much: this adjusted figure is only 

about 3% wider than the original. The 

figure shows the two disjoint wall 

components in different shades to make 

the symmetry more obvious: one 

component matches the other with a 180-

degree rotation. 

 

 

 Figure 1: The Rectangular Labyrinth as a space-filling band. 
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Adapting the smaller Square Labyrinth to 

a path of constant width is much harder, 

and affords some insight into how difficult 

it is to satisfy this condition. Thereõs no 

hope at all for the original design, with its 

serious error in symmetry: even a casual 

glance shows that the original tablet 

seriously fudges the path width. So the 

first step is to correct the symmetry error 

by applying Fribergõs drawing technique to 

maintain 180-degree rotational symmetry 

as the path is produced. Friberg and 

Phillips provide a diagram showing one 

way to do this, and their final symmetric 

product looks something like Figure 2. 

Figure 2: The Square Labyrinth made symmetric, after Friberg. 

This solves the symmetry problem, but the path width is still noticeably not constant 

(especially around the gate barriers along the upper and lower boundaries): for it is not just 

the symmetry error that makes the path width dodgy. The scribeõs design choices introduce 

constraints that severely undercut the goal of constant path width. 

 

The problem built into the design is 

illustrated in Figure 3. Track A leading 

from the left boundary to the right 

crosses 20 vertical paths, making the 

horizontal dimension of the design 20p, 

where p is the path width. But Track B 

from the top closed gate to the bottom 

closed gate already crosses 21 horizontal 

paths ð so the vertical dimension 

becomes 21p +  2g, where g is the length 

of a gate. The vertical dimension 

therefore exceeds the horizontal 

dimension, so a constant path width can 

be achieved only by letting the square 

shape relax into a rectangle. 

Figure 3: Constraints in the Square Labyrinth. 

But the design imposes a further constraint. Track C from the left open gate to the right 

open gate crosses 19 vertical paths. This forces the horizontal dimension to 19p +  2g. Since 

the horizontal dimension is actually 20p, this means that g can only be (½)p. 
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Thus a constant-width solution must be 20p wide by 22p high, as shown in Figure 4(a). If we 

want to keep the boundary square, we have to squish the vertical dimension (and the width 

of the horizontal path segments) by 10%, as in Figure 4(b). 

Figure 4: Various attempts to fix up the Square Labyrinth: 

  

(a) Relaxing the shape from square to rectangle (b) Squaring up version (a) 

  

(c) Reducing the central spiral (d) Squaring up version (c) 

 

Neither (a) nor (b) is very satisfying, because the short length of the gates differs so 

obviously from the original design, where the gates are closer to (1½)p in length. To make 

this work, the scribe needed to take into account that Track C limits the size of the gates. 

To increase g from (½)p to (1½)p for both gates, the horizontal span of C must be reduced 

by two path widths. We could, for example, remove two paths from the central spiral, 

allowing the gates to expand while leaving the horizontal dimension the same (20p). 

Unfortunately, Track B now forces the vertical dimension to increase from 22p to 24p (since 

the gates are now each 1p longer). So this solution, in Figure 4(c), deviates even further 

from a square layout, and the corresponding square configuration, in Figure 4(d), requires 

squishing the vertical dimension by 20%. It begins to look like the Square Labyrinth is 

indeed doomed to fail. 
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But all is not lost. Look at the four òspikesó that jut out from the central spiral. The 

symmetric version of Friberg and Phillips makes all four of these vertical, but this is not the 

only way to achieve symmetry. It turns out that the scribe was on the right track by making 

one of the spikes horizontal. If we make two of them horizontal to restore symmetry, we get 

something like Figure 5 (ignoring the central spiral for a moment). This has the advantage 

of introducing some wiggle room: a track 

like Track A from the left boundary no 

longer leads to the right boundary but to the 

tip of the right -hand gate, and likewise 

Track B from the top gate leads not to the 

bottom gate but to the bottom boundary. 

Both tracks span 19p, so that the overall 

width and height of the design is 19p +  g. 

This suggests taking g =  2p, yielding overall 

dimensions of 21p by 21p, and suggests 

filling the space from top gate to bottom gate 

with 21 ĭ 4 =  17 paths ð which determines 

the size of the central spiral. The resulting 

design in Figure 5 has a path of constant 

width; it is symmetric and precisely square; 

and it actually looks pretty sharp. 

Figure 5: The Square Labyrinth as a space-filling band. 

The moral here is that a path of constant width requires more foresight than the useful 

technique Friberg suggests for maintaining symmetry. As I pointed out originally, Fribergõs 

technique preserves symmetry as the design is generated, but it does not by itself determine 

the design: additional planning is needed. The original design of the Square Labyrinth was 

indeed doomed to fail as a square design since the scribe built in too many rigid constraints. 

The trick is to leave some breathing space in the design so that it can adjust to fit the desired 

space. 

This should give you more appreciation for what these scribes were able to achieve via 

freehand execution in real time! Iõm not surprised that we have not found more examples; 

the stringent goals make these exercises hard. 

The Nippur Labyrinth  

The main point of the new chapter by Friberg and Phillips, however, is not to revisit the 

Schøyen labyrinths, but to introduce another labyrinth candidate that is possibly even older. 

This is fragment 6N-T 428, excavated at Nippur and now in the Iraqi Museum (Figure 6). 

Although it was found jumbled in a mix of shards and bricks of many dates (piled as fill 

material into the foundation of a later building), the fragment can be dated approximately 

as it bears Sumerian inscriptions in cuneiform of a style used in the Third Sumerian dynasty 

of Ur (Ur  III), ca. 2100-2000 BCE, and in the Early Old Babylonian period immediately 

following. The use of Sumerian on the fragment suggests that it dates to the earlier Ur III 

period; though Nippur, an ancient cult centre, maintained regular use of Sumerian into later 

times, so a slightly later date from the Early Old Babylonian period remains possible. 
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The fragment seems to illustrate the floor plan of a 

building. Other floor plans have been found on clay 

tablets, but this one shows a series of long horizontal and 

vertical corridors rather than a collection of ordinary-sized 

rooms. The corridors follow precisely drawn grid lines, and 

are separated by walls whose thickness is labeled as 

ò2 cubitsó (about 1 metre). The width of the corridors is 

not labeled, but they are drawn consistently with a constant 

width equal to twice the width of the walls. This clearly 

represents no ordinary building, and it certainly looks like 

a labyrinthine design. 

Figure 6: The Nippur labyrinth fragment. 

Moreover, the design incorporates an open area near what would probably be the centre of 

the original tablet, suggesting a court at the centre of the labyrinth. The fragment contains 

slightly more than half of the central court, at broken edges along the left and top, and the 

corridors lead downward to the bottom edge of the tablet and rightward to another broken 

edge. 

From this, Friberg and Phillips make the intuitive 

leap that the plan represents another example of a 

labyrinth with 180-degree rotational symmetry, with 

a central court and a path leading from one edge 

through the centre to the opposite edge. They suggest 

that the fragment and its rotation fit together to 

provide most of the pattern, and assuming a square 

shape overall, they reconstruct the rest of the pattern 

as in Figure 7. 

Figure 7: Conjectured completion of the Nippur labyrinth. 

This is a brilliant piece of speculative reasoning ð but we must remember that it is 

speculative, and just a bit circular. The argument would go something like this: òIt looks like 

a labyrinth, and if it is indeed a labyrinth, the path has constant width. So if thereõs a 

Mesopotamian tradition of labyrinths with constant path width and 180-degree rotational 

symmetry, with a path that begins at one edge leading through the centre to the other edge, 

then we can rotate the fragment by 180 degrees and flesh out the edges to produce ð 

evidence of such a Mesopotamian tradition!ó 

Friberg and Phillips admit that this conclusion may be more than the evidence will bear ð 

but they also point out that it is hard to avoid the conclusion that the design is a labyrinth, 

and that it does seem to have an open court with little side rooms at what would be the 

centre of the tablet. Given the evidence of the Schøyen tablets ð all of which suggest 

rotational symmetry ð it is not unreasonable to speculate that the same principles might 

have informed this earlier tablet. The evidence would be stronger if the fragment retained 

more lines that were clearly rotational copies of each other, but the luck of the excavation 

was not so generous. 
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Friberg and Phillips cite another pair of fragments, 6N-T 669 and 6N-T 739, also from 

Nippur and bearing Sumerian inscriptions of similar style. These are smaller and do not 

obviously fit together, but they show similar rectilinear patterns and spacing, and similar 

notations about the dimensions of the passages. So these also may well date from Ur III, 

and bear witness that 6N-T 428 above is not an isolated case. Three more tiny fragments 

(6N-T 478 aðc) found at Nippur also show similarly spaced rectilinear lines, but no writing. 

These fragments provide something that the Schøyen tablets do not: they have a reasonably 

clear provenance. They were found at Nippur, and the style of the cuneiform writing likely 

dates from Ur III or the Early Old Babylonian period ð therefore near the beginning of the 

Second Millennium BCE. Taken together with the Schøyen tablets, they give some 

confidence that there was indeed a labyrinthine tradition in Mesopotamia from an early 

date, even if we canõt be sure of the details. 

Labyrinths or Oracles? 

The Schøyen labyrinth tablets have generally been categorized among the oracular tablets 

for want of a more obvious pigeon-hole. They have no close parallels. Even the Nippur floor 

plan, while serving as a reasonable corroboration of the existence of a labyrinth tradition, 

differs materially in the style and layout of the pattern depicted. 

On the other hand, the sinuous paths of the Schøyen tablets do rather recall the coils of the 

entrail tablets with elaborate turns and their typical parallel double-backs at the centre. My 

earlier article argues that the through-paths of the latter could extend naturally in 

Mesopotamian tradition to through-paths for labyrinths as well. Itõs less clear that the 

labyrinths in any sense represent entrails. Andrew George [George 2018, p.227] lists two 

obvious objections: in sheep entrails, the entrance and exit lie in close proximity, not on 

opposite sides; and the entrails are far less convoluted (even in the most imaginative tablets) 

than the labyrinths. 

The Schøyen labyrinths thus sit somewhere 

between the Nippur labyrinth on the one 

hand and the entrail tablets on the other. I 

suspect that they were influenced by both 

traditions: that the scribes were well aware 

of how labyrinths òshould beó laid out, but 

were also influenced by the religious 

significance of extispicy, much as the scribe 

who created the British Museum mask of 

Huwawa borrowed from that tradition to 

create something that is manifestly not a 

realistic portrayal of sheep guts.
3
 

There is, moreover, another example that 

sits squarely between these two traditions: 

the tablet YBC 2166 from the Yale 

Babylonian Collection (Figure 8).
4
 

Figure 8: Yale tablet YBC 2166. 
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This tablet clearly intends to recall sheepõs entrails, as the forked entrance leading to 

separate digestive organs has been drawn with tolerable anatomical accuracy ð much like 

Böhlõs òLeyden Labyrinthó illustrated in my earlier article. But it then transforms to a very 

different geometric character, reminiscent of the Schøyen labyrinths, as the curved coils 

gradually conform to a rectilinear pattern at the centre. Like the path in the Schøyen 

labyrinths, the path here ripples inward, 

constrained by indentations at the sides. The 

exit and entrance start together, as in the entrail 

diagrams; but then they quickly lead to opposite 

sides, whereupon they adopt a strictly 

rotationally symmetric pattern (Figure 9) 

leading to rectilinear zigzags (if not quite a 

spiral) at the centre. No sheep would be this 

symmetrically rectilinear on the inside! It seems 

apparent that the organizing principle here 

stems from labyrinths rather than sheep. 

Figure 9: Rotational symmetry in YBC 2166. 

I donõt mean to imply that the Schøyen labyrinths were meant to represent oracular entrails. 

Indeed, it is hard to be certain that they represent any particular object. Perhaps they were 

simply geometric exercises. But especially in light of YBC 2166, I would not be surprised to 

learn that the labyrinth and oracular memes crossed paths and creatively influenced each 

other in the Old Babylonian period. 

Self-duality in Antiquity  

The final section of Friberg and Phillips contrasts the Mesopotamian designs with Western 

unicursal designs. They argue, echoing points from Phillipsõs earlier AMS column, that 

Western designs were informed by self-duality rather than by rotational symmetry. I agree 

that self-duality is often found in Western patterns, but I doubt that it was ever a design 

consideration until recent times. It just tends to arise naturally when the path ends in the 

centre. 

The 180-degree rotational symmetry suggested by the Mesopotamian labyrinths reminds us 

of self-duality ð but self-dual patterns exhibit rotational symmetry not directly but through 

their level charts. In fact, the Western-style labyrinth that ends in the centre cannot be 

rotationally symmetric: with only a single entrance, there is no other corresponding point 

that the entrance can be rotated into. The two entrances of the Mesopotamian labyrinths, 

by contrast, suggest rotating one to match the other, so that rotationally symmetric paths 

remain possible. 

A deep topological difference separates the Western and Mesopotamian styles: the 

through-path of the latter means that the wall structure must fall into two distinct, non-

connecting components (as seen in the diagrams above, which show the two components in 

different shades). Imagine to the contrary, that the walls on either side of one entrance were 

connected to one another somewhere in the labyrinth. This would require the walls to cross 

the path somewhere in the labyrinth, so that the walls could lead from one side of the 

entrance to the other ð and this would block the path from the other entrance. This is exactly 

what happens in the Western-style unicursal labyrinth: the wall from one side of the 
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entrance connects around the centre to lead back to the other side of the entrance, thus 

blocking the path from making a separate connection to the exterior. 

It is therefore no surprise that the ònaturaló symmetries of the two styles differ: in the 

Mesopotamian labyrinths, the natural symmetry is rotational, taking one entrance into the 

other, while in Western labyrinths the natural symmetry is inversion, matching the entrance 

with the exit at the centre. A Western labyrinth is òsymmetricó (self-dual) if the path from 

the centre matches ð turn for turn and level for level ð the path from the entrance. 

Mesopotamian labyrinths clearly do not have that kind of symmetry: the path behaves very 

differently at the centre from the way it leaves either entrance. 

Unlike rotational symmetry, inversion symmetry is not easily perceived by the eye; it 

requires some auxiliary transformation to make it obvious. The level chart, for example, 

transforms the path from one that ends in the centre to one that traverses the pattern as a 

through-path (much like the Mesopotamian patterns), so that the symmetry is transformed 

from inversion to rotation. Phillips, in his AMS column, illustrates another transformation 

that works not only for unicursal labyrinths but for more general labyrinthine designs (like 

the loom weights from Francavilla Marittima (Kern 8), which have multiple isolated paths 

but no entrances or exits). To perform this transformation, stretch the pattern onto a cube 

by mapping the outer boundary to the bottom of the cube and the inner boundary to the top 

of the cube, pulling the rest of the pattern around the sides of the cube. Then inversion 

symmetry manifests itself as rotational symmetry about the axis connecting the front face of 

the cube to the back face (which rotates the bottom of the cube ð the exterior ð to the top 

of the cube ð the interior ). 

It is this extra cerebral step in perceiving inversion symmetry that makes me suspicious that 

it was ever the explicit goal of any labyrinth maker in antiquity. Indeed, Iõm not aware that 

the notion of duality was applied explicitly to labyrinths until Phillips described it in his 

website [Phillips] . It is not mentioned in Matthews [Matthews 1922] or even in Kern [Kern 

2000]. 

The inversion symmetry of self-duality is, however, the natural symmetry of unicursal 

labyrinths. It imposes conditions on the path that appear in ways that are visually noticeable 

and probably did affect design choices in antiquity. The anti-symmetric arrangement of the 

connections along the main axis, for example, is probably what the ancients found most 

satisfying in the original Classical design ð and the fact that the seed pattern creates that 

arrangement almost by magic must have made it seem especially powerful. 

Several simple patterns happen to be self-dual: serpentines; single meanders of any size; 

stacks of meanders of the same size (as in the Classical labyrinth or Otfrid). These naturally 

create self-dual labyrinths. The Roman innovation of replicating such patterns four-fold 

around the centre automatically unites the four quarters in a self-dual whole, provided that 

the base pattern you start with is self-dual. Friberg and Phillips highlight the labyrinth of 

Avenches (Kern 120) ð a four-fold repli cation of the simple 3-meander ð as an example of 

self-duality at work, and even cite it as evidence of continuity with a much earlier rotational 

pattern used on Cretan coins (Kern 45). But the self-duality of Avenches results simply by 

applying the Roman recipe to a simple self-dual base, and I see no evidence that it was 

influenced at all by the topologically distinct rotational pattern on coins from half a 

millennium earlier. 
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I suspect the inventors of the Roman-style labyrinth were concerned primarily with the four-

fold division, rather than with symmetry. While the catalogue includes a 2-fold, a 3-fold, and 

an 8-fold division, the vast majority of Roman labyrinths unite four quarters. The common 

presentation of Roman mosaic labyrinths as walled cities or armed camps suggests that what 

really inspired the Roman paradigm was the usual Roman division of cities and military 

camps into four quarters. Early examples from Roman houses in Greece ð Sparta (Kern 

170) and Mieza (Kern, p.103, A) ð donõt even use the same pattern in the four quarters and 

are not self-dual. Similarly, the otherwise automatic self-duality produced by the Roman 

recipe is broken by the òPompeiian variationó described by Phillips [Phillips 1992] ð the trick 

of altering the path in the fourth quadrant to avoid the double lane along the main axis.
5
 

The Pompeiian variation appears very early ð the examples are all from the 1st centuries 

BCE and CE ð and this suggests that the early builders were more concerned with the visual 

details of the design than with its overall symmetry. The slightly later labyrinth at Giannutri 

(Kern 139) employs as base a pair of meanders (a 5- and a 7-meander), but as the meanders 

have different sizes, neither the base nor the whole is self-dual.  

Even the medieval designs that turn out to be self-dual (Otfrid, Chartres, Reims, possibly 

Sens) probably achieved that not directly but by arranging for òbalance.ó
6
 Otfrid (Ker n 176 

and several manuscript copies) is just a stack of 3-meanders, so it is automatically self-dual. 

Chartres and Reims add internal-axis turn-arounds in a balanced fashion, and this also leads 

to self-duality. Again, the visual consequences of self-duality are likely what influenced the 

designers: the anti-symmetric main axis, balanced internal axes, perhaps even 

palindromicity (as Hébert suggests ð though Hébert was incorrect in asserting that a 

palindromic path guarantees self-duality [Shelton 2010]). 

Nor were these visual considerations applied universally. Some early patterns ð Abingdon 

(Kern, p.141, A) and Waylandõs House (Kern 580) seem to have been more influenced by 

mirror symmetry [Shelton 2017]. Other patterns ð Lambert (Kern 191), Cassiodorus 

(Kern 197), Bayeux (Kern 255) ð are not much concerned with symmetry at all, a trend that 

explodes in the Renaissance, whose labyrinths generally lack any sort of symmetry. 

So while I agree that the Mesopotamian and Western labyrinths exhibit fundamentally 

different topologies, I think Friberg and Phillips over-emphasize the role of self-duality in 

Western antiquity. Itõs the natural symmetry for the Western style, so it does tend to show 

up with some frequency ð but that frequency is driven mostly by happenstance. 

MS 3195 ð The Cone Labyrinth 

Iõll close with a few observations about 

the Cone Labyrinth (Schøyen MS 3195), 

for which good photos are now available 

at CDLI (Figure  10). The cone is about 

6.5 cm broad at the base, about 2.5 cm at 

the top, and about 6.5 cm tall. Itõs not 

clear whether the cone originally came 

to a tip that has since broken off, or 

simply stopped in the current truncated 

shape without coming to a point. 

Figure 10: MS 3195, side and bottom view (CDLI). 
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The circular base bears a pair of paths that spiral together 

around a cross-shaped barrier (Figure 11). Each path 

makes about two circuits before joining with the other at 

the barrier, although one path has to double back on 

itself when it reaches the cross, so the pattern is not 

rotationally symmetric. Also, the paths enter the pattern 

about 90 degrees apart from each other, not from 

opposite sides, as we might expect from the presumed 

labyrinth paradigm. The score marks forming the paths 

are very crudely made.  

 

Figure 11: Path on the base of MS 3195. 

The sloping side of the cone also bears a pair of paths, which spiral together up the side 

toward the top. The paths fade out about halfway up, after about two circuits, so itõs not 

clear whether the paths continued to the top, or whether they connected when they stopped. 

And curiously, although these paths also start 90 degrees apart from each other near the 

base, they do not connect with the paths on the base: the score marks end well before they 

reach the bottom, and from the photos itõs not clear whether the lower ends of the side paths 

line up with the starting positions of the paths on the base. 

The intended pattern is thus not clear, and in any event is not rotationally symmetric. 

Although the cone bears superficial similarity to the other Schøyen labyrinths (with pairs of 

space-filling paths of roughly constant width), neither the shape nor the design suggests that 

they are closely related. 

There is another object, however, that seems a somewhat better fit: the small, dome-shaped 

entrail design of YBC 3000 in the Babylonian Collection of Yale University (Figure 12). 

This measures 5.2 cm broad by 4.5 cm high. It has on the top a simple double spiral similar 

to several other oracular entrail designs, but in this case formed by a coil of clay arranged in 

a convex dome resembling a scarab in shape. The curved top sits upon a short stand of 

slightly smaller diameter. (The two ends of the coil have broken off, so the coil might 

originally have completely covered the stand.) The resemblance to the steeper MS 3195 is 

not great (and the base of YBC 3000 is blank), but the two share a double space-filling path 

spiraling up a three-dimensional surface, and in both cases the spiral path was clearly 

constructed by applying a coil of 

clay to a supporting core. So as a 

shot in the dark, I might suggest 

that MS 3195 also points to the 

practice of reading omens from 

entrails ð though just what part it 

might have served remains 

obscure. 

Figure 12: YBC 3000, side view 

(Goetze, plate 133) and top view 

(Van Buren, plate 57). 
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Another possibility is that these small, easily portable objects borrow connotations from the 

double path as manifest in the British Museum mask of Huwawa. In that case, they might 

have served as pocket charms against evil and bad luck. One could almost read the crude 

execution of MS 3195 ð in such contrast to the finished elegance of YBC 3000 ð as evidence 

of desperate hasty home-made manufacture in the face of some imminent threat. 

How would the seers have read the entrails of YBC 3000? (George, p.273-75, discusses 

modern interpretations of the methods prescribed for reading the entrails, but the seers 

were not entirely consistent in this regard.) Such a neat, orderly, balanced arrangement 

ordinarily would show nothing out of order, nothing awry, revealing therefore no negative 

omen. Would this signify that the world, or the future ð or your future ð is also in balance, 

pointing perhaps to good luck? Perhaps these are amulets of sympathetic magic to bend the 

arc of the world in that direction? 

Richard Myers Shelton, Roseville, MN, USA; February 2020 

Notes 

1. The first update to mention here is that detailed high-resolution photographs of all three 

tablets, as well as MS 3195, the òCone Labyrinth,ó are now available at UCLAõs online 

cuneiform database [CDLI] . 

2. Friberg and Phillips kindly acknowledge my article in a note added in proof, but my article 

clearly came to their attention after their text was written; so their analysis, despite reaching 

similar conclusions, is nonetheless independent of mine. 

3. George (p. xvii) points out that diviners often speculated on or imagined omens that go 

beyond anything actually witnessed in the real world; and the extispicy diagrams include 

intestinal arrangements one would hardly expect to find in real sheep. But the British 

Museum mask goes far beyond that: it leaves the anatomy of sheep well in the dust, borrowing 

only the metaphor of omens through entrails to make an entirely different impression. 

4. The tablets of the Yale Babylonian Collection are now housed at the Yale Peabody Museum 

of Natural History, and records for these tablets (and photos for some, including YBC 2166) 

are available at the museumõs website [Peabody]. The tablets have been assigned new 

Peabody catalogue numbers: 

 Old YBC 2166 = New YPM BC 016794 

Old YBC 2167 = New YPM BC 016795 

Old YBC 2168 = New YPM BC 016796 

Old YBC 3000 = New YPM BC 017066 

5. The Pompeiian variation alters the path in the fourth quadrant so that it enters the centre 

from the quadrant directly, rather than from the outer lane that connects the four quarters, 

thus avoiding an additional path segment along the main axis parallel to the segment from 

the entrance. This variant can be seen in the labyrinths from Cremona (Kern 132), Piadena 

(Kern 155), and especially Pompeii (Kern 156, 157-158, 159, and 160). Kern 157ð158 uses as 

base a stack of three 3-meanders, as in Otfrid; the others all use the Classical labyrinth (a 

stack of two 3-meanders). 

6. In his AMS column Phillips provides a new image of the Sens design, drawn by a certain 

C. Belloc in 1828, which agrees with the symmetric version recorded by Tarbé and re-

discovered by Wright [Wright 2001]. This is, however, almost certainly a copy of Tarbéõs 

drawing, so I doubt that it constitutes independent evidence for the symmetric version of Sens. 
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How RPG Dungeons Got Their Doors 
 

Griffith Mon Morgan III  

 

Standardization of Dungeon Door Symbols for RPG Game Maps 

 

In 1971 David L. Arneson created a 

whole new genre of games within his 

already expansive Blackmoor Fantasy 

Game via the addition of a maze of 

tunnels below the baronõs castle. 

Soon after, he also co-authored the 

very first role playing game Dungeons 

& Dragons in 1974. Although D&D 

was designed as an imaginary 

simulation for any kind of fantasy 

adventure, most gamers played the 

game entirely within underground 

mazes, or as they are more commonly 

called, dungeons. The expansion of 

the game led to more and more 

complexity in the dungeon designs as 

well as the need for more and more 

types of symbols on the game maps to 

represent the various details that 

were being added to them by 

designers and players. 

Figure 1: Blackmoor Dungeon excerpt 

from First Fantasy Campaign, Dave Arneson, Judges Guild Game Company, 1977. 

Interestingly, the map diagrams, or dungeons, are a very specific game rule as it provides 

constraints to the players mobility, as well as mood, through the shapes of rooms and 

hallways and their uses. Most game historians do not perceive the map as a rule and there 

isnõt a whole lot written specifically on the evolution of the game map. Maps are so common 

that we all know what they mean and how to use them. Yet without a graphical 

representation for a dungeon, or of the world setting, our favourite adventure locales donõt 

exist in games like D&D. 

Iõve been staring at dungeon maps for over four decades, and something we all seem to 

encounter while playing is the problem of how best to represent details on the maps we 

make as the referees in the games, or as players on an adventure. Most evident are the doors 

that appear nearly everywhere in most dungeons. For those of us who first saw a dungeon 

example in the Original D&D Three Little Brown Books, or OD&D, the map was a very 

primitive looking white dungeon on a black background. 


