
 

 
Labyrinthos Archive  1 

The Chartres Cathedral Labyrinth C!vΩǎ 

Jeff Saward 

As one of the best-known examples in the world, much has been written and said about 
the pavement labyrinth in Chartres Cathedral. But what is fact and what fiction? 

Here are some of the most frequently asked questions about this labyrinth... 

 

The Chartres Cathedral Labyrinth ς photo: Jeff Saward/Labyrinthos 

Introduction 

It is no wonder that Chartres Cathedral has drawn so much attention over the course of its long history. As a 
repository of holy relics, the cathedral has attracted pilgrims for over 1000 years, and in much the same way 
has attracted popular folklore as well as misinformation. For instance, the story that the cathedral is situated 
ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ƻŦ ŀ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ 5ǊǳƛŘƛŎ ǘŜƳǇƭŜΣ ŜǊŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ƘƻƴƻǳǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ά±ƛǊƎƻ tŀǊƛǘǳǊŀέ ό¢ƘŜ ±ƛǊƎƛƴ ǿƘƻ ǿƛƭƭ ŎƻƴŎŜƛǾŜύ 
is not based on any historical or archaeological evidence. As Mgr. Michon has shown (Michon, 1984), this story 
was created in the 16th century and popularised in the early 17th century by Sebastian Rouillard. Recent 
archaeological excavation has shown that the cathedral overlies the alignment and foundations of earlier 
Roman buildings. However, the topic of this study will be one particular part of this remarkable building, the 
pavement labyrinth situated in the nave of the cathedral. Not surprisingly, the published information about 
this labyrinth is riddled with confusion, supposition and fantasy, probably more so than any other labyrinth. 
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When can you walk the labyrinth at Chartres? 

Chartres Cathedral is a working building and a place of worship. Normally, the nave of the cathedral is lined 
with chairs and most of the labyrinth is subsequently obscured. It has long been the tradition at the cathedral 
to remove the chairs and uncover the labyrinth, to allow it to be walked, on mid-summer day, June 21st. In 
recent years the cathedral authorities have also instigated a program of regularly uncovering the labyrinth 
every Friday during the summer months - typically from the first Friday following Lent, until the last Friday in 
October. However, this schedule is always subject to change, and special services, funerals and events within 
the cathedral can result in the labyrinth remaining covered. Essentially, the best advice is to go on a Friday 
during the summer, or on mid-summer day, and if you can, plan to get there early, before the crowds on the 
tour buses arrive, or otherwise late in the afternoon when they leave and the cathedral becomes a little less 
crowded. But bear in mind that finding the labyrinth uncovered is never guaranteed - you make the pilgrimage 
and take your chance! And if you go there, and get the chance to walk in the footsteps of countless others that 
have followed the path of the labyrinth, please respect local customs and behave in a dignified fashion - this 
is a place of Christian worship. 

When was the labyrinth in Chartres Cathedral constructed? 

Nobody actually knows when the labyrinth was constructed, because no surviving documents record that 
information, although various writers have published dates of 1200, 1220 and 1235, even as late as 1240, all 
given as if they were provable installation dates. The architectural detective work of John James (James, 1990) 
suggests that the labyrinth must have been laid early in the first decade of the 13th century (c.1201-1205 is a 
commonly quoted figure), as its position is so integral to the geometric layout of the cathedral, but this 
argument has a hint of circularity. Craig Wright (Wright, 2001) places its construction around 1215-1221, when 
the construction of the nave was essentially complete and the masons moved on to finish other parts of the 
cathedral structure. As the masons would surely not have invested considerable time and expense in installing 
the labyrinth while there was still the possibility of damage by falling masonry, from work on the roof above, 
this would seem a sensible dating. Besides, until the construction scaffolding surrounding the pillars in the 
nave was removed, it would have been very difficult to install the labyrinth, the outer circuits of which run 
very close to the base of the pillars on either side. 

Was there an earlier labyrinth in the Cathedral? 

Speculation that the current labyrinth replaced an earlier labyrinth in the nave is totally unfounded. While 
ƭŀōȅǊƛƴǘƘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ΨƳŜŘƛŀŜǾŀƭΩ ŘŜǎƛƎƴǎ ƭŀƛŘ ŀǎ ŦƭƻƻǊ ŘŜŎƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ƛƴ ŎƘǳǊŎƘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǘƘŜŘǊŀƭǎ ƛƴ Lǘŀƭȅ 
during the early 12th century, it would appear that the idea did not spread to Northern France until the last 
ŘŜŎŀŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǎǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ƭŀōȅǊƛƴǘƘ ŦƻǊƳŜǊƭȅ ŀǘ {Ŝƴǎ Ƴŀȅ ŘŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ммфлΩǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ 
at Chartres was certainly among the early examples, and was clearly influential in the subsequent popularity 
of labyrinths in 13th century France and elsewhere in central and northern Europe. 

What was at the centre of the Labyrinth? 

All that remains of the brass or copper plaque that formerly decorated the centre of the labyrinth in Chartres 
Cathedral are the worn stubs of the rivets that held it in place. While we know, from a description of the plaque 
from around 1640 (Chaliline, 1918), that it bore a representation of the combat between Theseus and the 
Minotaur, we have no plan or diagram of the layout of its design. It would surely have been similar to the 
depictions of this scene found in contemporary 
labyrinth-decorated manuscripts, or at the centre of 
the 12th century floor labyrinths in Italian cathedrals. 
The plaque was removed in 1792, supposedly to be 
melted down for cannons for the army of the newly 
founded French Republic. 

Central panel of the Chartres labyrinth, showing the 
rivets that held the former plaque in place. 

Photo: Jeff Saward/Labyrinthos 
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Was there something buried beneath the centre? 

This is a piece of folklore, in circulation since the mid-19th century. In 1849 an excavation of the centre of the 
labyrinth was carried out to determine if a memorial to the builders of the cathedral was buried at this spot - 
a theory in circulation at that time. Despite digging down five metres, nothing of significance was found and 
the central stones were replaced (Wright, 2001). 

What was the original name of the labyrinth? 

The lack of surviving documents contemporary with the construction and original use of the Chartres labyrinth 
ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ǇŀǊŀƭƭŜƭǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΣ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŜŘ ƭŀōȅǊƛƴǘƘǎ ƛƴ 
French cathedrals and manuscripts of the time, it would be fair to assume that it was known at the time of its 
ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ά5ƻƳǳǎ 5ŀŜŘŀƭƛέ όIƻǳǎŜ ƻŦ 5ŀŜŘŀƭǳǎύΣ ŀ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ǘƛǘƭŜ ŜǉǳŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘǊƛŎŀŎȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ 
labyrinths in the cathedrals - ǘƘŜ ά5ƻƳǳǎ 5Ŝƛέ - with the work of Daedalus, the master builder of antiquity and 
deǎƛƎƴŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭΩ ƭŀōȅǊƛƴǘƘΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘ-мсллΩǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀƎŀƛƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ά5ŞŘŀƭŜΣέ ŀƴŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ муǘƘ 
ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ǿŀǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ άƭŀ ƭƛŜǳŜέ possibly in reference to the old Gaulish measure of a league of 1500 
paces, a very rough estimate of the number of steps taken to traverse the labyrinth. By the late 18th and early 
19th centuries, the writings of antiquarians had popularised the naming of the cathedral labyrinths, including 
ǘƘŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ŀǘ /ƘŀǊǘǊŜǎΣ ŀǎ άŎƘŜƳƛƴ ŘŜ WŞǊǳǎŀƭŜƳέ όǊƻŀŘ ǘƻ WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜm), a term that may well date back to the 
17th century, but is not documented prior to this time (Wright, 2001).    

Was there an inscription on the pathway? 

Another misunderstanding, which has appeared on a number of 
occasions, concerns the claim that the words of the 51st psalm, 
Miserere mei, Deus, were once engraved on the stones forming the 
path of the labyrinth at Chartres. This old chestnut continues to 
appear from time to time, despite the fact that Jean Villette 
dispelled this notion as nothing more than a misinterpretation of an 
old engraving of the words of the psalm superimposed over a plan 
of the labyrinth, drawn in the mid-17th century, but not published 
until 1918. As Villette rightly points out, had the words ever been 
engraved on the flagstones, some trace of their former presence 
would surely survive, however worn (Villette, 1984). 

Plan of the Chartres labyrinth with psalms superimposed on the 
pathway, from the Recherches sur Chartres manuscript of Charles 

Chaliline, first published in 1918, but originally written c.1640 

What size and shape is the labyrinth? 

Much has been written about the exact size and measurements of the Chartres labyrinth. Hermann Kern (Kern, 
1982), for example, stated categorically that the labyrinth is elliptical rather than circular, 12.60 x 12.30 metres 
(41 feet 4 inches by 40 feet 4 inches). He based his statement on comments from Maurice Guinguand, who 
had presumably taken his measurements from the often-published overhead photograph that appears in 
many books. However, this photograph, taken through a small hole in the ceiling of the nave, where the 
vaulting ribs intersect, is not directly above the centre, but offset toward the entrance of the labyrinth. As a 
consequence, it will always appear slightly elliptical in ŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘƭȅ ΨƻǾŜǊƘŜŀŘΩ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎΦ 

The exact size of the labyrinth has been the subject of some disagreement. W.H. Matthews said about 40 feet, 
Nigel Pennick and Lauren Artress say approximately 42 feet and Emanuel Wallet gives 13 metres, nearer 43 
ŦŜŜǘΦ !Ŏǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƭŀōȅǊƛƴǘƘ ƛǎ мнΦуут Ȅ мнΦфло ƳŜǘǊŜǎ όпн ŦŜŜǘ о҃ ƛƴŎƘŜǎ ōȅ пн ŦŜŜǘ п ƛƴŎƘŜǎύ - an average of 
12.895 metres (42 feet 3 & two-thirds of an inch) - with the longest axis across the line of the entrance to the 
far side, or top, of the labyrinth (1). This slight discrepancy from a true circle, although only a 0.0465 % error, 
might seem to support the claims that the labyrinth is slightly elliptical, but it is difficult to see that the original 
architects would have created this slight oblƛǉǳƛǘȅ ƻŦ ҆ ƛƴŎƘ όмΦс ŎƳύ ƻƴ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΦ Lǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŜŜƳ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ 
be the result of 800 years of gradual compression of the floor from the weight of the aisle pillars that line the 
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nave, either side of the labyrinth, causing the individual interlocking stones that form the pavement to creep 
slightly inwards across the width of the labyrinth. The mortar gaps between the individual stones would easily 
absorb this movement without damage to any of the stones. 

How long is the pathway? 

Similarly the path length from entrance to centre is claimed to be anywhere between 450 feet (Matthews, 59) 
and 965 feet (294 m, according to Kern). This is clearly a considerable range, which should suggest caution in 
believing any of these figures, however reliable the source may seem. Several books give the path length as 
666 feet, a number that is surely too good to be true, often quoting Jean Shinoda Bolen's Crossing to Avalon, 
published in 1994. However, Bolen gives her source as Barbara Walker's The Woman's Dictionary of Symbols 
& Sacred Objects (1988), which in turn quotes Elizabeth Pepper and John Wilcock's Magical & Mystical Sites 
ŦǊƻƳ мфтсΦ ¢ǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǎƻǳǊŎŜΣ ǿŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴ ǳƴƴŀƳŜŘ άƻƭŘ ōƻƻƪ ŀōƻǳǘ 
tŀƎŀƴ wƻƳŜΣέ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǊŜƭƛŀōƭŜ ōŀsis for the subsequent faith in this almost magical path length. 

The thing to bear in mind is that, almost certainly, none of the authors confidently quoting numbers for this 
measurement have actually taken a tape to the path and measured it in person. At best these numbers are 
estimates based on approximate diameters, at worst just wild guesses! John James, who has personally 
measured much of Chartres Cathedral, gives a path length of 261.5 metres (858 feet), which seems very 
plausible, although it is not specified exactly where his path measure begins and ends. Based on actual 
measurements and a mathematical model of the labyrinth, I calculate that the path length from the entrance 
to the very centre of the labyrinth is somewhere around 262.4 m (860.9 feet), but it is still worth checking if 
you ever happen to be in Chartres Cathedral with a pedometer - but be careful to push it along the exact dead 
centre of the path! 

How wide is the path? 

There is also confusion surrounding the width of the paths of the labyrinth. Some claim the paths are 16 inches 
wide; in fact they average 34 cm (13 ¼ inches) with a 7.5 cm (3 inch) wall separating each path. However, there 
is variation in the width of individual path stones and the mortar joint between the stones also varies 
considerably, taking up much of the difference between individual stones. 

How many stones in the pathway? 

The number of stones that form the path of the 
labyrinth provides a final numerical puzzle. Often 
quoted as exactly 270 or 272, and considered by 
many as symbolic of the number of days of 
human gestation (2), the exact number is in fact 
difficult to determine.  Several of the original 
stones have clearly broken since they were 
originally laid in place and now appear to be two 
slabs instead of one. Those with ragged, 
interlocking cracks are easy to spot; others with 
clean breaks are more difficult. There are also a 
few short slabs that look suspiciously like 
ΨǇŀǘŎƘŜǎΩ ƛƴǎŜǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜ ŘŀƳŀƎŜŘ ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴǎ 
of pathway. Depending on how you count, it is 
possible to arrive at a number anywhere 
between around 268 and 274. Either way, the 
ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨŜȄŀŎǘƭȅΩ ƛƴ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎΣ ƻǊ 
practically any other aspect of the Chartres 
labyrinth, should be treated with caution, as 
labyrinths tend not to conform to exactitudes. 

Stone by stone plan of the Chartres labyrinth, by Jeff Saward 


