
THE ADOPTION OF THE LABYRINTH BY THE CHURCH 
(Source:The Maze and The Warrior by Craig Wright, Harvard Press, 2001) 

 
The symbol of the labyrinth is found in many cultures from ancient times.  
The myth of the labyrinth originated in Greece and is found in Homer as 
well as the Latin poets Ovid and Virgil.  The story is as follows.  King Minos 
of Crete ordered the building of a labyrinth to imprison a hideous Minotaur, 
head of a bull, body of a man.  It was to be a maze from which no one 
could escape, and Daedelus, the great inventor, designed and built it.   But 
to appease the Minotaur the king put seven young men and seven young 
women into the labyrinth every nine years, where they met a grisly death.  
For the third cycle of sacrifice the young warrior Theseus was selected.  
Before he went into the labyrinth he fell in love with the king’s daughter 
Ariadne, and she gave him a ball of pitch and a clew of golden yarn, one 
end of which was fastened to the entrance to the labyrinth.  When he 
came to battle with the Minotaur Theseus threw the ball of pitch into the 
mouth of the monster and then killed him.  He then followed the thread 
out of the labyrinth and claimed Ariadne for himself. 

 
This myth contains these central ingredients: a warrior hero; a combat 
between good and evil; a savior who delivers the people from fear of 
death; a divine guide.  It is not difficult to see how the medieval church 
would substitute the story of Christ’s victory over Satan for the myth of 
Theseus and the Minotaur.  Thus the labyrinth was Christianized.  In 
Greece and Rome the labyrinth always was used in secular settings.  But in 
Christendom it was always used in churches (until outdoor mazes came 
into fashion in the sixteenth century).   A new pattern for the labyrinth was 
developed in medieval Europe, first appearing in manuscripts around 900 
A.D. and then at Chartres Cathedral in 1215 A. D.   Here the Cross was 
superimposed on the labyrinth design. 
 
Cathedrals like Chartres became places of pilgrimage. Instead of making a 
pilgrimage to Jerusalem, the pilgrim came to the Cathedral, the image of 
the heavenly city.  Thus the labyrinth developed the secondary aspect of 
pilgrimage.  By 1600 the pilgrim replaced the soldier at the center of the 
maze.  No longer does he battle demons, but rather makes his way 
patiently on a long, upward journey (compare Dante’s image of the 
pilgrims making their way around the mountain of purgatory).  For 



Erasmus of Rotterdam the maze was a symbol of a sinful world.  We need 
a divine guide, Christ, to find our way through it. 
 
A prevalent symbol of Christ as Victor in the New Testament is the Lamb of 
God (Agnus Dei), used no less than 28 times in Revelation.  The 
contradictory nature of the Savior, as victorious warrior and sacrificial 
lamb, is incorporated in the liturgy of the medieval church and its music.  
“The course of Christ’s life was a recursive journey, a coming and going, 
descending and ascending” (Craig Wright, p.106).   This was symbolized by 
retrograde motion in music and chant, especially that of Guillaume Dufay 
(1400 – 1474).  The Chartres-style maze has double retrogrades to 
symbolize this motion.  The end is also the beginning, death and rebirth.  
This theme continues in music until Bach. 
 
There is significant evidence that an Easter dance was done through the 
labyrinth at Chartres and other cathedrals.  The Coventry Carol follows the 
up and down movement (Craig Wright, p. 136), as does the more recent 
hymn to a Shaker tune, The Lord of the Dance.   
 
With the Reformation and later, the labyrinth became divorced from the 
liturgy and music of the church, and became a symbol for individual 
contemplation.  It also developed outside the church as something 
decorative and playful and multicursal (mazes in gardens).  With the 
resurgence of the labyrinth today, the symbol of the hero and the villain, 
the fight of good against evil, has been omitted.   But that need not be, if 
the battle against evil be understood metaphorically and the weapons used 
be those of non-violence.  The portrait of courage in Ephesians 6:11-17 
might be our inspiration.  This might help men see the labyrinth as a 
helpful spiritual aid. 
 

 


