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The problems of reading and classifying labyrinth poems of the Iberian baroque 
are addressed. A quantity of significant illustrations is provided and com­
mented, setting forth guide-keys for reading and interpretation. 

In the Iberian Peninsular baroque poems called "labyrinths" (composed in 
Latin, Spanish, or Portuguese) the most striking aspect is their twofold nature: 
on the one hand, their visual impact, with a remarkable display of creative 
calligraphy or printing; on the other, the complexity and the profusion of 
paths proposed to the reader, always implicit in the text but not always im­
mediately evident. Because of this, the understanding of labyrinth poems 
necessitates the acquaintance with the rules of poetry-making upon which 
they are based. 

Among the preceptistas of the period, the Spaniard Rengifo stands out as 
one of the best-known. HisArte Poetica Espanola, first published in 1592,1 

seems to have been a revered model for the poets of his time and, to this day, 
remains a major source of information for peninsular pattern or non-pattern 
poetry of the baroque period. 2 Rengifo'sArte Poetica has nowadays acquired 
further meaning, becoming in itself an example of the evolution suffered by 
the poesia artificiosa, for, as editions of the work appeared over the years, 
successive additions were introduced into it allowing us to see in a panoramic 
way the development of some of the forms. 

In what concerns labyrinth poems, my personal research has enabled me to 
confirm that the compositions that can be included in that category follow 
quite closely the rules set out in Rengifo'sArte Poetica. Consequently, inA 
Experiencia do Prodfgio, 3 I was able to gather all the labyrinths I had so far 
encountered into three main groups: 

verse labyrinths (/abirintos de versos) 
letter labyrinths (labirintos de tetras) 
cubic labyrinths (labirintos cubicos) 

Verse labyrinths 

Verse labyrinths are usually made of four or five line poems, with a normal 
aspect but arranged on a single page or sheet. This type of text usually carries 
an indication of how many readings may be obtained and how many pos­
sibilities of combination or permutation are considered viable. The most fre-
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quent reading paths proposed for verse labyrinths to be added to the normal 
one are: alternation of lines and strophes, one by one, two by two, three by 
three, etc.; reverse readings from right to left, from bottom to top, from end to 
beginning, etc.; and diagonal readings. Whichever the path or paths chosen, 
perfect, meaningful poems must always result, at least perfect so far as the 
rules are concerned. In the compositions which include in their title a relation 
to the chessboard, reading paths similar to chess moves are to be considered 
as well. In Figure 1 we can see an example of the chessboard kind of poem, 
included in a 1724 edition of Rengifo'sArte Poetica Espanola. 

A variant of the chessboard verse labyrinth is shown in Figure 2, a text 
attributed to LUis Nunes Tinoco, a Portuguese poet. 4 At the base of this com­
position are indicated the main reading paths starting from the center­
Carmine concelebret- and the number of verses resulting from the possible 
combinations -14,996,480- an astronomical figure which I have also found 
in a similar poem by the Spaniard juan Caramuel de Lobkowitz, included in his 
celebrated Metametrica, published in 1663. 

Yet another type of verse labyrinth is seen in Figure 3, a composition dedi­
cated to the Portuguese Conde de Villaflor, D. Sancho Manoei,S where the 
reading paths are indicated by letters- A, B, C, etc. 

Figure 1. Chessboard poem. juan Diaz Rengifo, 1724. 



Figure 2. Chessboard labyrinth. Luis Nunes Tinoco, 
seventeenth century. 
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Figure 3. Labyrinth poem. Antonio Alvares da Cunha, 1673. 
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letter labyrinths 

letter labyrinths are poems in which there have been inserted (and em­
phasized by means of capitals or color printing) certain letters that correspond 
to a special intent within the composition, usually the name of the person to 
whom the piece is dedicated or, perhaps, a special votive sentence. In the case 
of Figure 4, a poem by the celebrated Portuguese commentator on Camoes, 
Manuel de Faria e Sousa, the inserted word is ISABEL, the name of the lady in 
whose honor the poem was written and which in itself constitutes an au­
tonomous pattern poem, as the author himself points out6 and as we can 
confirm in Figure 4a. 
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Figure 4. Labyrinth poem. Manuel de Faria e Sousa, ca. 1648. 



~ A. 

!"> "~. \~ 

IJ~" 

%= 

~ 

;\' 
.. 

v$.... 
7:> 

"'-.\ 

t: J:' 10 

~ o·l '
1 

v 

Figure 5. Labyrinth Epithalamium. Jeronimo Tavares Mascarenhas de Tavora, 1738. 

Figure Sa. Reading map for Labyrinth Epithalamium in Figure 5. 
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We are then confronted with a letter labyrinth which is a square poem 
having eleven characters, a numero primo, therefore, charged with symbolic 
meaning. The readings should start from the central line, where the letter I is 
found, and should proceed from there vertically up and down in each column, 
following the principle of an acrostic, and also diagonally from the center 
towards the corners. Besides this special reading, the poem as a whole is also 
meant to be read normally as a set of eleven stanzas, but other hidden paths 
such as permutations, inversions, and diagonal readings are also possible, the 
latter particularly, since they are suggested by the graphic support of the 
crossed lines. This type of composition is closely related to the technique of 
versus intexti or verba intexta found in European pattern poetry, at least since 
the work of Prophyrius Optatianus (fl. 325 AD), and it is interesting to see 
Manuel de Faria e Sousa clearly stating in.the commentary of his own work that 
Prophyrius should be recognized as the father of baroque labyrinth poems/ an 
assertion that coincides with one made in our own times by Giovanni Polara. 8 

In Figure 5 we can see another eloquent demonstration of the inventiveness 
and complexity afforded by this type of labyrinth. The example is by Jeronimo 
Tavares Mascarenhas de Tavora, a Portuguese poet who included it in his 
Parabem Epithalamico, published in 1738, to celebrate the wedding of Dom 
Luis de Castro and Dona joana Perpetua de Bragan<;:a, a granddaughter of King 
Pedro 11. 9 This letter labyrinth is written in two languages, Spanish and Por­
tuguese, and their reading paths are indicated in Figure Sa where the actual 
poems have been erased. 

Through this partial reading map it becomes clear how the names of the 
bride and of the bridegroom follow different paths: hers from the center 
towards the periphery, his from the periphery towards the center. Their names 
- JOANA and LUIS- are the inserted words around which are built the two 
poems that comprise the text: one around both names, another around just 
the letters j (inverted and functioning both as j and I) and 5 of the 
bridegroom's name. The first can be read following the paths indicated in 
dotted lines with arrows, starting from the center, with the letter j placed 
around the sun figure and proceeding towards the eight outer letters, A, but 
also following the lozenge detours marked. Reverse readings are possible as 
well. The second poem is strictly wrapped around the letters] and 5 of the 
name LUIS, which correspond to the first and last letters of each of its fourteen 
lines, in the middle of which they stand. The dotted lines with arrows indicate 
the direction of the reading, which is always towards the center. 

Cubic labyrinths 

Cubic labyrinths, as Rengifo describes them, are "a sort of letter labyrinth," 
usually made out of a single line poem or couplet arranged on the page or 
sheet in such a way as to form a square. The reading is to start with the first 
letter, generally a well-emphasized capital placed at the top of the left hand 
side of the composition, and to continue right through the text- always left to 
right- until the last letter on the right-hand corner of the bottom line is 
reached. The reader will, therefore, be following a spiralling trajectory, since 
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Figure 6. Cubic labyrinth. Anonymous, seventeenth century. 

Figure 7. Cubic labyrinth. Fr. jose da Assun<;:ao, 1743. 
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what happens in this kind of labyrinth is such a full rotation that, at the end of 
the circuit, the line or couplet is completely reversed. Meanwhile we are, of 
course, also reading on the diagonal and along the edges of the square. The 
example in Figure 6 is Portuguese, possibly from the seventeenth century. 10 

A variant of the cubic labyrinth is illustrated by the striking composition in 
Figure 7, also by a Portuguese but from the eighteenth century, in which we 
see the principle of the cubic poem taken as literally as it can be, for not only 
are the rotation and the subsequent inversion of the text there, but also the 
whole poem itself is designed as a cube, with its six parts spread out. This 
particular labyrinth is the third in a series composed to commemorate the 
birthday of Queen Maria Theresa of Austria and Hungary, and its wording is: 
Felices annos o vive Maria Theresa. 11 

Paschasius aS. loanne Evangelista (Paschasio de San Giovanni, no dates but 
seventeenth century) in his Poe sis Artificiosa, which was printed in two edi­
tions at Herbopoli (Worms) by Eliae Michaelis Zinck in 1668 and 1674, rather 
surprisingly does not mention the category of labyrinths, but he does include a 
chapter, with illustrations- De Carmine Cubico- in which he refers to the 
cubic poem with rotation reading which we know as laberinto cubico, along 
with other forms, such as the square letter labyrinth with its reading starting 
from the center, crosses, etc. 

In spite of this, and more in accordance with Rengifo, in A Experiencia do 
Prodfgio, the square poems and the crosses, with their readings starting from 
the center, are to be found under the designation of "letter labyrinths." The 
reason for this classification is based upon the fact that, up to the present 
moment and at least in the Iberian Peninsula, that particular type of text is not 
known to have been described by any authors or commentators as "cu bic, " 
this indication seemingly always having been reserved for labyrinth poems 
with rotation reading. According to the classification proposed in that book 
(which has to be considered temporary since further discoveries in this field 
may force me to change it) this kind of letter labyrinth, usually displaying only 
one word or a very limited text which has not been inserted or superimposed 
over another, is normally shaped as a square- a carmen quadratum- but can 
be found in the form of a cross. In the case of the square, and as far as the 
reading is concerned, the labyrinth is divided into four wings, all symmetrical, 
each one being the inverse of the other, in mirror image, as can be seen in 
Figure 8. The reading must start at the center- the letter C here- and it 
includes the vertical and diagonal paths where the same text is always to be 
found, in this case the words Commentaries Hymnologicos. This particular 
example was printed in red and black by a Portuguese author of the eighteenth 
century. 12 

When the composition is cruciform, several possibilities occur, of which we 
shall consider two. First, the usual four-sided division of the text, as in Figure 
9; 13 and second, as in Figure 10,14 where in each branch of the cross a different 
plea is added to the name of IESUS. Thus, starting from the central/, we can 
read, in order, for example: 
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Figure 8. Labyrinth. Fr. jose da Assuncao, 1738. 

Figure 9. Labyrinth. Fr. jose da Silva da Natividade, 1743. 

EU SOU 0 MAIS EMPENH.ADO. 

odahnhado 
ahn e nha 

n e p en 
pmp 
mern 
e s e 
s i s 
i a i 
a m a 
mom 

0 0 u 0 0 
da u o u ad 
:;~hn o f o nha 
h n e r m e s i :1 m o u o f u f o u o m a i s e m p e n h. 

n e p m c s i am o u o fu E u f o u om a is e m pen 

hncpmesiamouor u fouomaisempenh 
ahn o 1 o nha 
da u o u ad 
0 0 u 0 

mom 
a m a 
i a i 
s i s 
e s e 
mcm 
p m p 

n c p c n 
ahn c nha 

odahnhado 

Do tflifmo. 

0 



EMIARV IVRA IME 
E IARVILI\'RAI E 
M I R V I L S L 1 V It I M 
IA\l ILSUSLI Mi\l 
A v· L A S U S U S H A M "~ 
\'L.t\SS SES SCHAM 
L}\S SU So··h _ SU SCH A 
A S S US E ··~ : E S U S C H 
LAS SUS .. s·usCHA 
VL~-\SS SES SCHAM 
A \'LA SU S U S HAM A 
IAV I1\SUSAI MAl 

MI DUli\SAIUD IM 
E l AD U I A I U D A I E 

EM I A D U I U V A I ME 
Figure 10. Labyrinth . jose Pereira Velozo, 1688. 

up: IESUS LIVRAIME (JESUS DELIVER ME) 

right: IESUS CHAMAIME (JESUS CALL ME) 

left: IE SUS SALVA I ME (JESUS SAVE ME) 

down: I E S U S A I U D A I M E ( J E S U S H E L P M E ) 

Each line can be read up, down, right, or left and is always accompanied by its 
mirror image. 

In this type of labyrinth the reading pattern can be further complicated, and I 
have found cases where each line of each branch of the cross presents a 
different text, making the composition a real maze and requiring a consider­
able amount of dexterity on the part of the reader. 

The types of labyrinth poems presented in this paper seem to be the basic 
ones, or at least the most frequently produced models, for the Iberian penin­
sula during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, but similar examples 
can also be found in the rest of Europe and Latin America. However, other 
compositions, which can only be described as hybrid or mixed forms , are also 
very frequent, thus making their accurate classification rather problematic. 
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A 0 SENHOR CONDE DE J?ILLAFLOR. 
Uhyrinlho: Egnmw : St»Uto : F.~Komi4flico, Acrojiico, AM,grammAJico: mr 

)intt, t oito ~II/IlM rtr'ofos. Ht c~ cirrulo hum 'Wr(o, caJa 
lltr{o J1J1U AMJrlllfiM. a..pom{t ~ ktrM _ftUos 1IMI1IUOS , 

t os PfllmtrOI ptllM ktrM, JA ptriftri4 tkjtt Ork. 

Figure 11. Labyrinth sonnet. Antonio Alvares da Cunha, 1673. 



A good example of this type of mixed text can be seen in Figure 11, a 
seventeenth-century Portuguese composition also dedicated to the Conde de 
Villaflor. 1 5 The reading instructions are on the title: "Each circle is a verse, each 
verse two anagrams. The letters are composed by the numbers and the num­
bers by the letter, on the periphery of this globe." 

Following the instructions we can read around the outer circle the words 
"DOM SANCHO MANOEL." To each of the letters of this name a number is 
attributed, so that we have the numbers from 1 to 15, corresponding to the 
letters over which they are placed. In the inner circles those numbers are to be 
retranslated into letters and, if the reader does so, he will decipher the riddle 
and end up with the announced sonnet, in which the name DOM SANCHO 
MANOEL is found in an acrostic and in the twenty-eight anagrams (two in each 
line) formed by the combination of letters in those words. 16 

To conclude this brief introduction to the charms and difficulties of reading 
the peninsular baroque labyrinth poems, I must point out that the examples 
presented are only a limited sample of an immensely vast production of many, 
many authors, covering centuries of repetition and reinvention of basic forms 
which gave birth to an infinite number of variants. In any case, whatever the 
type may be, the baroque labyrinth poems have a long and illustrious past and 
in the history of the creative mind they represent an outstanding effort to 
encompass in a single composition a whole universe of sense and sensibility 
through the artistic multiplication of meaning. In our days this kind of 
achievement is beginning to attract the consideration that it fully deserves. 

1. In all editions the work is attributed to Juan Diaz Rengifo; however, the true author 
seems to be Diego Garcia Rengifo, the brother of Juan . For more information on this 
subject as well as on the subsequent additions to the work, see Marcelino Menendez y 
Pelayo, Historia de las ideas esteticas en Espana (2a ed. Santander: S. A. de Artes 
Graficas, 1947), v. 2, p. 215. 

2. The baroque period in Portugal is generally considered to extend from the latter part 
of the sixteenth century to the middle of the eighteenth, thus comprising part of the 
so-called manneristic period as well. On this subject, see Vltor Manuel Pires de Aguiar e 
Silva, Maneirismo e Barraco na Poesia Lfrica Portuguesa (Coimbra: Centro de Estudos 
Romanicos, 1971). 

3. Ana Hatherly,A Experiencia do Prodigio -Bases teoricas e antologia de textos­
visuais portugueses dos seculos XVII e XVIII (Lisboa: lmprensa Nacional- Casada Moeda, 
1983). Hereafter cited as Hatherly (1983) . 

4. Hatherly (1983) fig. 27. 
5. Hatherly (1983) fig. 28 . 
6. This poem, printed here in the autograph version, was first published by Arthur L. F. 

Askins in his " Manuel de Faria e Sousa's Fuente de Aganipe: the Unprinted Seventh 
Part, " in Florilegium Hispanicum: Medieval and Golden Age Studies presented to 
Dorothy Clotelle Clarke (Madison : Medieval Seminar of Hispanic Studies, 1982) , 245-77. 
It is also included in Hatherly (1983) as fig. 29 and is discussed in my article "Labirintos da 
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Parte VII da Fuente de Aganipe de Manuel de Faria e Sousa, " Arquivos do Centro Cultural 
Portugues v. 21 (Paris: Centro Cultural Portugues, 1985) . Hereafter cited as Hatherly 
(1985) . 

7. Hatherly (1985). 
8. Giovanni Polara, Ricerce sui/a tradizione manoscritta di Pub/ilia Optaziano Porfirio 

(Salerno: Libreria lnternazionale Editrice, 1971), preface. 
9. The complete title of the work is, following the title page, Parabem Epithalamico que 

nas felicissimas Nupcias do 11/mo. e Exmo . Marquez o Senhor Dam Luiz e Duqueza a 
Senhora D. joana Perpetua de Braganc;a, Recitfw as Villas de seus Estados I Pelo Doutor 
jeronymo Tavares de Mascarenhas de Tavora, Academico Applicado I Lisboa Occidental, 
Na Officina Rita Cassiana, Anno 1738. Not included in Hatherly (1983). 

10. Hatherly (1983) fig. 24. 
11. Hatherly (1983) fig. 22 . 
12. Hatherly (1983) fig . 12. 
13. Hatherly (1983) fig. 4. 
14. Hatherly (1983) fig. 2. 
15. Hatherly (1983) fig . 50. 
16. I was fortunate enough to have found the riddle solved for me in an eighteenth 

century Portuguese manuscript , the "Declaracao do Soneto acrostico, anagramatico e 
enigmatico que D. Antonio Alvares da Cunha, Secretario da Academia dos Generosos 
fez ao Conde de Villaflor, D . Sancho Manoel. Decifrado pelo Padre J[oao] B[aptista] de 
Castro em 2 de Fevereiro de 1720" who, as this Portuguese title tells us, deciphered the 
enigma on February 2, 1720, precisely on the day when that author, who later became a 
well known critic, turned twenty years of age. His interpretation is published on p. 271 of 
A Experiencia do Prodlgio but here I am reproducing the actual poem that results as well: 

D 

0 Onde nam macho o solo sol manchandome; 
M mancha nem dolo so nem sol mo achando: 
S sol como de manhan nam escolho, mando: 
A achem . Mando no sol Solon chamandome 

N Nome mancha do sol no cham. Sol an dome 
C chamando sol nem o encham o sol. Manda 
H homem os do canna! nos mostre chamando 
0 oh do mesmo canna! com al sonhandome, 

M Mancha medo no sol , sol nam , chamo onde 
A achem damno no sol , nem sol chamando 
N nam ilho escondam o sol, nome dam ancho 

0 On de o sol mancham , mal o sol ham conde 
echo nam dam no sol em sol manchando 

L lem coando sonham no Leam Dom Sancho. 
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