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The labyrinth, the mythical structure conceived by Daedalus, has been a persist­
ent motif throughout the history of Mediterranean culture. We find it both in 
visual art of all kinds as well as in literature, and also in the fascinating no­
man's-land between these two. In the area of word-image interaction there 
exists a whole collection of texts that were given the name of "poetical 
labyrinths". The origin of labyrinthine poems goes back to the Rome of Augus­
tus Caesar; the visual pattern of these pieces seems to indicate the pattern of a 
magical dance, perhaps the ancient Greek dance of the Grue. The idea of the 
labyrinth reconstructed in the dance was that of a fortress or city. The labyrinth 
poem in medieval times seems also to encompass the idea of the city, of the 
heavenly jerusalem. Medieval poetical labyrinths have definite religious conno­
tations, as is also evident in the later works in this genre, influenced by the 
jewish Kabbala. This hermeneutic is still valid for the baroque in the case of a 
number of works, yet more and more labyrinth poems appear in a secularized, 
ornamental context. This article traces the most significant of these lines of 
development of this form and its function. 

[The minotaur] was closed in the labyrinth: 
Who entered it, could not leave . 

Apollodorus, Biblioteca Ill, 15, 8, 6 

To Shrii Probhal Rainjan Sarkar 

Entrance 

There are many reasons why an author may hesitate to start writing: the reason 
in my case is the intricacy and the horizons of the road whose entanglements 
run through almost the entire expanse of the Mediterranean. To be able to 
speak about poetic labyrinths one must first enter the ambiguous conceptual 
space of the labyrinth, a symbol older than historical memory. It has attracted 
people's attention in specific periods in the history of culture, last during the 
European baroque. It has also found favor with the contemporary intellect, to 
which numerous studies and a few experts give evidence., 

Although the function of the symbol in culture and art has been dealt with in 
a number of studies, little has been written about poetic labyrinths, the enig­
matic form of visualliteratu re whose beginnings fade out of sight in antiquity. 
A few well-known (and, undoubtedly, other less known) examples testify that 
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Figure 1. A letter labyrinth with a center, from johann Knorr von 
Rosenroth, Kabbalae Denudatae . .. (1684). See note 61. 
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Figure 2. A progressive letter labyrinth by Bartholomaeus Roth­
mann, a poet from Gdansk who composed a series of labyrinth 
poems on various social occasions (mainly weddings) in the late 
1630s and early 1640s. From the PAN Library (Gdansk). 
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it was continued in the Middle Ages, to reach full bloom in the baroque. The 
only examples that we know of the tentative interpretation of the meaning and 
origin of labyrinth poems comes from Ana Hatherly; her works, though wholly 
dedicated to seventeenth and eighteenth century Portuguese literature, are a 
source of a great deal of important information. 2 Her choice of sources and 
comparative material, and her excellent analysis of the caballistic-hermetic 
context of the works of this type, are particularly valuable. 

The term "labyrinth poem" was probably coined as late as the seventeenth 
century among other terms distinguishing the basic poesis artificiosa that is 
usually included among other epigrammatic poetries in baroque poetics. The 
/abyrinthus poeticus, cubicus, metricus, retrogradus or cubus, as this form of 
poetry is called, is related to other types of visual literature (such as the 
caligramme, carmen quadratum, or carmen cancellatum) together with which it 
appears in poetics and on the pages of Baroque works. 

There are two basic variations: the letter labyrinth and the word labyrinth. 3 

Examples of the former originate in Greco-Roman antiquity, and there are two 
basic types of these which will be referred to as: A- the labyrinth with a 
center (rectangular, cruciform, rhomboid, or in the shape of otherfigures), 
where the first letter of the written text is placed in the center and is the first to 
be read (Figure 1); and B- the "progressive labyrinth" (my term) in the shape 
of a rectangle, where the first line constitutes the text proper, and the next 
lines result from shifting the first one to the left or right (Figure 2). The shift 
always embraces one character with a letter vanishing at one edge and it or 
another added at the opposite edge. A progressive labyrinth is complete when 
the last line is the exact inversion of the first line. I have proposed the term 
progressive labyrinth to avoid the ambiguity that the poema cubico proposed 
by Ana Hatherly may cause. 4 1n European baroque poetics labyrinth poems 
were called, alternatively, carmen labyrinthum or carmen cubicum which did 
not take into account the above-mentioned differences in construction. Poets 
acted along similar lines. The term "cubus" was also used with respect to texts 
where the successive words of the first line are repeated as the first words of 
the next lines: 5 

a b c . . . n 
b 
c 

n 

A variation of the progressive labyrinth is the spiral-shaped one (Figure 3). 
There the recurring rhythm of the letters is circular, as a result of which the 
texts acquire a centric emphasis as is also the case with labyrinths with a true 
center. 

There are different typographic variations of labyrinths with their centers 
connected, with the arrangement of letters or the color of their ink bringing 
out the geometric character of the text so that, for instance, the figure of a 
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cross may be inscribed within. They are all centrally constructed which is often 
emphasized as a semantic value alongside of the context of sentences. The 
poetic quality of such works depends primarily on the borderline of meaning, 
on the formal construction of the text, and the visual shape of the whole. 

Word labyrinths were poetic constructions which first appeared in European 
culture rather late, namely in the baroque. These sometimes repeat the forms 
of letter labyrinths, in which cases the words of the poems are inscribed within 
pre-prepared graphic matrices such as chessboard or grid systems. In a 
number of texts visual play is not at first evident but becomes clear when the 
method of reading has been discovered. I am not going to deal with the word 
labyrinth in detail because of its derivative character in comparison with letter 
labyrinths as regards chronology, origin, and the idea of text as such. 6 

So far nothing has been written in the literature on the Greco-Roman begin­
nings of the poetic labyrinth. These deserve a good deal of attention which, 
however, cannot be given before establishing a brief definition of the labyrinth 
and its basic hermeneutics. The area around the labyrinth construction often 
tells us more about the meaning of labyrinth texts than do the texts them­
selves. 

Let us cross the threshold of the labyrinth. At the very outset we come across 
dozens of qefinitions and realize the deceptive abyss of the construction. 
Much depends on the mentality of the author of the definition- whether he is 
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Figure 3. A spiral-shaped 
labyrinth by Johann Cas­
parus Zetsching, intended 
as a present for a noble of 
the Polish king's court on 
the occasion of the New 
Year, 1666. From the PAN 
Library (Gdansk). 



a historian, a saint, an architect, a psychologist, or perhaps a knight. The 
Encyclopedia Britannica says that "in a building [a labyrinth is] a system of 
chambers and intricate passages, which render egress difficult." The Wie/ka 
Encykfopedia Powszechna (Great Common Encyclopedia) calls the labyrinth "a 
system of paths of a varying degree of intricacy, only one of which leads to the 
goal ... " 7 To us who have absorbed centuries of human culture a definition 
like this may be rich in meaning: aboard a jet plane we discover that the whole 
globe is a network of intricate paths along which points keep moving in differ­
ent, apparently disconnected directions. While in a labyrinth we are tempted 
to enquire not just about the author but also about the purpose for which he 
has constructed his unfathomable, deceptive building. 

Thus the labyrinth is both a physical and a symbolic construction. Both were 
important to the ancients, and the former helped express the latter. According 
to some researchers labyrinth motifs first occur in European rock engravings of 
the second millenium BC; from there they spread to the East through the 
Caucusus to India and Indonesia and still farther. In this connection the pecul­
iar popularity of the labyrinth image in megalithic civilizations on the Atlantic 
Coast, in the Mediterranean, on the shores of the Indian Ocean, and the 
Pacific is stressed. Without stopping to discuss the intricacies of migrations 
and borrowings we may proceed assuming, after Erich Neumann, that the 
labyrinth is an archetypal global symbol which played an important role in early 
social formations. 8 We may only surmise as to the nature of these rites- here 
the ethnologists' opinion is decisive. 

Labyrinths may be natural- a grotto, a system of caves- or man-made. The 
shape of the former has been determined by nature; the latter are formed by 
the human mind. There are certainly more plans for these buildings- which 
may be rectangular, circular, or egg-shaped- than for actual labyrinths. We 
should not forget that the labyrinth, whose threshold we have not yet crossed, 
could run through a castle, a system of fortifications, a palace, a temple, or 
catacombs. Surviving architectural solutions include the walls of Mycenae, the 
Acropolis at Rimini, the Daulatabad fortress in India. Even today an old Prus­
sian fortress at K-todzko in Silesia is popularly called a labyrinth. 

Some derive the idea of a labyrinth from the gloom of a cave, which reaffirms 
the chthonian character of the symbol and its link with the earth and with the 
bull. 9 If, on the other hand, we subject the labyrinth form to drastic simplifica­
tion, we obtain a spiral or a system of spirals which, presented in a more 
geometric form, gives the Greek meander. Both genetic qualities appear im­
portant: one brings us to Minoan Crete or to Memphis where the sacred bull 
Apis was worshipped under the name of Usar-Hape, later turned into the 
Hellenistic Serapis of the Egyptians and Greeks. The spiral, in turn, in almost 
every cosmological system stands for the infinite, eternally manifested space 
and the dynamic, cosmic link between micro-order and macro-order. The 
spiral, like the swastika represents the idea of motion inherent in cosmic 
dialectic, and the resulting forces, centripetal and centrifugal. From among 
natural spiral forms, that of a shell is the most obvious to consider: the Greek 
poet Theodoridas wrote in his epigrams of einalios labyrinthos, while 
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Figure 4. The Phaistos Disk from Crete with a spiral, hierogliphic 
inscription in a yet undeciphered language. First half of the sec­
ond millenium BC. 

Figure 5. The labyrinth inscription on the verso of Tabula lliaca 
3.C. "Veronensis 1," with the words "Theodors he [i] tekne," 
from Sadurska. See note 14. 



Hesychius defined the labyrinth as a "shell-shaped place."10 Spiral labyrinths 
are fairly frequent on the coins of Knossos; many scholars, beginning with 
Archimedes, have investigated the link between the spiral and the labyrinth in 
the context of agriculture and plowing, dance, the sacred circle, or the man­
dala. To all these manifestations and interpretations we may refer the paradigm 
of the road and wanderer, mystery, dance, and the goal. 11 

We know anumber of texts where the process of putting down characters 
depends on the run of the spiral. Here, again, motion is the basic factor which 
is brought out by the construction of the texts. The best-known of these in­
clude a set of circular inscriptions called "devil traps" (spells written spirally 
towards the center where the "demon" is trapped in the end) and numerous 
poetic labyrinths. Mention should also be made here of the Phaistos disc 
(Figure 4) which is covered with a spiral of characters in an undeciphered 
pictorgraphic script. 

To elucidate the mystery of the labyrinth hints have been sought for cen­
turies in the etymology of the word. Some derive it from the Greek labrys, the 
double-headed axe which performed a cult function at Knossos and in the 
earlier cultures of Mesopotamia. 12 The consequences of this theory are impor­
tant: according to it the palace at Knossos has been identified as a building to 
which to refer the imprisoned Minotaur's mythical labyrinth. Other theories 
derive labyrinth from labra, originally a cave. Yet others trace it to laos, 
referring to the people and to Zeus's thunder. Yet the decipherment of Mi­
noan Linear B by Michael Ventris defied the earlier hypotheses: the word 
da-pu-ri-to-jo on the tablets interpreted by him was to signify labyrinth and the 
neighboringpo-ti-ni-ja, Potnia- the chthonian deity. Santarcangelli, who 
summarized these views, says in conclusion 13 that "the origin of the term is still 
rather vague." He suggests yet another interpretation. He points out that the 
latter of the suffixes inthos and inda occurs "solely in the names of childrens' 
games and means to have a game, to play," and he asserts that the etymon of 
labyrinthos is "playing upon a mine or cave." 

The word "game" has been uttered which means that we have come close to 
the first known examples of letter labyrinths. They come from the time of 
Augustus and are lin ked with the Trojan cycle, particularly the 1/iou Persis and 
the Iliad. The six carved stone tablets illustrating various episodes from these 
works have letter labyrinths in Greek on the reverse. All these tablets belong to 
a set of relics described with the joint name of Tabulae 1/iacae (Trojan tablets). 
The six of interest to us come from Rome or its environs and date from be­
tween 50 B.C. and 50 A.D. Anna Sadurska, author of a monograph on the 
Tabulae lliacae, has numbered them as "2.NY" (in New York), "3.C." (Vero­
nensis I (Figure 5), "4.N." (Bouclier d'Achille), "5.0." (frag. Bouclier d'Achille), 
"7.Ti." (Thierry) and "15.Ber." (Dressel). 14 The complete reading of the texts in 
the labyrinth diagrams is: 

5.0.: [Aspis] Achilleios Teodoreos he t[ecne] 
4.N.: Aspis Achilleos Teodoreos kat Homeron 
2.NY.: I lias Homerou Teodoreos he i tekne 
3.C.: Teodoreos he i tekne 
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5.Ti.: [llious P]ersis 
15.Ber: ... ~ton synthes[is] 

Because of the poor state of preservation of the tablets, it is difficult to estab­
lish the type of construction of letter labyrinth containing these sentences. 
Apparently tablets 2 and 3 represent progressive labyrinths, and 5 and 15 
labyrinths with a center. Moreover, on tablets 4 and 15 letters are written 
without spaces while in tablets 2, 3, and 5 there are empty spaces between the 
letters. Four of the tablets contain the Greek name Theodoros (in the genitive) 
which is usually interpreted as the name of the owner of the workshop which 
produced the tablets. 

The tablets are decorated with reliefs illustrating various books of the Iliad, 
1/ious Persis, and the Trojan Cycle. Sadurska gives a detailed iconographic 
description in her work. I shall only mention the most frequent images that are 
directly linked with the proposed interpretation of the labyrinth inscriptions. 
These are: Troy and its walls (2. NY.; 3.c.; 7.Ti) and the scenes featuring Achil­
les, notably ones related to his famous shield. 4.N. "Bouclier d'Achille" and 
5.0. frag. "Bouclier d'Achille" carry an exact illustration of an excerpt from 
Book XVIII of the Iliad, 11. 480-608, the description of the shield made by 
Hephaestus, the divine master-smith. Achilles' shield also occurs on tablets 
2.NY.,3.C., and 7.Ti, and on other Trojan tablets. Likewise, the letter 
labyrinths (in the literature on the Trojan tablets these are usually called "dia­
grams" or "magic squares") on the reverses of the two representations of 
Achilles' shield contain the sentence: "Theodoros made Achilles' shield" and 
"Achilles' shield by Theodoros according to Homer" which brings us to Book 
XVIII with its beautiful description of divine skills. In the middle of the shield 
Hephaestus showed the earth, sky, and sea; the sun, the moon, and the 
constellations- the whole cosmos. The five layers around the center repre­
sent, in turn: (1) two cities, a city of peace (wedding and litigation scenes) and 
of war (ambush , fight, and chase); (2) the earth and three seasons (plowing, 
harvesting, and vintage); (3) pastoral scenes (a bull attacked by a lion, and a 
quiet flock of sheep); (4) a dancing pageant; and (5) the ocean surrounding the 
earth. 

In this remarkable symbolic representation, the fourth layer is of particular 
interest to us. These are Homer's words: 15 

Next to these he cut a dancing place 
All full of turnings, that was like the admirable maze 
for faire-hair'd Ariadne made by cunning Daedalus; 
And in it youths and virgins danc't, all young and beautious, 
And glewed in another's palmes. Weeds that the wind did tosse 
The virgines wore, the youths, woven cotes that cast a faint dim me glosse, 
like that of oyle. Fresh garlands too the virgines' temples crowned; 
The youths gilt swords wore at their thighs, with silver bawd ricks bound. 
Sometimes all wound close in a ring, to which as fast as they spunne 
As any wheele a Turner makes, being tried how it will runne 
while he is set; and out againe, as full of speed, they wound, 
Not one left fast or breaking hands. A multitude stood round, 
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Delighted with their nimble sport: to end which, two began 
[Midst all] a song, and, turning, sung the sport's conclusion. 

Ariadne's dance is the dance of the geranos, the crane, described in many 
ancient sources and in ethnographic studies. In the Life of Theseus Plutarch 
describes this dance performed by the hero and the young people he has freed 
on their way back to Athens. We read about "the dance consisting of certain 
measured turnings and returnings imitative of the windings and twisting of the 
labyrinth." Dicaearchus says that dancing went on around the Ceratonian altar 
that consisted of horns taken from the left side of bulls and heifers. He writes 
that "the dance is called among the Delians 'the crane.' " 16 When Theseus 
danced it in Knossos, men were said to dance with women for the first time 
ever. The tradition of the dance is confirmed in Roman times by Pollux who 
describes a train of dancers holding one another's hands and imitating labyrin­
thine turns. 17 The meaning of the name of the dance, geranos (the crane) is not 
clear. The Polish ethnologist Stefan Czarnowski has indicated the role of 
cranes in divination and navigation.18 Thus, the crane could be the guide to the 
labyrinth or center of a fortress. 

There are several versions of the myth of Theseus, the Minotaur, and the 
labyrinth; in principle the labyrinth already had a mythical significance to the 
Greeks. The best-known version says that Theseus came to Crete to free the 
Athenian youths from the terrible Minotaur, half man and half bull, the off­
spring of Pasi-phae (the wife of the Cretan king, Minos) by a bull sacrificed to 
Poseidon. The monster was to be fed on human flesh, youths and maidens 
sent as a tribute from Athens once every nine years. 19 

The myth is commented upon in various ways. Straightforward interpreta­
tion is difficult because of the wealth of meanings and their universal sym­
bolism. Here the labyrinth is really an intricate network of paths. Basically the 
myth speaks about conquering the building and the mysterious power it con­
tains (the monstrous bull). In Homer the bull is harbingered by the dancers in 
the middle of the pageant whom we know from representations of tauromachy 
in Minoan culture. Later the structure of the myth acquired a very clear, unam­
biguous hermeneutic (salvation), but even in the Greek times it hinted at "life 
seen as a road" and the "mystery of initiation."20 

Ariadne's thread that we are now handling- which might have been un­
ravelled from the dancers' rope, tying up the Trojan tablets with the dance on 
Achilles' shield- prompts other questions, namely about the relation be­
tween the dance, the letter labyrinths, and the meaning of the tablets. A 
number of hints direct us to the Fortified City, Homer's "Troy with imperial 
towers." Later tradition and a number of historical sources describing contem­
porary " Trojan" dances and games, confirm the image of a magic dancing 
pageant entering an architecturally intricate building or a fortified city, which 
iconography of the labyrinth is known from quite a few ancient mosaics. Czar­
nowski stresses that the geranos dance and the Judi troiani are identical, and he 
asserts that these were originally Aegean dances which later spread through­
out the Mediterranean and farther, to Scandinavia and Finland. 21 In Germany, 
the Trojantanz, a dance consisting of entering a labyrinth-fortress combined 
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with sexual initiation, was danced even in the eighteenth century. Ethnologists 
describe the many rites of this type where the participating young men (often 
armed) and girls enter a marked-out area (a labyrinth, a spiral) in a dancing 
pageant, then pair off and leave. 

A painting in the Etruscan oinochoe from Tragliatella (ca. 600 BC) represent­
ing horsemen, a labyrinth with the inscription TRUIA in its center and two 
couples in amorous embrace, is an important source for us here. Painted on 
the equestrians' shields are birds, perhaps cranes. The word " Truia" undoubt­
edly signifies "Troy," the symbol of a fortified city in antiquity and later in the 
Middle Ages. 22 In his extremely interesting studies on the significance of the 
6th Book of Vergil'sAeneid, W. F. Jackson Knight stresses the link between 
dances and the magic of city walls, fortifications, the rite of founding a city, and 
also, funeral rites. 23 We must not forget that the "imperial towers of Troy" fell 
only as a result of a stratagem, the famous Trojan horse, which the citizens of 
Troy themselves brought inside their city within a dancing pageant, crashing a 
city wall. Dancing in circles was believed to have magic power; it implied 
either marking out an area or an action aimed at the opposite, depending 
perhaps upon the direction of revolution. The link between dancing, the Tro­
jan games, and the idea of the fortress and besieging the city, on the one hand, 
and our Trojan tablets, on the other, is confirmed by the diagram on 7.Ti. 
containing the words 1/iou Persis (the conquering of Troy). Most of the scenes 
present in the reliefs decorating the tablets are also depictions of besieged 
cities, among other images. 24 

We know from other sources that in Roman times Trojan dances were very 
popular. Vergil writes about it in Book V of the Aeneid where he describes the 
funeral rites in honor of Aeneas' father, Anchises. The Trojans, who have left 
their city that was destroyed by the war, hold the ceremony in Sicily a year after 
Anchises' death. When the games are over, Aeneas orders the youth of Troy to 
take part in a horse race. Led by Julus, the son of Aeneas, a group of boys on 
horseback begins to race in a big ci rcle. 25 

They gallop apart in pairs, and open their files three and three in deploying 
bands, and, again at the call, wheel about and bear down with levelled arms. 
Next they enter on other charges and other retreats in opposite spaces, and 
interlink circle with circle, and wage the armed phantom of battle. And now 
they discover their backs in flight, now turn their lances to the charge, now 
plight peace and gallop side by side. As once of old, they say, the labyrinth in 
high Crete had a tangled path between blind walls, and a thousand ways of 
doubling treachery, where marks to follow broke off in the maze unmas­
tered and i rretraceable: even in such a chase do the children of Troy en­
tangle their footsteps and weave the game of flights and battle; like dolphins 
who, swimming through the wet seas, cut Carpathian or Libyan ... 

This manner of riding, these games Ascanius first revived, when he girt 
Alba the Long about the walls, and taught their celebration to the old Latins 
in the fashion of his own boyhood with the youth of Troy about him. The 
Albans taught it [to] their children; on from them mighty Rome received it 
and kept the ancestral observance; and now the boys are called Troy, and 
the Trooping Trojans. 
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Vergil wrote these words in Augustus's times, which are also the time of 
origin of the Trojan tablets and our letter labyrinths. These were popular writ­
ings in the Empire. Suetonius mentions them frequently in his Lives, and so do 
other authors. 26 Many Caesars of the julian-Ciaudian Dynasty organized Trojan 
or Pyrrhic dances, and Nero and Tiberi us even took part in them as young 
men. At that time the link with labyrinth symbolism was evident: during the 
dances held by Nero, two tableaux vivants were shown: of a bull covering a 
heifer, and of the fall of Icarus. 

Therefore, the Trojan tablets, together with their labyrinths, are linked with 
the Trojan games and have a reference to the ancient magic rites of besieging a 
fortress, a labyrinth city. Essential elements of the rite included a symbol of the 
labyrinth represented in dancing, the horse (this being a horse race), and the 
circular, spiral nature of the dance, which consisted of intersecting circles. The 
layout of the inscription in the letter labyrinths has a reference to dancing, and 
the inscriptions may be read in intersecting circles. The "dancing" inscriptions 
in the diagram refer to the conquering of the city (1/iou persis) and Achilles' 
shield. The magic and mimetic qualities of the inscription correspond to the 
magic of the dance and the magic of the shield. The meaning of the shield is 
not quite clear: it represents a whole symbolic system, probably with an estab­
lished inner order. Yet the siege scenes and the dancing circle certainly refer to 
the siege of Troy by the Achaeans. It would hardly be conceivable that 
Hepheastus wasted his divine effort and Homer his genius for drawing orna­
ments. 

In the deeper symbolic layer the Lusus Troiae could have had a more 
metaphysical meaning. The fact that Aeneas organized the young Trojans to 
celebrate the anniversary of his father's death suggests a link between the 
labyrinth, the dance, and the lower world, of which we spoke before. jackson 
Knight dedicated a good deal of space to the labyrinth symbol in Vergil's 
Aeneid Book VI, describing Aeneas on his way to Apollo's temple at Cumae. 
On the temple gate, along with other symbols, there is an image of Daedalus' 
building. Next, the hero visits Sibyl's oracle and the prophet escorts him to the 
entrance of Hades, where Aeneas descends, and where, after many perilous 
adventures, he meets his father. Anchises discloses the secret of the after-life 
and reincarnation to Aeneas. Knight interprets the whole mystery as a descrip­
tion of the process of initiationY 

Indeed, the labyrinth may be seen as a symbol of the most profound initia­
tion. In Phaedon Plato speaks about the winding route to be pursued after 
death. 28 In Christian culture the paradigm of life, death, and salvation provides 
numerous examples of "psychic iconography." In any case, at least from the 
time of Galen us (second century AD), the Trojan dance was considered sacred 
in Rome. 29 In the Trojan Women Seneca speaks about the purifying dance: 
solemne . . . troici lusus sacrum . .. , 30 and Plutarch mentions the hiera hippo­
dromia, the sacred horse race. 31 The words Hiereia hierei on the Trojan tablet 
4.N. placed under the diagram with a letter labyrinth may be a reference to 
this. 32 

The most important of the unsettled questions is the name Theodorus, 
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which occurs on four tablets decorated with letter labyrinths and on one de­
void of a labyrinth (1.A. Tabula lliaca Capitolina). 33 Theodorus has been iden­
tified with a painter of this name who allegedly illustrated the Trojan cycle and 
who is mentioned by Pliny. According to another hypothesis he is the author of 
the Troica, hence also of the inscriptions on the sculptured tablets. Sadurska, 
the author of a monograph on them, suggests a third solution: Theodorus is 
the name of the sculptor, the maker of the tablets, and a temporary workshop 
owner. The word tekne, following his name, appears in this connection. 34 Yet 
the stylistic differences among the bas-reliefs on the tablets testify against the 
hypothesis that Theodorus was the author/sculptor. Let me put forward a dif­
ferent hypothesis: 

In Books XXXIV and XXXVI of his Natural History Pliny mentions Theodorus, 
"creator of the labyrinth on the island of Samos." Allegedly designed by the 
Sam ian artists Zmilis, Rhoecus, and Theodorus, the labyrinth in question was 
probably the Heraeum on Samos. Pliny adds that "Theodorus cast himself in 
bronze and the likeness was startling, which, combined with remarkably pre­
cise execution, greatly added to his fame .... "He is also said to have invented 
the protractor, the level, the chisel, and the key. 35 

We may further ask about the reading of the mutilated diagram on tablet 
15.Ber and the mysterious letter "I" preceding the word tekne on tablets 2.NY. 
and 3.C. In the former case we have only the surviving letters kton sythes, 
which Sadurska proposes to interpret as anakton synthesis (or "synthesia"). 36 

This may refer to the word anaktonia, to lead horses. But the meaning of the 
letter "I" remains ambiguous. Sadurska has interpreted the words placed 
under the letter labyrinth on tablet 2.NY, grama meson katageitai, with refer­
ence to this letter. I suggest that it is, rather, an indication of the non-surviving 
central point of the labyrinth, whose existence is undoubtedly hinted at by the 
construction of the text. 

We have gone a long way into our labyrinth. Trojan dances were continued 
in Rome up to the fifth century as is indicated by the fragment of Claudius 
Claudianus' work "De VI. Cons. Honorii" (originating in the time of Arcadius 
and Honorius' consulate) where dancing groups "form circles more intricate 
than the run of the River Meander and the labyrinth of Gortynia."37 At that 
time, the empire of Christian culture was in the process of construction, and it 
is now time for us to move from the Wall of Troy to the Walls of jerusalem and 
jericho. 

Center 

At the threshold of the Middle Ages we come close to the central point of the 
labyrinth, which was precisely defined in that period. We know only a few 
contemporary letter labyrinths, although the symbolism of the labyrinth went 
through another full bloom in the Middle Ages, especially in the twelfth to 
fourteenth centuries. With the passage of time, probably more letter labyrinths 
from this time will be revealed. 

Christianity very soon picked up the ancient labyrinth, which is no accident 
considering the symbolic potentials inherent in the sign. Christian understand-
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ing of life as a road, as spiritual transformation, and the monotheistic idea of 
the Center (Civitas Dei and Paradise), these forms and concepts have been 
encompassed graphically by the sign of the labyrinth almost from its outset. 
The constructional centralism of the sign appears particularly important, and 
the sign of the cross is immanent in labyrinths with a center. 

The center of such labyrinths, placed on the floor of medieval churches and 
cathedrals, was called "Heaven" or "Jerusalem," and the labyrinths them­
selves were called "Jerusalem Way" or "Daedale," "Domus Daedali," or 
"Meander," which is a clear indication that the traditional symbolism was 
deliberately continued. 

The best-known medieval letter labyrinth is the cruciform poem by Venan­
tius Fortunatus (ca. 540-601) (Figure 6); in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries the poem circulated in central Europe under the name "St. Thomas' 
Cross. " 38 In the center the word crux (cross) radiates in four directions (arms), 
and it develops into the sequence Crux Domini Mecum, Crux est quam semper 
adoro, Curx mihi refugium, and Crux mihi certa sa/us. The shape of the poem 
does not only bring out its message- which happens also in the majority of 
later, baroque visual poems- but it helps one read new meanings. The 
semantic composition of this work is a true intermedium (cf. Dick Higgins), 
and the poem "transcends the text." The word "Crux" is an indication of the 
center, which can only be approached through this word, from whatever direc­
tion. The directions of the words inscribed along the arms are also important: 
adoration links up the bottom with the center, and salvation rises towards the 
"above." 

SVLASASALVS 

LASATASAL 

SATRTAS 

TRERT 

RECER 

E CIC E 

CIHIC 

M IHIHI M 

VI HIMIH cv 
IGV IMXMI MEC 

GVFERIHIMXVXMDOMINIME 

VFERIHIMXVR VXDOMINIM 

FERIHIMXVRCR VXDOMINI 

VFERIHIMXVR VXDOMINIM 

GVFERIHIEXVXEDOMINIME 

IGV SEXES MEC 

VI TSEST CV 

M Q.TSTQ. M 

VQ.TQ.V 

AVQ.VA 

MAVAM 

SMAMS 

ESMSE 

MESEM 

PMEMP 

EPMPE 

AREPERA 

ODARERADO 

ORODARADORO 

Figure 6. The cruciform labyrinth 
poem by Venantius Fortunatus 
(540-601). From Dick Higgins , 
George Herbert's Pattern Poems: 
in Their Tradition (West Glover, 
VT: Unpublished Editions, 1977) 
pl. 14. 



.\ 
I 
s 
E 
L 
c 
E 
c 
L 
E 
s 

:\ 

s E L c E c L E s .\ 
s E L c E A E c L E s I 
E L c E AT A E c L E s 
L c E AT C T A E c L E 
c E ATCNCTA E c L 
EATCNA N C T A E C 
ATCNA s A ~ C T :\ E 
E ATCNANCTA E C 
c E AT C N C T A E c L 
L C E AT C T A E C L E 
E L C EAT A E C L E s 
s E L c E A E C L E s I 
I s E L c E c L E s .\ 

Figure 7. A carmen quad­
ratum by Publilius Op­
tatianus Porfyrius (fl. 325), 
a construction similar to 
that of letter labyrinths. 
From Ernst, "Zahl und 
Mass .... "See note 45. 

Figure 8. The "Sancta Ec­
lesia" labyrinth from EI­
Asnan (formerly 
Orleansville). 
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Two other texts of interest come from tenth-century Spanish illuminated 
codices. One is a variation of a progressive letter labyrinth; the process of 
reading should start from the central letter in the first line, Florentinus indig­
num memorare. We know nothing of this Florentinus whom the text com­
memorates. He was perhaps the copyist of a commentary on the Book of Job 
by Gregory the Great which contained the labyrinth. 39 The other labyrinth, one 
of six visual poems by Vigilan, a monk from San Martin de Albeda in Rioja, also 
performs a commemorative function. The poems come from a manuscript 
attributed to the year 974, which was fifty years after the founding of the 
monastery. 4° Compared to the five Latin carmina quadrata with complex versus 
intexti, Vigilan's letter labyrinth has a rather simple construction. Starting from 
the center we read the sentence ob honorem Sancti Martini. The text com­
memorates the patron saint of the monastery, which is reminiscent of the 
placing of effigies of bishops or architects in the center of cathedral labyrinths 
(e.g., Chartres, Reims, Saint-Omer) indicating the protective role of the sign. 41 

Incidentally, the small number of surviving medieval letter labyrinths (of the 
extant ones, three are below) is rather striking, considering their solemn mes­
sage. A similarity between them and the carmina figurata (square visual poems, 
mentioned above), a number of which have survived since the Middle Ages, is 
evident. The carmina figurata also have a labyrinthine nature due to the several 
layers of meaning perceived while reading the autonomous sentences (those 
inscribed inside of the text proper, the versus intexti). Caruso and Polara give a 
precise description of poems of this type in their Juvenilia Loeti: 42 

The technique of the versus intexti [consisted of the following]: not only was 
the number of the letters in each line of verse fixed and immutable, but 
some letters were obligatory. Composition proceeded like this: the page 
was usually divided into 1225 small squares (35 x 35); a figure was traced by 
means of words whose large patterned letters fill up the squares. Around 
and through these lines the verses were written in smaller letters, beginning 
in this way to fill up the entire page, and at this point one passes finally to the 
composition of the actual, real lines of verse, filling the remaining empty 
holes with letters that form words that give meaning to the whole text. 

This, typically "mosaic" writing technique is somewhat reminiscent of letter 
labyrinths (Figure 7). It was invented by Publilius Optatianus Porphyrius (fl. 325 
AD), a poet who lived at the time of Constantine the Great and who was the 
author of a panegyric in honor of the emperor made up of such poems. 43 The 
emperor's letter of gratitude for the poet's skillful gift has survived. 44 We may 
surmise that Optatianus, who wrote his work in exile to obtain the emperor's 
pardon, did not conceive his literary concept out of nothing, but based it on 
existing inscriptions with a well-defined, non-routine purpose such as, for 
instance, the similar labyrinths in the church at Orleansville, of which more in 
a moment. Otherwise he would not have dared to present his poems to the 
divine emperor who, in turn, would not have accepted them as enthusiastically 
as he did. In effect, Optatianus was nominated consul, and Constantine spoke 
of his composition in highly laudatory terms pointing out the chrismon they 
contained. The origin and the later popularity of the carmina quadrata during 
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the Carolingian Renaissance should probably be considered in relation to 
labyrinth poems. 45 Another letter labyrinth, likewise a panegyric and dedicated 
to the Empress of Byzantium (Eudocia Macrenbolitissa, 1021-1096, wife to 
Romanus IV) has also survived.46 

The most interesting letter labyrinths, confirming in a way our interpretation 
of the texts on the Trojan tablets, are the earliest examples of medieval work of 
this sort (Figure 8). Both come from the San Reparatus Church at EI-Asnan in 
Algeria (formerly Castellum Tingitanum and later, in French, Orleansville), 
founded about 328 AD. 47 The chancel of the church contains two texts similar 
to Vigilan's poem. One includes Marinus sacerdos and commemorates a 
priest's name, which may also have a protective role. The other letter labyrinth 
occurs on the axis of the north door to the basilica and was placed inside a 
graphic representation of a much larger labyrinth (diameter about three met­
ers). Beginning with the center of this labyrinthine text we read Sancta Ec/esia; 
yet in order to reach the center one has first to get through the square 
labyrinth surrounding the former labyrinth. A winding thread invites us to 
enter. The entrances to the labyrinths are situated along the axis of the en­
trance to the basilica. The whole construction has been interpreted as a sym­
bolic commemoration of theological disputes directed against the schism of 
the Donatists. It seems that a labyrinth within a labyrinth represents rather the 
idea of the interpenetration of two worlds: Civitas Dei (city of God, i.e., the 
church) and Civitas Mundi (city of the world) as outlined by St. Augustine in De 
Civitate Dei. 48 

The most important function of labyrinths occurring on church floors is 
brought out by the later tradition developed in connection with similar con­
structions in medieval churches at Auxerre, Arras, Sense, Bayeux, Amiens, and 
others. 49 In Poland a labyrinth of this type occurred on the floor of the W.f'oc­
tawek Cathedral (fourteenth century). The symbolism of labyrinths placed 
upon the floors of medieval churches is basically similar to that ascribed to 
them at present: the labyrinth symbolized life, a path full of obstacles and 
suffering. The center symbolized Jerusalem the heavenly and it was frequently 
called after this biblical city, or Heaven. The figures might have been instru­
mental in now-forgotten rites, most probably symbolizing a pilgrimage to the 
Holy Land. They had the character of mysteries and illustrated the point of 
wandering amidst obstacles and sorrows towards the ultimate communion 
with Christ in the City of God. A number of documents evidence the presence 
of dance in labyrinth mysteries. A document of 1412 describes "Easter dances" 
in the Auxerre Cathedral, in which novices participated together with the 
monks from the monastery there. The novices brought a ball which was so big 
that it could not be held in one hand. It was passed on to the specially dressed 
"decanus" who chanted Easter litanies and performed a ceremonial dance; 
others danced in a circle around the Daedalus, i.e., the labyrinth. Then the 
dean handed the ball to all the dancers in turn, and the sound of the organ 
accompanied the movement of the dancers. After the dance and singing the 
participants sat down to breakfast. In 1538 the French Parliament banned 
"games" in church labyrinths, allegedly because the cries of the playing chil­
dren and the whole noise offended the sacred character of the place. 50 
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Thus we see the same elements of the labyrinth myth in medieval scenery: a 
labyrinth drawing, dance, and mystery. Labyrinths in cathedrals still have 
something pagan in them: they are often called "Daedalus," accompanied by 
references to the Greek myth of Theseus, Ariadne, and the Minotaur, and 
almost none of the labyrinths contain the sign of the cross or other Christian 
symbols. The inscription opposite the entrance to the labyrinth in the Lucca 
Cathedral reads: 

HIC QUEM CRETICUS EDIT 
DEDALUS EST LABERINTHUS 
DE QUO NULLUS VADERE 
QUIVET QUI FUIT INTUS 
Nl THESEUS GRATIS ARIANAE 
STAMINE JUTUS. 51 

"This is the labyrinth that was built by Daedalus the Creatan. Nobody who was 
inside could go out of it, except for Theseus with the help of Ariadne's thread." 

There are grounds for believing that the Christian imagination has absorbed 
the main personae of the Greek drama: Theseus, who symbolizes the mortal 
wanderer; Ariadne, the immortal soul and the divine element in general; and 
the Minotaur, the impure force. The concept of the city brings an important 
change. Although the Biblical story of jericho52 evokes associations with the 
Greek ritual of the "magic walls," the later Christian hermeneutics of the 
labyrinth understood the City as an idea, as heavenly jerusalem, Paradise, the 
goal of believers pursuing the intricate ways of life and carrying the burden of 
the cross. Hence the Center is distinguished as a place of spiritual fulfillment 
and purification which, perhaps, has taken the place of the former initiation. 
This is also why the baptismal font is placed in the center of the labyrinth. 53 

Hence also, the architectural archetype of the Holy of Holies, the distinct, 
strictly defined place. The next period of fascination with the labyrinth, the 
baroque, established this exegesis. 

This is not the occasion to elaborate on the different motifs inherent in the 
vast subject-edifice. We have finally reached the Center, the Civitas Dei, the 
place of alchemical transformations represented graphically. From here one 
could follow the crane in its flight, or track relics of dances in England, Scot­
land, Scandinavia, Germany, Pomerania, or search atlases for the Trays scat­
tered over the continent, or trace relics of mysterious labyrinth buildings. Yet 
to be able to say a little more about the letter labyrinths of the baroque, a 
period to which we owe most surviving examples (including the term "poetic 
labyrinth"), we should concentrate for a while upon the magic squares and the 
cabbalistic tradition which largely affected the popularity of this form of litera­
ture in the seventeenth century. 

Magic Square 

This term is as enigmatic as its description; in fact, the word "magic" is abused 
in all cases when the operation of the given form or sign is above the 
commentator's rational comprehension, although in a different cultural con­
text it could be explained in a "rational" way. Yet this is what happens to signs 
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and symbols. Magic squares, both numerical and those made up of letters, 
occur primarily in the sphere of influence on gnosticism, hermetic knowledge, 
and the Cabbala. Among the best known examples is the famous square 
SA TOR, with no directly apparent link with the origin of letter labyrinths except 
for its formal similarities. 54 Squares originating in the culture of the Hebrew 
language, many of which are in fact letter labyrinths, are different. 

We are not going to go far into any of the labyrinthine entanglements 
marked "hermeticism" or "cabbala." There is a vast literature on the subject, 
and Ana Hatherly has discussed the link between these areas of cognition and 
visual texts with accuracy. 55 We should concentrate on what is directly related 
to the history of our labyrinths which was to reach full bloom in the baroque 
when elements of the Cabbala of language played a considerable role in Euro­
pean culture . 

Both numerical squares and Hebrew letter labyrinths express the essential 
qualities of jewish mysticism. Their construction (and concept) indicates the 
process of emanation of the hidden, transcendental En Soph, the emanation of 
One into Many, reversible in its character (Figure 9). Hebrew labyrinths also 
express the monotheistic nature of jewish religion and are based on certain 
qualities of the language, hence also of the human mind. The Hebrew alphabet 
-whose letters have a dual value, semantic and numerical- plays a peculiar 
role in it. The mystical interpretation of the Cabbala enriched them with sym­
bolic and hidden meanings. Here the process of emanation went as far as the 
language, script, and numerical system, understood as a stage of the process 
(just as it was by the Pythagoreans), an intermediary between the Creator and 
the Creation. The twenty-two letters of the alphabet constituted a form of 
manifested world, a form of things through which God directs all existence. 
"In the beginning was the word" (John 1,1);" And God said, Let there be light; 
and there was light" (Genesis 1,3). Hence the idea of the Holy Script and holy 
scripts in general, of which we read in the closing words of the Bible, "Should 
anyone take away from the words in this book of prophecy, God will take away 

Figure 9. The "magical square" of the silver (the moon), a Hebrew cabbalistic device, 
"Kame' a." From Budge. See note 57. 
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from him his share in the tree of life and the Holy City, described in the book" 
(Revelation 22, 19). 

The mysticism of the script and language in the Cabbala rested on the con­
viction that the duration of things, which come from the all-emanating Creator, 
may be controlled by controlling their form, implying letters and words. They 
were considered a form of reality, while thinking usually carries us away from 
being. Hence cabbalistic practices such as Abraham Abulafia's Tzeruf and 
others -like the Gematria, Temura, and Notarikon 56

- consisted of the con­
templating mystic's transformative operations during which thoughts, disin­
tegrated into literal forms of substance, were later transformed into the Name, 
which is reminiscent of the Eastern mantric techniques of Yoga and Tantra. 
Despite the primitive interpretations by some scholars and researchers on 
religion, the essence of these endeavors did not lie in magical manipulations 
on words identified with things but in introvert work performed on the mind 
understood as a part of the Great Whole, an effort aimed to being about the 
final union between micro- and macro-order (Devekut), freeing the mind from 
its individual traits and removing all obstacles. 

Numerical squares symbolized the Cosmos of order to whose manifesta­
tions, such as planets, they referred. 57 Hebrew letter manuscripts, on the other 
hand, which often included mathematical semantics, referred to the One and 
to the principle of his operation. Words written in the squares of the 
"labyrinth" on Samaritan amulets (Figure 10) say "Lord, Great God," "Eiohlm" 
(read from the central letter of the labyrinth), "YHVH our God is YHVH One" 
(Shama Israel, Adonai Elohim Adonai Ahat, Deuteronomy 6,4). 58 The name in 
later baroque compositions. Moses Gaster and later Wallis-Budge indicate the 
apotropaic character of these inscriptions placed on various types of amulet. 
Of interest to us in the process that these inscriptions illustrate is the idea 
expressed by the layout of the text. The invocation Der Herr Behute Diehl (May 
the Lord protect you!) means more when it radiates in all directions than the 
same sentence written in a linear way. The same thing applies to the triangular 
labyrinth of letters containing the word Wattishk'a (referring to all-consuming 
fire from the Lord, Numbers 11, 1-2) (Figure 11). The triangular formulae 
Abracadabra (the Abraxas) (Figure 12) and Shebriri have the same character. 5 9 

light 
Light, which is the closest thing to the mystical understanding of the Creator 
and any access to Him, plays an important role here. Light, as we shall soon 
see, largely affected the popularity of the letter labyrinth in the Baroque, and it 
performed an important function in the symbolism of graphic art and painting 
in that period, and certainly also in philosophy. These functions of light in the 
spiritual culture of human beings can hardly be overestimated; its role in 
jewish mysticism is stressed in many fragments of the Zohar. 60 A letter 
labyrinth in the Cabbala Denudata, Knorr von Rosenroth's translation of the 
Zohar (which had two or three editions and was well-known, at least in Central 
Europe) says: 'E uno centro mittit sua lumina Zohar."61 

Let us follow light, because it brings us to the modern era. In so doing we 
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should not forget that Cabbalistic thinking- which in many points concurs 
with Pythagorean, gnostic, and neo-Piatonic philosophy- had a great influ­
ence on such modern-era scholars and erudites as Johann Reuchlin, Erasmus, 
Pi co della Mi randola, Marsiglio Ficino, Aegidus von Viterbo, Knorr von Rosen­
roth, Giulio Camillo, Robert Fludd, and Athanasius Kircher. Our letter 
labyrinths occurred in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries most fre­
quently where the influence of jewish culture was the greatest, namely, in the 
Iberian Peninsula and in Central Europe, in Germany and Poland (Figure 13). 
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Francisco Patrizzi (1529-97), an advocate of Plato from whom he took over 
the ideas of the hierarchic character of existence and emanation, was the 
foremost representative of the metaphysics of light in the RenaissanceY Ac­
cording to Patrizzi, the world is animated by divine, eternal light; God uses 
light to instill life and to add beauty to the Creation. Patrizzi's concept was 
basically a continuation of the earlier ideas worked out by Grosseteste 
(1168-1253) and lbn-Gabirol (1021-58). 

This way of representation is illustrated in a number of baroque paintings, 
composition where the all-radiating eye of Providence or other symbolic rep­
resentations of radiantly, miraculously manifested divinity, are centrally 
situated. Very often, the Tetragrammaton, YHVH, was placed in the source of 
light, which echoes the Cabbalistic traditions. We observe a similar graphic 
relationship between the characters of script and the principle of the radiation 
of light in many centrally-composed letter labyrinths, many of which had re­
ligious significance in both the Middle Ages and the baroque (Figure 14). This 
is best illustrated by spiral labyrinth poems where the text originates from the 
void, indefinite center. They bring to mind some Cabbalistic Hebrew works 
such as "The Original Torah as the Cloak of God" by Solomon ben Hayim 
Eliashu, or "Composition around the Unutterable Name" by Moses 
Cordovero. 

The Baroque 

The baroque was a period of genuine development in labyrinth forms and 
meanings, hence the great variety of letter labyrinths in different contexts. 
Religious meanings linked with mystery and sacrum are prevalent, and so are 
labyrinths with a center, although we may observe a marked secularization of 
the symbols. Decidedly magic texts, such as the prayer to the Archangel 
Michael for longevity (Figure 15), also occur. 63 They all convey a chaotic image 
of the baroque world of meanings, and two versions of the Christian precept. 
One of these raises hope for the gradual unveiling of the mystery for the slow 
interpretation of the signs of the labyrinth world understood as the Book of 
Nature. The prevailing order is somehow justified by the existence of the Book 
and its Creator, which is probably in accordance with the views of those satis­
fied by the status quo. The jesuit juan Eusebio Nuremberg, a commentator on 
Optatian's (Optatianus Porphyrius') Latin carmina quadrata, describes them as 
a world presented "in a thousand of labyrinthine ways born in Divine har­
mony," a mysterious multilayered system. 6 3 This echoes St. Paul's longing 
when he wrote "Now we see only puzzling reflections in a mirror, but then we 
shall see face to face. My knowledge is now partial; then it will be whole, like 
God's knowledge of me" (I Corinthians 13,12). 

After the Middle Ages, this understanding of the world in terms of the Book 
-so characteristic of cultures based on the Bible, with their volumes of com­
mentaries accumulating ad infinitum- came with all its power into the baro­
que. Certainly, the image of the world seen as the Book, which implies that the 
prevailing order has been sanctified by the Creator, is the most satisfactory to 
the stratum that accepts this order and its religious, cultural and social implica-
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Figure 13. "A poem for the Sefirot as a wheel of light," by Naftali 
Bacharach (seventeenth century). The ten Sephirot were the 
spheres or emanations from En Soph (the Primal Cause). From 
Budge. See note 57. 

~'>~ 

Figure 14. A circular permutation poem, in the center of which we 
find the name of jesus with all the other words coming out of it . 
From Caramuel. See note 75. 



Figure 15. A plea to the Archangel Michael asking for a long life, in 
the form of a letter labyrinth. It was collected by Istvan Lepsenyi 
in hi s " Poesis ludens seu artificia poetia" (ca. 1700). Hungarian 
National Library , " Ms. Quart. Hung. 1551 ." From Geza Aczel, ed ., 
Kep versek (Budapest: Kozmosz Konyvek, 1984) 59. 
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tions. In any case, the myth of the Book comprised the entire world of the 
letter and literature at the time. The Biblicai-Cabbalistic method of reasoning 
accounted for the prominent position of labyrinth poems in Baroque poetics; 
the words Cott ist mein Trost (God is my comfort) or Sanctis Gloria Christus 
(Christ by Blessed Glory) etc. lead to the heart of the labyrinth, like Ariadne's 
thread, or the whole labyrinth is built of words like Helig (Swedish for "Holy"), 
De Oios soy amado (I am loved by God), etc. 64 Calligraphic labyrinths were 
called labyrinte spirituelle. 65 Some baroque poetics stressed this particular 
quality of the poetic labyrinth, e.g., Mitrofan Dovhalevski's work of the eigh­
teenth century, where this form is called vidtsentrovii virsz (lit. "center 
poem"). 66 

jan Amos Komensky (1592-1670), a Moravian philosopher and "heretic," 
gives a different image of the world in his wise book Labirint svetla a ray srdce 
(translated into English as "The labyrinth of the world and the paradise of the 
heart")Y Although the book points out that there is only one right way, it 
discards the surrounding world as a deceptive, false spectre of chaos. The 
labyrinth of the world based on deceit and depravity, on ill-matched words and 
things, is given the form of a city. After many vicissitudes the wandering pil­
grim in search of the truth reaches the center, which he discovers to be the 
seat of the worst evil! Only then, having seen real depravity, does the pilgrim 
find the door leading to the real world, the world of the truth. "Retrace your 
steps from where you come to the house of your heart, and close the door 
behind yourself" concludes the author. In the midst of this evil, Christ's Word 
is disclosed to the pilgrim, and a flame is kindled in his heart. Once he has 
seen it, the wanderer is transfigured and returns to the world. This road is 
described in a letter labyrinth (Figure 16) by the abbot of the Czestochowa 
Monastery, the Paulite Andrzej Gotdonowski (1596-1660). 68 The words A Paulo 
Pluto decedit victis arena evidence the saint's victory over the worldly tempta­
tions embodied by Satan-Pluto. 

It is fascinating that, despite the change in coloring and meaning with the 
passage of time, elements of the myth have remained unchanged: a symbolic 
building, a city, a road, a dance, the center, and the power of darkness (the 
chthonic Pluto). Here again we deal with a meta tactical transformation despite 
the survivng relics of the labyrinth rites (letter labyrinths are most frequent in 
panegyrics composed on the occasion of weddings and funerals). Wedding 
labyrinths refer to the union of a couple (a variation of "love knots"), or the 
words of the labyrinth are often placed within the shape of a heart. 

Formally, labyrinths written on the occasion of funerals probably underline 
the principle of transcience, of passing from one condition to another. We 
know a number of inscriptions of this type originating in Europe and even in 
South America. 69 Letter labyrinths also occur on tombstones, e.g., the tomb­
stone of Prince Silo of Asturias, the founder of the San Salvador Church (eighth 
century) at Oviedo, Silo princeps fecit. 70 Another context of the baroque letter 
labyrinth is related to the square shape of the inscriptions. The square form of 
the "cubus," as the labyrinth verse was often called in the baroque, conveyed 
the idea of permanence, solemnity, and uprightness. Beside the letter 
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labyrinth of ca. 1600 by Albert Szenci Molnar (1574-1633) that is dedicated to 
Johann Heidfeld, Talis quadra boni sit tibi forma viri, is the comment: 71 

Heidfeldi ecce quadratum, vel, si vis, do tibi cubum, 
es quid significat, iam tua Musa tenet, 
Cer veteris virum bonum quadratum dixerunt, 
vel, cur virum constantem cubo comparunt. 

"To Heidfeld is this square, or if you please, I'm offering you a cube. Its meaning 
your Muse holds already. The Old Ones have been calling a good man the 
square, and comparing a staid man to the cube." 

The author further suggests certain works of Aristotle as the sources of such 
references: the Nichomachaean Ethics I and the Rhetoric Ill. Si monides was to 
say: "Difficile est nasci virum bene bonum, qui manibus, pedibus et mente sit 
tetragonae constans, et sui semper simi lis in rebus secundis et adversis." ["It's 
difficult to find a really good man who in his hands, feet, and mind would be as 
steady as a square, and similar to it both in times fortunate and adverse."] 

The emergence of a new model of reasoning, the Cartesian paradigm, is 
related to the popularity of the letter labyrinth in the baroque and its metatac­
tical shift in the set of its meanings. The analytical way of thinking took the 
world into pieces like a machine; these, in accordance with the pars pro toto 
principle, were to determine the properties of the whole. The new understand­
ing of the world underlined its construction, its mechanics, although for Des­
cartes what had set the machine in motion was still the Unchangeable. This 
undoubtedly prompted the imagination to produce letter labyrinths, though 
some were used for purely ornamental purposes and had no sacred function 
at all. 

In language this model of reasoning comes close to echoes of Cabbalistic 
thought. The formal influence of the Cabbala is evident in many baroque 
works, notably those containing elements of the "mathematics of language"; 
chronostica, anagrams, cabbalistic verse, etc. 

Baroque works on poetics often visualize the superficiality of influence 
which did not go beyond linguistic juggling. Textual mechanical manipulation 
took the place of Cabbalistic mystical permutation. As Dick Higgins writes, 
"metaphors of hidden truths became ones of aesthetic truths." 72 Baroque po­
etics give precise recipes how to write such works (Figure 17). Instruction may 
also be found in studies dedicated to "natural magic."73 The baroque em­
blematic imagination was quickened by the hidden and the mysterious so that 
it gradually lost sight of the actual meanings referring first and foremost to the 
inner world. The clergy has a more serious attitude towards these problems. 
The Jesuits, with Athanasius Kircher in the lead/4 dedicated the most attention 
to the metaphysics of language and symbol. Chronostic inscriptions that we 
may find even today on the walls of sacred buildings and their furnishings, as 
well as in books, testify to the strong belief in the supernatural power of the 
script taken from the Book (chronostica were often Biblical verses in which 
letters signifying roman numerals added up to the desired date). Though rid of 
their inner essence, the "experiments" continued to relate to the circles of 
initiation, to which numerous examples by clerics bear evidence. One of the 
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Figure 17. A letter labyrinth by Andreas Sutor [Schuster], from Der 
Hundert Ausgige 8/inde Argos . .. (Augsburg: Rieger, 1740), 770. 
This letter composition, being asemantic, may be understood 
either as an imitation of cabbalistic diagrams or as an instruction 
on how to compose labyrinth poems. 
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Figure 18. A rebus labyrinth without words from Caramuel. See 
note 75. 
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most notable is the Primus calamus ob oculos ponens metametricam quae 
variis . . . multiformes /abyrinthos exornat (1663, known as the Metametrica for 
a shortened title) by the Cistercian monk Juan Caramuel de Lobkowitz 
(1606-82) , which includes numerous examples of word labyrinths (Figure 18) .75 

Yet many examples of labyrinth poems have a completely secular character, 
and are greetings to important persons, rulers, etc. 

Many baroque letter labyrinths give an image of the world of intricate mean­
ings that was worked out back in the Middle Ages , referring to the Center 
affecting the whole of creation. This interpenetration of the Civitas Dei and the 
Civitas Mundi added meaning to the road, which resulted in a kind of cultural 
balance. We even find such a labyrinth construction in Dante's Divine Com­
edy. The labyrinth symbol was beginning to lose its sacred character in the 
sixteenth century. Santarchangelli observes that, up to the baroque, it was 
impossible to lose one's bearings in a labyrinth building; the path , however 
winding, always led to the goal. 76 Later, blundering and erring became possi­
ble. At this point Santarchangelli indicates the modern traits in this concept of 
the symbol. 

Once we have lost sight of our point of reference, we are more acutely aware 
of our bewilderment. No longer enjoying the blessed sense of contact with the 

Figure 19. Seiichi Niikuni, " River/Sand Bank ," from Bob Cobbing 
and Peter Mayer, Concerning Concrete Poetry (London: Writers ' 
Forum, 1978), 34. 
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Guide along the way, having let go of our thread of Ariadne, we are increas­
ingly aware of the building rising around us, and are more trustful of its mate­
rial and complex construction than of the underlying, hard-to-conceive ideas. 
The Cartesian mind disintegrated the great machinery of the universe in its 
unending divisions; our vision of the Way has become blurred, and our choice 
has become less deliberate in the growing chaos of information. Culture is, 
likewise, losing its sharp contours and dead words, ornamental symbols and 
meanings devoid of knowledge accumulate (we see this in some " post­
Modernist" works- Figure 19) . 

Yet visual labyrinth construction did not vanish altogether with the baroque. 
We see it today in some works by concrete poets (Emmett Williams 
and Claus Bremer, for instance). Yet here, understanding is achieved along 
different lines, which is a different story anyway. 
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