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Introduction 

{ǘƻƴŜ ƭŀōȅǊƛƴǘƘǎΣ ƻǊ ά¢ǊƻƧŀōƻǊƎǎέ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ƛƴ {ǿŜŘŜƴΣ ŀǊŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǿƛŘŜƭȅ 
throughout the Nordic countries of Sweden, Norway and Finland, particularly around the shorelines 
of the Baltic Sea. Formed of stones and boulders laid on the ground, the majority are situated next 
to fishing stations, natural harbours, and the remains of seasonal settlements, particularly on 
offshore islands, although a few in southern Sweden are found inland, often alongside prehistoric 
grave fields. Over 600 stone labyrinths have been recorded, and a considerable number survive, but 
to date no complete catalogue has been compiled. 

 

The Trojaborg at Galberget, Visby, on the island of Gotland, Sweden 

Stone labyrinths can also be found in Iceland and Estonia (presumably introduced by Nordic fishing 
and trading settlements), around the White Sea and Kola peninsula in Arctic Russia (where Pomor 
traders likely spread the idea), and as far away as the Scilly Islands in southwest England (where the 
son of a lighthouse keeper is credited with the construction of a labyrinth in the early 1700s). While 
the majority of Scandinavian labyrinths are built from rocks, they are also found as wall and ceiling 
frescos (and occasionally as graffiti) in more than twenty medieval churches in the south of the 
region, including Denmark and Finland. 
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When were they made? 

The age of the Scandinavian stone labyrinths has been the subject of much speculation. Early writers 
proposed dates as far back as the Bronze or Iron Age, but post-glacial (isostatic) land uplift rates prove 
that some coastal locations must have a more recent, possibly medieval, origin. During the late 1980s 
a breakthrough was provided by the application of lichenometry to these labyrinths, especially those 
around the northern shores of the Baltic. The scientific measurement of the slow growth of lichens 
on the lines of boulders that formed their patterns, confirmed that many of the labyrinths were 
constructed from the end of the 13th century onwards, with a notable peak in the 16th and 17th 
centuries, continuing up to the present day, with evidence that earlier examples were sometimes 
accompanied by later copies nearby. Labyrinths situated inland or at higher elevations continue to 
prove difficult, if not impossible, to date, and those adjacent to prehistoric grave fields may have 
earlier origins. 

What are their designs? 

Curiously, the vast majority of the stone labyrinths in Scandinavia are all of the same basic design, 
the so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άŎƭŀǎǎƛŎŀƭέ ǘȅǇŜΣ ƻǊ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƛǘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƛǎ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǿƻǊƭŘǿƛŘŜ ŦǊƻƳ 
prehistory onwards, and can be shared with others by means of a simple drawing technique, without 
ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜŘ άƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭέ ƭŀōȅǊƛƴǘƘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΣ ǿƛŘŜƭȅ ŦƻǳƴŘ 
elsewhere in Europe (especially in the medieval churches and cathedrals of Italy and France) is rarely 
found in Scandinavia, although the design is recorded once as a church fresco, at Grinstad in western 
Sweden, and also, surprisingly, as stone labyrinths in Arctic Russia. So-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ά.ŀƭǘƛŎέ ƭŀōȅǊƛƴǘƘǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ 
double spirals inserted at the centre to produce a separate entrance and exit, are also widespread, 
especially in Finland, and are connected with traditional folk customs and dances. While careless feet 
can easily damage the layout of a stone labyrinth, and similarly, thoughtless restoration can result in 
design changes, they are extremely durable, even without maintenance, particularly in barren, rocky 
landscapes with little vegetation. 

 

Drawing an 8-ǿŀƭƭ άŎƭŀǎǎƛŎŀƭέ ƭŀōȅǊƛƴǘƘ    12 & 16-wall labyrinths 


