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Mazes or LabyrinthsΧ 
²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ & what types are there? 

Jeff Saward 

 

Introduction 

In dealing with a subject as varied and complex as labyrinths and mazes, it is essential to make definitions that 
can be clearly explained. The first task is to clarify the difference between a labyrinth and a maze. While the 
terms are often used interchangeably, many historians and enthusiasts are passionate about which is which. 
Look up the words in a good dictionary and you will probably conclude that a maze is a labyrinth and a labyrinth 
is a maze... 

However, in the English-speaking world it is often considered that to qualify as a maze a design must have 
choices in the pathway. Clearly, this multicursal category will include many of the modern installations in 
entertainment parks and tourist attractions, which exist solely for the purpose of perplexing visitors, as well 
as the traditional hedges mazes in public parks and private gardens around the world. 

Popular consensus also indicates that labyrinths have one pathway that leads inexorably from the entrance 
to the goal, albeit often by the most complex and winding of routes. These unicursal designs have been known 
as labyrinths for thousands of years, and to qualify as a labyrinth, a design should have but one path. However, 
the dividing line between what constitutes a maze or a labyrinth can sometimes become blurred, as mazes 
with single paths and labyrinths with more than one path can exist, although their intent is usually clear from 
their designs and purpose. 

  
To qualify as a maze 

a design must have choices in the pathway 
 

To qualify as a labyrinth 
a design should have only one path 

 

While this debate is easily resolved, much more discussion has surrounded attempts to establish a system of 
classification for different types of labyrinths and mazes. During the past century or so, various systems have 
been proposed to define the individual forms of labyrinths and mazes. They are often over-complicated and 
confusing to the general reader. The system given here is designed for clarity and relative simplicity, and is 
based largely on structural differences, classified according to cultural and developmental origins. 
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Classification of Labyrinths - The Major Categories 

The earliest labyrinth symbols so far discovered are all of the same simple design - ǘƘŜ ά/ƭŀǎǎƛŎŀƭέ ǘȅǇŜ - which 
is found worldwide and remain popular to this day. During this 4000 year history, the Classical labyrinth has 
developed into a number of closely related forms, often in particular geographical regions, by means of simple 
adjustments to the "seed pattern" that lies at the heart of its construction. 

However, from time to time, major developments have taken place, resulting in quite different types of 
labyrinths being created, which have then themselves been further developed. This process continues to this 
day, indeed, since the 1980s several radically new types of labyrinth designs have been created and these will 
undoubtedly continue to flourish and develop in the future. 

To bring some sense of order to this multitude of seemingly different labyrinth designs, I would propose that 
labyrinths can be classified into four major categories, although all of these have various sub-categories, which 
can be further sub-divided if one so wishes. These major categories can be classified as Classical, Roman, 
Medieval and Contemporary labyrinths: 

  

Classical Labyrinths 

Dating back to at least 2000 BCE, and found 
worldwide, these are by far the oldest and most 

widespread type of labyrinth. 

Roman Labyrinths 

First developed in the 2nd century BCE, they are 
found throughout Europe and North Africa, 

wherever the Romans settled. 

  

Medieval Labyrinths 

First developed in 9th/10th century Europe, they 
soon spread throughout Europe and have become 

especially popular in modern times. 

Contemporary Labyrinths 

First developed in the late 20th century, this rapidly 
evolving group often have unusual designs, but are 

clearly labyrinths by intention. 
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The Classical Labyrinth 

The archetypal classical labyrinth design 
consists of a single pathway that loops back and 
forth to form seven circuits, bounded by eight 
walls, surrounding the central goal. It is found 
in both circular and square forms. Practically all 
labyrinths prior to the first few centuries BCE 
are of this type. Found in historical contexts 
throughout Europe, North Africa, the Indian 
sub-continent and Indonesia, this is also the 
design that occurs in the American Southwest 
and occasionally in South America. During the 
current revival of labyrinths it has once again 
found popularity for its simplicity of 
construction and archetypal symbolism. 

Wherever it is found, the same method of 
construction is commonly encountered - the so-
ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨǎŜŜŘ-ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴΣΩ ǎƘƻǿƴ opposite. This 
simple technique for remembering the process 
of drawing the classical labyrinth has 
undoubtedly been instrumental in its 
widespread occurrence and popularity. 

This form is also (inappropriately) known as the "Cretan" labyrinth, a term that implies an origin on the island 
of Crete. Although its association with the legendary Labyrinth at Knossos is well documented, the design 
certainly predates the legend and has not been found on Crete prior to the fourth century BCE. It is also known 
as the "seven-circuit labyrinth," but this too is confusing, for other labyrinth types can have seven paths and 
classical labyrinths may have more, or less, than seven circuits. The term "Classical" has gained widespread 
acceptance in recent years and is to be preferred, as it correctly implies the original form and is free from 
association with any particular location or region - appropriate for a design that is found worldwide. 

The simplicity of its construction from an easily remembered seed pattern has clearly been instrumental in the 
wide cultural dissemination of the classical labyrinth design. It is by far the world's most common and 
widespread form, and remains popular to this day. Simple amendments to the seed pattern allow different 
versions of this form to be created quickly and easily and such varieties, often with eleven or fifteen circuits, 
are common in historical contexts in Europe, especially in Scandinavia. Several important variants used in 
historical contexts are distinctive enough to deserve sub-categories of their own. 

 

 
 

 

Labyrinth petroglyph, Mogor, 
Galicia, Spain, c. 2000 BCE, one of 

the earliest known examples 

Circular and square varieties of the 
classical design and mirror images, 
with the first pathway turning left 

or right, are common varieties 

A classical labyrinth with 15 paths 
(16 walls), painted on the wall of 

Roerslev Church, Denmark 
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Classical Variants 

Baltic type 

Found throughout Scandinavia and also in northern Germany, but principally 
around the shorelines of the Baltic Sea, this labyrinth is also known as the 
"Baltic Wheel" or "Wheel," after an important example in Hanover, Germany. 
A relatively simple reconnection of the upper part of the classical seed pattern 
produces a double spiral at the centre with separate entrance and exit paths. 
These labyrinths are ideal for continuous processions and games where two or 
more walkers enter the labyrinth, and this purpose is often reflected in 
associated traditions and folklore. 

A Baltic type labyrinth cut in turf at Dransfeld, Germany (now destroyed). 
The double spiral at the centre allows a quick exit from the labyrinth 

Chakra-vyuha type 

An unusual development of the classical labyrinth, found primarily in India, is 
based on a three-fold, rather than four-fold seed pattern and is consequently 
ŘǊŀǿƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎǇƛǊŀƭ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŜΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴ LƴŘƛŀƴ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ά/ƘŀƪǊŀ-
ǾȅǳƘŀΣέ ŀ ƴŀƳŜ derived from a magical troop formation employed by the 
magician Drona at the battle of Kurukshetra, as recounted in the Mahabharata 
epic. 

The stone labyrinth at Baire Gauni, Tamil Nadu, India, 
 laid out in the Chakra-vyuha style encountered throughout India 

Man in the Maze 

This distinctive variety of the classical labyrinth is found in the American 

Southwest, especially on the basketry, jewellery and other craftwork 

produced by various Native American tribes in the states of Arizona and 

New Mexico. First developed around 1915, it remains popular and has 

become a symbol of tribal identity for several communities in Arizona. 

Man in the Maze labyrinth on a basket created 

by a Tohono OΩodham weaver from Arizona, USA 

Other Classical Seed Patterns 

Other labyrinths based on three-fold and occasionally on two-fold or five-fold seed patterns are found in 
various locations. A unique five-fold classical labyrinth with nine circuits recently discovered on a Pima basket 
from Arizona demonstrates the many varieties of labyrinth that can be created with a full understanding of 
the construction process. A number of labyrinths with curious designs, obviously based on the classical form, 
or incorrectly drawn by unskilled hands, should also be included in this category. 

 

A Pima basket, made c.1920, with an unusual 
 nine-path variant of the άMan in the MŀȊŜέ 

classical variant, created from a five-fold seed 

 

An unusual seed pattern from India, 
used for a ritual to ease the pain of childbirth  

 


