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Acknowledgments: Four Labyrinths

help along the way. But if labyrinths are icons of difficult

process, by the same token they are occasions for generosity,
and I have encountered more than my fair share of gracious guides.
Pliny tells us that four labyrinths existed in ancient times. Taking up his
clue, I thank those who have eased my passage through the four mazes I
have experienced while imagining and then writing The Idea of the
Labyrinth.

First came the magnificent, many-folded labyrinth of medieval stud-
ies, endlessly attractive precisely because of its multitudinous difficulties.
It was probably Geoffrey Chaucer, English Daedalus “with his playes
slye,” who enticed me into this maze, but he had wily accomplices, not
least the late R. W. Ackerman of Stanford University, who persuaded me
to become a medievalist even though I had no interest in Old Norse.
Classical and medieval mazes typically begin where they end and end
where they began, as Boethius told Lady Philosophy; hence, appropri-
ately, my point of entry into medieval studies, the origin of this book,
and the final chapter all coincide in that brilliantly eclectic poem
Chaucer’s House of Fame, which is not only a beginning and ending but
also an eccentric thread of Ariadne to the labyrinth of medieval litera-
ture. B. J. Whiting introduced me to the poem at Harvard University,
where English 115 began with his wry line-by-line commentary. Al-
though our approaches to Chaucer are fundamentally different, it was
he who first revealed to me the charm of a work that has captivated me
ever since and who inspired me to begin my own Chaucer courses with
that poem. (It was while teaching The House of Fame to a group of baffled
undergraduates in 1970 that I hit upon the idea that the poem was itself
a maze, only to realize how much was yet to be discovered about medieval

P EOPLE who wander in mazes for twenty years need a lot of
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labyrinths.) At Stanford, A. G. Rigg fed my addiction with impromptu
soirées where a group of us read the poem aloud, stopping every few
lines to explore one or another of the many paths branching out into
other medieval texts and traditions. I never studied The House of Fame
with V. A. Kolve, but his astonishing Chaucer seminars at Stanford per-
suaded me of the fruitfulness of looking for controlling metaphors—
what he would later call “narrative images”—in Chaucer’s poetry. And
while I never worked with the late E. Talbot Donaldson, his enthusiasm
for my research on Chaucer and labyrinths alike often gave me confi-
dence to forge ahead when I was weary.

All writers are necessarily implicated in three additional labyrinths.
First, they are maze-treaders: as the English historian Ralph Higden
complained, would-be scholars have to make their way through the laby-
rinths of invention—their material, their sources—before they can even
begin to write. Second, they are maze-makers: as the rhetorician
Geoffrey of Vinsauf reminds us, writers are architects, aspiring to design
a well-crafted Daedalian domus. This is the labyrinth of disposition, of
conceptual order. Third, the text itself is a labyrinth through which
readers wander at will, comprehending all or nothing according to the
mental fit between text and reader: as the preacher Robert of Basevorn
warned, one man’s artistry is another man’s inexplicable maze. This is
the labyrinth of words and of the reception of texts. Writers need help as
they tread, create, and entangle others in mazes.

In the labyrinth of invention I encountered many tutelary spirits who
directed me along unexplored pathways. Régine Astier, Christopher
Baswell, Harry Bober, John Leyerle, Guy Lobrichon, Kathryn Kerby-
Fulton, V. A. Kolve, Ruth Mellinkoff, Brian Stock, David Wallace, and
Francis Woodman suggested references, answered questions, or found
possible illustrations. Ann and Nollaig MacKenzie traveled to Cornwall
to trace a labyrinth of whose existence I was uncertain. Colin Burrow,
Terry Hoad, and Charlotte Morse retraced my steps for me when I was
unable to do so myself and provided last-minute reference-checking in
British libraries. Eleanor Silk, Yvon LePage, and Margaret F. Nims gave
me liberal access to unpublished material. Ross Arthur, Christina
Hawkes, A. G. Rigg, and Brian Stock helped interpret what I saw darkly
in untranslated texts.

Readers of Umberto Eco’s The Name of the Rose know that libraries, like
texts, are labyrinths in their own right, and I am grateful to the guard-
ians of such mazes for letting me explore hidden treasures at the British,
Bodleian, and Cambridge University libraries and at many Oxford and
Cambridge college libraries. The Library of the Pontifical Institute of
Medieval Studies in Toronto continues to be the friendliest of labyrinths,
and staff at York University Libraries were tireless in satisfying my
Minotaurian gluttony for exotic interlibrary loans.
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+INTRODUCTION -

Charting the Maze

It may be good, like it who list,
But I do doubt. Who can me blame?

Alas, I tread an endless maze
That seek to accord two contraries;
And hope still, and nothing haze,
Imprisoned in liberties. . . .
—Sir Thomas Wyatt, Ballade 85

NCIENT and medieval labyrinths or mazes (the words have

different etymologies but mean the same thing) are charac-

teristically double. They are full of ambiguity, their cir-
cuitous design prescribes a constant doubling back, and they fall into two
distinct but related structural categories. They presume a double per-
spective: maze-treaders, whose vision ahead and behind is severely con-
stricted and fragmented, suffer confusion, whereas maze-viewers who
see the pattern whole, from above or in a diagram, are dazzled by its
complex artistry. What you see depends on where you stand, and thus, at
one and the same time, labyrinths are single (there is one physical struc-
ture) and double: they simultaneously incorporate order and disorder,
clarity and confusion, unity and multiplicity, artistry and chaos. They
may be perceived as path (a linear but circuitous passage to a goal) or as
pattern (a complete symmetrical design). They are dynamic from a
maze-walker’s perspective and static from a privileged onlooker’s point
of view. Their paths are linear, but—since many ancient and medieval
labyrinths are round—their pattern may be circular, cyclical; they de-
scribe both the linearity and the architecture of space and time. They
may be inextricable (if no one can find the exit) or impenetrable (if no
one can find the center). Our perception of labyrinths is thus intrin-
sically unstable: change your perspective and the labyrinth seems to
change. As images, then, labyrinths are convertible and relative: what
you see and feel and understand one moment can shift completely the

1



Introduction

next like a reversible figure, an optical illusion. Thus mazes encode the
very principle of doubleness, contrariety, paradox, concordia discors, as
Wyatt knew.!

Accordingly, the aims of this book are dual: to reconstruct the idea of
the labyrinth in the western Middle Ages by extrapolation from a wide
variety of sources, both literary and visual, and to see how that idea
informs an array of important literary texts. I use the word idea to mean
the general governing concept of the labyrinth as a visual or verbal sign,
its ruling principles, the theoretical set of characteristics abstracted from
and manifested in the specific labyrinths of art or literature. The idea of
the labyrinth thus encompasses both formal principles (e.g., circuitous-
ness, complexity) and habitual, culturally shared and transmitted signifi-
cances of labyrinths (e.g., artistry, imprisonment). Unlike a Platonic idea,
the kind of idea I'm talking about is not “true,” universal, or immutable;
like other human ideas, the idea of the labyrinth is subject to temporal
change, the most marked change occurring in postmedieval times, when
the presence of false turnings and repeated choice became the laby-
rinth’s dominant characteristic. But because there is considerable con-
stancy in the idea of the labyrinth over many centuries, including those
spanned by this book, I speak of an idea (albeit one with permissible
variations), not of many ideas. Since it allows for certain variations, this
idea is not monolithic, a fixed and perfect template; rather, it includes a
small repertory of attributes and associations among which a maze-
maker can select, emphasizing these as opposed to those to shape the
precise significance of this particular maze, which will in turn be inter-
preted by readers or viewers in accordance with their familiarity with the
received idea of the labyrinth.

The word idea is also appropriate because I am interested not only in
“real” labyrinths—mazes one can see and touch, things that are labeled
labyrinths—but also in metaphorical labyrinths and in the very concept
of the labyrinth. Thus I am also concerned with the labyrinthine: with
identifying certain features closely associated with labyrinths (for in-
stance, enforced circuitousness; disorientation; the idea of planned
chaos;? the bivium or critical choice between two paths; inextricability;
intricacy; complexity), and with examining how constellations of these
features operate in things, metaphors, and texts that function like laby-
rinths even though they may not be identified as such. In this context, I
have coined the term “labyrinthicity,” by which I mean the condition of
possessing significant features habitually associated with labyrinths.

1. See epigraph to this chapter and Ballade 85 in Sir Thomas Wyatt: The Complete Poems,
ed. R. A. Rebholz (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1978), pp. 120-121.

2. I first encountered this phrase in Alfred David’s “Literary Satire in The House of
Fame,” PMLA, 75 (1960), 333-339, where it struck me as the perfect definition of a maze.



Charting the Maze

I speak of reconstructing the medieval idea of the labyrinth because I
want to avoid imposing modern definitions and canons of interpretation
on medieval mazes. The modern idea of a labyrinth is curiously limited.
It holds that mazes must contain many points of choice between two or
more paths (they are multicursal, to use a word that will recur throughout
this study—see plate 4) with dead ends leading nowhere, and that they
are intended to confuse and frustrate. This idea is not foreign to the
Middle Ages: many literary texts assume a multicursal model, and some
see confusion as the maze’s primary function where others present be-
wilderment as merely a byproduct of brilliantly complex structure. But
the modern concept of the maze excludes virtually all medieval laby-
rinths in the visual arts, which show a single winding path leading inev-
itably to the center and then back out again (they are thus unicursal—see
plate 5). The medieval idea of the labyrinth allows both patterns, so
modern readers must discard their mental image of the maze if they are
to approach medieval examples and see what is actually there. Previous
studies of medieval labyrinths have been seriously handicapped by their
failure to appreciate, let alone to examine carefully, the implications of
the coexistence of these radically different paradigms of the maze. Sim-
ilarly, most modern studies of labyrinths manifest an interest in deter-
mining anthropological origins or archetypal significance.3 This search
for the Ur-labyrinth may tell us something about twentieth-century ways
of thinking about signs in general and the labyrinth in particular, and it
can provide cross-cultural insights and suggestive speculation about the
maze’s prehistory, but it tells us next to nothing about how medieval peo-
ple saw and used the sign and hence has no place in my discussion.
Instead, I want to recover what medieval people actually thought about
mazes, what their “horizon of expectations” might have been when they
heard the word laborintus or saw a maze in a cathedral nave, what they
meant by the sign in their own works; I want to describe an appropriate
code for deciphering medieval visual or literary works involving literal
or metaphorical labyrinths, to define the “literary competence” required

3. See, e.g., Janet Bord, Mazes and Labyrinths of the World (London: Latimer New Di-
mensions, 1976); Philippe Borgeaud, “The Open Entrance to the Closed Palace of the
King: The Greek Labyrinth in Context,” History of Religions, 14 (1974), 1-27; Gaetano
Cipolla, Labyrinth: Studies on an Archetype (New York: Legas, 1987); Raymond ]. Clark,
Catabasis: Vergil and the Wisdom-Tradition (Amsterdam: B. R. Griiner, 1979); C. N. Deedes,
“The Labyrinth,” in S. H. Hooke, ed., The Labyrinth: Further Studies in the Relation of Myth
and Ritual in the Ancient World (London: SPCK, 1935), pp. 3-42; Kern, Labirinti; W. F.
Jackson Knight, Cumaean Gates: A Relation of the Sixth Aeneid to the Initiation Pattern (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1936); Matthews, Mazes and Labyrinths; Jill Purce, The Mystic Spiral: Journey of the
Soul (London: Thames & Hudson, 1974); and Santarcangeli, Livre des Labyrinthes. My short
study “The Labyrinth in Medieval Culture: Explorations of an Image,” University of Ottawa
Quarterly, 52 (1982), 207-218, based on papers given at Oxford in 1975 and at Ottawa In
1981, is very sketchy in comparison to the present book.
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to appreciate labyrinth references and intertextualities.# The kinds of
questions I want to answer are these: What was the documentable medi-
eval reception and development of the form, concept, and meaning of
the labyrinth, as witnessed by the broadest possible range of texts and
visual images from both official and unofficial cultures? What were char-
acteristic and atypical medieval ways of seeing the labyrinth? How did
the idea of the labyrinth, both literary and visual, generate metaphor,
and what are the consequent metaphorical uses of the sign?> How does
the idea of the labyrinth function as a heuristic tool for understanding
labyrinthine literary texts that may or may not explicitly identify them-
selves as labyrinths? This general focus on the medieval, the metaphori-
cal, and the literary distinguishes my work from most recent studies of
labyrinths.

Readers familiar with W. H. Matthews’s seminal Mazes and Labyrinths,
Paolo Santarcangeli’s Livre des labyrinthes, and Hermann Kern’s Labirint:
may wonder why another book is necessary. First, these previous studies
concentrate on the visual arts, not on literature, and certainly not on
labyrinthine texts. Second, they treat the labyrinth from prehistory to
the present, and the medieval idea of the labyrinth merits far more
attention than they have given it. Third, despite their visual orientation,
they give little or no attention to the formal implications of the two
medieval paradigms of the maze and the tensions between literary and
visual traditions. Fourth, my work deals more with metaphorical laby-
rinths than with real ones.6

The best way to suggest the scope, rationale, and methods of this book
is through a brief overview of its contents. Part One lays the groundwork
for the study of medieval labyrinths by examining several facets of the
classical and early Christian background. Focusing on the written wit-
ness, Chapter 1 identifies, analyzes, and compares two major classical
traditions associated with different kinds of literature and well-known to

4. See Hans Robert Jauss, “Literary History as a Challenge to Literary Theory,” pp.
3-45 in Toward an Aesthetic of Reception, trans. Timothy Bahti, introd. Paul de Man (Min-
neapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982), and Jonathan Culler, “Literary Compe-
tence,” pp. 101-117 in Reader-Response Criticism: From Formalism to Post-Structuralism, ed.
Jane P. Tompkins (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980). Culler’s essay is
excerpted from his Structuralist Poetics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1975).

5. We encounter a chicken-or-egg question in regard to whether the visual image of the
labyrinth generated myth and metaphor or vice versa. Given the great antiquity of the
typical round, unicursal design, the visual image may have come first, begetting (or attach-
ing to itself) myth and metaphor, but the question is really unanswerable.

6. I remain deeply indebted to Matthews’s pioneering work and appreciative of the
valuable studies of Santarcangeli, Kern, and Batschelet-Massini; these works have not
significantly influenced my own approach or conclusions, but they have made this book
shorter than I expected when I began my research in 1970, for they cover some ground so
ably that, to paraphrase a medieval commonplace, if in some ways I can see farther and
more accurately, it is because I am standing on the shoulders of giants I can cite in
footnotes.
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the Middle Ages—the historical-geographical, quasi-factual description
of four ancient labyrinths as real buildings, discussed by Pliny the Elder,
Strabo, and others, and the purely literary tradition established by Virgil
and Ovid, the classical poets who most influenced medieval thought.
Here I explore characteristically labyrinthine dualities—artistry vs.
chaos, order vs. confusion, admirable complexity vs. moral duplicity—in
these traditions and texts; I discuss the physical facts and narrative im-
plications of the labyrinth and its associated myth; and I show how the
written tradition presupposes the multicursal model of the maze, trans-
mitting that model to the Middle Ages.

Chapter 2 focuses on the surprising conflict between written tradition
and the visual arts, which endorse not the multicursal model but rather
the unicursal model that persists in art throughout the Middle Ages. It is
almost impossible to overestimate how remarkable this paradigmatic in-
compatibility is: as an analogy, imagine that literary descriptions of cir-
cles defined them as having four sides joined by right angles, whereas
visual illustrations showed the figure we recognize as a circle. Other
studies of the labyrinth at best mention the extraordinary discrepancy
between medieval unicursal and modern multicursal visual models. But
I will argue that it is precisely the peaceful coexistence of ancient and
medieval literary multicursal models and visual unicursal models that is
the key to understanding what medieval people meant by the word
laborintus. Analysis of the two paradigms, then, constitutes the substance
of Chapter 2. First I examine the formal implications of each model,
showing how its characteristic features imply metaphorical potential; for
instance, the presence of true and false paths in the multicursal maze
may suggest the importance of correct moral or intellectual choice with-
in a confusing world, whereas the single circuitous passage of the unicur-
sal type argues that persistence in the difficult path prescribed by God—
or in the devious path designed by the devil, or in the philosopher’s
complex argument—Ileads ineluctably to the appropriate destination, be
it heaven, hell, or knowledge. Since the single word laborintus denotes
both unicursal and multicursal models, and since the name and the
visual image often appear together, classical and medieval people must
have assumed that the paradigms, so contradictory from our point of
view, shared enough common features to comprise a single category;
therefore I deduce the classical-medieval definition of this category, la-
borintus, by identif ying the two models’ most important shared character-
istics. The formal features that both models share broadly outline the
general idea or the essence of the labyrinth; they reveal the most impor-
tant criteria for labyrinthicity and shape the major aspects of the maze’s
metaphorical potential. Formal features specific to one model or the
other fill in the picture and allow considerable flexibility in individual
instances: medieval authors can pick the model that best suits the meta-
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phor in mind, or (occasionally) they can select features from both mod-
els, or (very rarely) they can describe a transformation of one model into
the other.

Chapter g shows how three shared formal characteristics generate a
taxonomy of labyrinth metaphors: because of certain physical attributes,
the labyrinth may be a sign of complex artistry, of impenetrability or
inextricability, and of difficult intellectual, epistemological, and verbal
process. These categories are illustrated and developed by a wide range
of classical and early Christian texts, most of them known in the Middle
Ages.” In a general sense, then, Chapter g is a case history in how
properties of structural models generate, or at least support, literary
metaphor; more particularly, the chapter documents the specific meta-
phorical heritage of the maze on which medieval writers and artists
could, and did, draw in creating their own labyrinthine works and
metaphors.

Part One thus describes the literary, conceptual, and metaphorical
backgrounds of the medieval idea of the labyrinth. Part Two tackles that
idea directly. A brief introduction, Chapter 4, considers Latin etymology
and vernacular terms for mazes and condenses the various ambiguities
of labor intus and domus daedali into three general categories of meaning
roughly corresponding to those outlined in Chapter g: artistry, morality,
and difficult process. Each of these categories is then explored. Chapter
5 examines the witness of the medieval visual arts (architecture, gardens,
turf and stone mazes, cathedral labyrinths, mazes in manuscripts) to see
how it informs written texts by exemplifying, developing, and populariz-
ing certain aspects of the medieval idea of the labyrinth; in return, the
literary tradition casts light on some puzzling aspects of visual labyrinths,
including the hotly debated function of cathedral mazes. The visual arts
are the major medieval locus of the classical and early Christian concept
of the labyrinth as magnificent artistry, whether human or divine; they
also provide evidence for a purely secular view of labyrinths in a culture
that moralized most things, including mazes, and give some insight into
the mazes of popular and aristocratic cultures. Thus the interaction of
literature and art enhances our understanding of each and enriches our
perception of the medieval idea of the labyrinth.

Chapter g stresses Daedalian artistry, the visual arts, and the labyrinth
in bono; Chapter 6 turns to morality, literature, and the deceitful, nearly

7. In most of this book (Part Three is an exception), I am not concerned with establish-
ing the direct influence of one author on another. Most authors cited would have known
both the unicursal visual design and the multicursal literary tradition, and I hypothesize
that the idea of the labyrinth and its metaphorical potential are defined theoretically by the
structural features, contrasts, and commonalities of the two models. If that is correct, then
although many writers probably borrowed labyrinth metaphors from other writers, any
writer could visualize a labyrinth and independently deduce appropriate metaphors without
the mediating influence of a text.
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inextricable mazes of the world and sin. Most of the texts considered
here draw as heavily on the story of the Cretan labyrinth as on the
ambiguous building itself, and that narrative context tends to equate the
structural windings or errores of the maze with moral error. Three sets of
texts are considered. First, several elaborate fourteenth-century my-
thographical readings of the Cretan legend illustrate-the rich and com-
prehensive metaphorical potential of labyrinthine characters, plot, and
structure within the allegorical tradition. Next, fairly casual references
to the labyrinth in selected nonmythographical texts document the
maze’s commonplace metaphorical associations as background for more
substantial discussion and fuller appreciation of particularly innovative
works. The chapter concludes with four unrelated texts that draw more
creatively on the plot and cast of the Cretan legend: the story of Gar-
dinus in the Gesta Romanorum, Boccaccio’s Corbaccio, the anonymous As-
sembly of Ladies, and the Queste del Saint Graal. Each text reflects the
medieval idea of the labyrinth and presents the world as a perilous maze
in which one learns how to function only with great difficulty, and in
each the idea of labyrinth serves as a revealing interpretive tool.

Chapter 7 concludes Part Two with the most interesting group of
metaphorical mazes: intellectual and textual labyrinths. Here the maze
becomes a model for the complex processes of creating and receiving
texts as well as for the object of these activities, the text itself as a work of
elaborate art. The chapter addresses the question of a labyrinthine aes-
thetic and shows how labyrinthine qualities are privileged in literary
theory and practice even though the term “labyrinth” is most commonly
applied pejoratively to failed art, art that is too complex for its intended
audience and purpose.

Part Three, “Labyrinths of Words,” consists of four essays in practical
criticism. Here I apply concepts developed in Parts One and Two to
labyrinthine readings of four interrelated literary texts: Virgil's Aene:d,
Boethius’s Consolation of Philosophy, Dante’s Divine Comedy, and Chaucer’s
House of Fame. Each of these texts plays with received ideas of the laby-
rinth, its plot, its characters; and each text reflects not only the idea of
the labyrinth in its own age but also labyrinthine aspects of the texts that
precede it in this remarkable series. Boethius uses and corrects Virgil’s
idea of the labyrinth; Dante uses and corrects Virgil and Boethius; and
Chaucer makes extraordinarily innovative use of all three masters.
These four works constitute a complex study in labyrinthine intertex-
tuality and an appropriate conclusion to my explorations of the idea of
the labyrinth. Thus these chapters illuminate the texts they discuss and
serve as models for readings of other labyrinthine literature.8

8. Iintend to pursue some such readings, most notably of several great English Ricar-
dian poems, at a later date. Those who have heard my talks on the l.abyrlpths.of Sir Gawain
and the Green Knight will have to wait for the appearance of that discussion in print.

7
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Obviously my methodology is eclectic. By nature and training a liter-
ary historian with some interest in modern theory, I share Paul
Zumthor’s insistence on the need to respect the historicity of a text “and,
simultaneously, to redefine, adapt, and sometimes reject modern critical
concepts, so as to render them appropriate in seizing this historicity.”? At
the same time, I share many medievalists’ conviction that a good deal of
modern thought has medieval ancestry.10 Thus I take a somewhat semio-
tic approach in considering the labyrinth as a sign with important formal
attributes, but I don’t see this as ahistorical or anachronistic: medieval
philosophers were interested in sign theory and believed that the mean-
ing of any conventional sign (signum ad placitum) derived not only from
traditional usage but also from qualities inherent in the sign—its etymol-
ogy, if the sign is a word; its natural attributes, if the sign is a thing—that
make it an appropriate symbol of the thing signified.!! Thus, for Isidore
of Seville, amicus (friend) is derived from animi custos (guardian of the
spirit), and the triangle, its three angles united in one geometrical figure,
is an appropriate sign for the Trinity.12 Since the labyrinth is both a word
and a thing, its etymologies and physical structure help delineate its
significance.

Similarly, reader response and reception theories of literature inform
my interest in the reception of the labyrinth in the Middle Ages, my
speculations on the labyrinth as process, and my assumption that neither
the sign’s meaning nor its significance in medieval texts is ever strictly
determinate. But once again such concerns are not alien to medieval
thought: rhetoricians and preachers were acutely sensitive to reader (or
listener) response, and the labyrinth topos figures in such ruminations.
Augustine discusses the polysemous nature of signs, and the validity of
biblical interpretations never intended by the author, as long as these
novel interpretations accord with the prevailing code, “the truth taught
in other passages of the Holy Scriptures.”’!3 Ambiguity is as central to
medieval hermeneutic practice as it is to the labyrinth itself. Deconstruc-

9. Paul Zumthor, “Comments on H. R. Jauss’s Article,” NLH, 10 (1978), 367-390.

10. For example, the labyrinthicity of texts, almost an idée fixe for J. Hillis Miller and a
recurrent image in modern critical theory, has considerable medieval precedent, as we
shall see. For Miller, see, e.g., “Stevens’ Rock and Criticism as Cure, I1,” Georgia Review, 30
(1976), 330-348, where critical theory and texts are both seen as labyrinths. I hope to
publish separately a short study of how medieval labyrinth theory anticipates modern
critical theory.

11. On medieval sign theory and related issues, see Ross G. Arthur, Medieval Sign Theory
and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1987); Marcia L.
Colish, The Mirror of Language: A Study in the Medieval Theory of Knowledge (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1968); and Archéologie du signe, ed. Lucie Brind’Amour and Eugene
Vance, Papers in Mediaeval Studies, 3 (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies,
1983).

12. Isidore of Seville, Etymologiae 10.4.

13. Augustine, On Christian Doctrine 3.27, trans. D. W. Robertson, Jr. (Indianapolis:
Bobbs-Merrill, 1958), p. 102. As far as I know, Augustine does not consider what happens
to the stability of a text if any part of it can be destabilized in the manner he describes. On
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tionist ideas are also illuminating: the concept of aporia (the “unpassable
path,” self-contradiction, paradox) sheds light on the labyrinth’s embodi-
ment of paradox, its simultaneous affirmation of antinomies: order/
chaos, imprisonment/liberation, linearity/circularity, clarity/complexity,
stability/instability. The view that what one sees in a text, however per-
verse by traditional critical standards, is worth writing about has encour-
aged me to be mildly speculative in discussing what a text expresses even
if that expression may be remote from the writer’s probable intention.
But what medieval exegete ever acted differently?

In some ways my discussion of the medieval idea of the labyrinth may
even illuminate some contentious issues in contemporary theory. For
instance, since the labyrinth is a model simultaneously for artistic inten-
tion (the architect’s plan), the integrity of a text (the labyrinth as artifact),
and the experience of the reader (the well- or ill-informed choices of the
maze-treader within the parameters set by the builder), it suggests some
possible ways of dealing with the often conflicting claims of authorial
intention versus reception in critical discourse.

Naturally, this study has limitations. It is not—nor does it aim to be—a
catalogue of literary labyrinths comparable to Kern’s catalogue of mazes
in the visual arts; but I am reasonably sure that I have covered all catego-
ries of labyrinthine metaphor as well as a representative selection of
classical and medieval works in which the idea of the labyrinth plays a
major part. Much as I would have liked to locate certain ways of seeing
mazes on the vast map of intellectual history by linking this interpreta-
tion with Platonists and that with Aristotelians, say, I have been unable to
do so: there seem to be no systematic linkages between labyrinthine
metaphors and particular schools of thought, although in a very gradual
temporal change the word labyrinth, though not the visual image or the
idea, acquired predominately moral and pejorative connotations, as we
shall see.

Another unavoidable limitation is suggested by Hans Robert Jauss’s
comment that “modern scholarship still does not sufficiently differenti-
ate between various levels of reception.”14 For Jauss, high-level reception

reader response approaches to medieval texts, see Chauncey Wood, “Affective Stylistics
and the Study of Chaucer,” SAC, 6 (1984), 21-40, which also discusses the citation from
Augustine. Other discussions of modern critical theory in the study of medieval texts
include Judson Boyce Allen, “Contemporary Literary Theory and Chaucer,” Chaucer News-
letter, 3 (1981), 1-2; Morton W. Bloomfield, “Contemporary Literary Theory and
Chaucer,” in New Perspectives in Chaucer Criticism, ed. Donald M. Rose (Norman, Okla.:
Pilgrim Books, 1981), pp. 23-36; Florence Ridley, “A Response to ‘Contemporary Literary
Theory and Chaucer,’” ibid., pp. 37-51; and, taking a conservative but constructive stance,
A. J. Minnis, Medieval Theory of Authorship: Scholastic Literary Attitudes in the Later Middle Ages
(London: Scolar Press, 1984).

14. Hans Robert Jauss, “Theses on the Transition from the Aesthetics of Literary Works
to a Theory of Aesthetic Experience,” in Interpretation of Narrative, ed. Mario J. Valdés and
Owen J. Miller (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1976), pp. 137-147.
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is the “dialogue of great authors,” which creates truly innovative (and
quite unpredictable) readings— Pascal reading Montaigne, for instance.
Part Three of this book grapples with high-level readings in the laby-
rinthine tradition and by its very nature is not susceptible to “proof,” if
proof is ever possible in literary criticism. We know how commentators
like Servius and pseudo-Bernard Silvester read the Aeneid, and we know
how Benvenuto da Imola and Guido of Pisa read Dante’s reading of the
Aeneid in the Divine Comedy, but neither kind of evidence tells us how
Dante read Virgil and his labyrinths. Middle-level reception involves
“institutionalized reading,” interpretations of texts and visual images by
skilled readers whose comments reflect competence but not the idio-
syncrasies of genius and result in “traditionalized and authorized mean-
ing.” Much of the material presented in Chapters g through % reflects
middle-level reception and development of the idea of the labyrinth:
commentaries on and uses of real and metaphorical labyrinths by men
literate in Latin, schooled in the ¢rivium (grammar, rhetoric, and dialec-
tic), familiar with such standard curriculum authors as Virgil and Ovid
and their commentators, and trained to read and interpret in predict-
able ways. Here I have drawn on as many kinds of primary written and
visual sources as possible: letters, commentaries, poetry, historical and
geographical treatises, theology, biblical exegesis, encyclopedias, arts of
preaching and rhetoric, sermons, formularies, philosophical works,
manuscript illuminations, and so on—material that defined and trans-
mitted official institutional culture. The idea of the labyrinth that evolves
in the first two parts of this book, then, is primarily the idea shaped and
accepted in middle-level readings, for this is the idea that can most easily
be reconstructed and documented. At the lowest level is “pre-reflective”
reading, the personal responses of a relatively inexperienced reader
encountering a work for the first time. There is little classical or medi-
eval evidence for low-level reading of the maze for the simple reason that
the medieval equivalents of modern low-level “readers” were illiterate
and their responses to the labyrinth went unrecorded. We may detect
traces of low-level readings in the names of turf-mazes or labyrinthine
stone circles, or in preaching manuals and sermon collections whose
content might have been transmitted to unlettered parishioners. But
what is transmitted is not necessarily what is received, so we can only
guess at low-level reception of the labyrinth in the Middle Ages. Thus
much of this book recreates a middle-level horizon of expectations re-
garding labyrinths, and its conclusions about the medieval idea of the
labyrinth are neither comprehensive nor a handy interpretive template
to be applied mechanically to all medieval uses of the image.

There is yet another limitation to be acknowledged. I began studying
medieval labyrinths almost twenty years ago while lecturing on Chaucer’s
House of Fame as a labyrinthine poem, and though I have worked on the
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topic ever since, I have certainly not read everything published or in
manuscript that might be relevant. Moreover, I am not a classicist or a
specialist in Italian and French literature, and I have not read all the
secondary material on the Aeneid or the Divine Comedy or the Queste del
Saint Graal, to name but three works I treat at some length. Rather than
refrain from discussing obviously pertinent texts, I have forged ahead in
the hope that by looking at old material with fresh eyes, much-appre-
ciated guidance from willing experts, and a different perspective—the
view from the labyrinth—I can suggest new threads to follow through
these textual mazes. I acknowledge these problems with regret but also
with a lively awareness that treaders of multicursal labyrinths inevitably
leave some paths untraced and forget what they learned in others. I
sometimes think it is a miracle that I have extricated myself from this
endless labyrinth of contraries at all: nineteenth-century discussions of
church mazes are dotted with references to one M. Bonnin, who had
collected more than two hundred maze designs that he intended to
publish as soon as he had completed the accompanying text.15 So far as I
can tell, nothing ever appeared in print, and the cautionary figure of M.
Bonnin stalks my nightmares.

Before this errand into the maze begins in earnest, two small points:
first, in dealing with some examples of labyrinth metaphors, I address
meanings that emerge from the immediate context of the image rather
than from its place in the whole work, lest a long study grow completely
out of bounds. Second, since I want this book to be useful not only to
medievalists but also to nonspecialists interested in labyrinths, I quote
most texts in translation, either a published version or my own.16

Finally, for readers who may not have details of the Cretan legend at
their fingertips, I provide a summary based on Ovid but including a few
details and variants from other classical and medieval retellings.

- The Cretan Labyrinth Myth -

Outraged by the death of his son Androgeos in Athens, King Minos of
Crete besieged that Greek city. Meanwhile, his wayward wife Pasiphae
fell passionately in love with a handsome bull. To satisfy her lust, she
enlisted the help of the Athenian Daedalus, master inventor of antiquity,

15. See Matthews, p. 201.

16. I have crosschecked published translations against the original and usually cite both
versions—or easily available, facing-page Loeb editions—in notes. For my own transla-
tions, I have had generous assistance from Brian Stock and A. G. Rigg (Latin), Ross G.
Arthur (Greek), and Christina Hawkes (German). When shades of meaning in the original
language are important, I include the original in brackets.

11



12

Introduction

who built her a wooden cow covered with hides. Pasiphae climbed into
the cow, mated with the bull, and conceived the Minotaur, a monster
with the body of a man and the head of a bull. When Minos returned
triumphantly to Crete, he was shamed by this visible proof of his wife’s
lechery, and he bade Daedalus construct the confusing and inextricable
labyrinth in which to emprison and conceal the Minotaur. So bewilder-
ing were the maze’s paths that even Daedalus could scarcely find his way
back to the entrance.

Every nine years (or, some say, every year), Minos fed the Minotaur
with Athenian youths sent as tribute in atonement for the death of An-
drogeos. At the time of the third tribute, one of the fatal lots fell to
Theseus, King Aegeus’s son, who, with his companions, was brought to
Crete. But Ariadne, Minos’s daughter, fell in love with the young prince
and determined to save him from labyrinth and Minotaur alike. To this
end—and, some say, on the advice of the crafty Daedalus—she gave
Theseus a clue of thread, which he tied to the entrance of the labyrinth
and unwound as he followed the twisting paths to the center. There,
some say, he took Ariadne’s second gift, a ball of pitch, and threw it into
the Minotaur’s gaping mouth. Choking on the ball and unable to attack
the man who should have been his prey, the Minotaur fell victim to
Theseus’s sword (or, in other accounts, his club). The young Athenian
rewound the clue of thread, retraced his steps, and emerged safely from
the hitherto inextricable labyrinth. Taking Ariadne and her young sister
Phaedra with him, Theseus set sail for Naxos, where he abandoned
Ariadne. Moved by her plight, the god Dionysus consoled her, trans-
forming her crown into a constellation. Theseus and his companions
sailed on to Delos, where they performed a labyrinthine dance in cele-
bration of their escape from Crete. But Theseus’s triumphant homecom-
ing to Athens turned to tragedy. He had promised his father Aegeus that
if by some miracle he escaped the labyrinth, he would replace the black
sails on his ship with white ones. Having already forgotten Ariadne,
Theseus was equally forgetful of his promise to his father: the black sails
remained aloft, and the distraught Aegeus hurled himself into the sea.

Meanwhile Daedalus, inventor of the labyrinth, was himself made
prisoner. Some say that Minos cast him and his son Icarus into the
labyrinth as punishment for assisting Pasiphae or for having helped
Ariadne save Theseus; others claim that Minos refused to let so inge-
nious an inventor return home to Athens. Whatever the truth may be,
Daedalus made wings so he and Icarus might escape the maze by flight.
Daedalus warned his son to take a middle course—the sun would melt
the wax that held the feathers in place, the waves would drench them.
But Icarus ignored his father’s advice, soared sunward, and plummeted
into the sea.

As Daedalus mourned, he was taunted by a partridge who had once
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been his own nephew, Talos (or Perdix). This precocious lad had been
apprenticed to his uncle, but when the child proved his brilliance by
inventing the saw and the compass at the tender age of twelve, Daedalus
grew jealous, threw him off the Acropolis, and fled to Crete. Athena,
pitying the child, turned him into a partridge, a bird that still shuns
heights because it remembers Talos’s terrible fall.

After the death of Icarus, Daedalus flew to Italian Cumae, where he
built a temple to Apollo, sculpting on its doors the story of the Cretan
labyrinth. Some say that Daedalus then flew to Sicily, where he was
welcomed by King Cocalus. Still seeking vengeance, Minos offered a
reward to anyone who could thread a tightly spiraled shell. Daedalus, as
crafty as ever, drilled a tiny hole in one end, inserted an ant with a thread
attached to its body, induced it to enter by smearing honey on the shell’s
mouth, and thus traced the windings of the shell. Sure that no one but
Daedalus could have accomplished such a task, Minos came to claim him,
but the Sicilians, reluctant to give Daedalus up, murdered Minos.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Literary Witness: Labyrinths
in Pliny, Virgil, and Ovid

Dicamus et labyrinthos, vel portentosissimum humani inpendii opus,
sed non, ut existimari potest, falsum.

We must speak also of the labyrinths, the most astonishing work of
human riches, but not, as one might think, fictitious.
Pliny, Natural History $6.19.84

Y THE time of Juvenal (ca. 60—131 A.p.), “that thingummy in

the Labyrinth” and “the flying carpenter” who built it were

the stock in trade of hack poets, and references to the laby-
rinth and its associated myth abound in classical literature. Of the many
writers who treated the subject, three are particularly important, not
merely because of their stature in their own age but also because they
defined the labyrinth for early Christian and medieval writers, establish-
ing a rich storehouse of labyrinthine characteristics and associations and
laying the groundwork for the literal and metaphorical mazes of later
literature. These three classical authors are Virgil (70—19 B.c.), Ovid (43
B.C.—17 A.D.), and Pliny the Elder (23—79 A.p.), whom I discuss in con-
junction with other historical-geographical writers.! Each in his own way

1. For Juvenal, see Satire 1.53—54 (the Latin reads, “aut mugitum labyrinthi et mare
percussum puero fabrumque volantem”). I quote Peter Green’s racy translation in the
Stxteen Satires (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 19677), p. 67; see also Juvenal and Persius, ed. G.
G. Ramsay, LCL (London: Heinemann, 1940). For the three major texts, I follow Pliny,
Natural History, trans. D. E. Eichholz, LCL, vol. 10 (London: Heinemann, 1962), 36.19;
Virgil, The Aeneid, trans. H. Rushton Fairclough, LCL, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1916; rev. ed. 1935), 5.553—603 and 6.1—105; Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans.
Frank Justus Miller, LCL (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1956), 8.1—262.

Other historical-geographical writers include Herodotus, The History, trans. David Grene
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 2.148; Diodorus of Sicily, Bibliotheca historica,
trans. C. H. Oldfather, LCL, 10 vols. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1960), 1.66;
Strabo (called “The Geographer” in the Middle Ages), The Geography, trans. Horace
Leonard Jones, LCL, 8 vols. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1959), 17.1.87; and
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expressed one major paradox inherent in the labyrinth image: its status
as simultaneously a great and complex work of art and a frightening and
confusing place of interminable wandering—the labyrinth as order and
as chaos, depending on the observer’s knowledge and perspective. But
there is an important distinction among these seminal describers of the
labyrinth: Pliny and other historical-geographical writers were inter-
ested chiefly in the facts of the ancient labyrinths, their status as build-
ings, their design and purpose, the skill of their architects; Ovid, inge-
nious author of entertaining fiction, was concerned chiefly with the myth
(and to some extent the morality) of the Cretan maze, with the laby-
rinth’s story rather than its structure; but Virgil, grand predecessor of
both, writing fiction freighted with quasi-historical authority, was fasci-
nated with story and structure, the path through the maze as well as its
elaborate pattern. In this chapter we will see some of the literary effects
of these various preoccupations.

Later writers, like their classical prototypes, also tend to emphasize
either fact or fiction, building or legend, in their variations on the theme
of the labyrinth. Writers emphasizing objective fact often follow Pliny by
stressing magnificence of design, the maze as artistic building; those
more concerned with myth or fiction follow Ovid and typically explore
the subjective experience of being within a maze and suffering its intel-
lectual confusions and moral delusions; and some rare authors, such as
Dante and Chaucer, share Virgil’s comprehensive vision and arrive at
the richest developments of the idea of the labyrinth by blending laby-
rinthine fact and fiction, structure and story, objective pattern and sub-
jective path. Metaphorical uses of the labyrinth to connote brilliant art-
istry often depend ultimately on the historical-geographical tradition of
the labyrinth as a real building of dazzling complexity, viewed from a
privileged perspective or with the sophistication of an architectural con-
noisseur, whereas metaphors involving confusion, error, and en-
trapment often rely more on the fictional-mythical tradition and an
identification with those trapped in the maze.

The myth of the many-pathed (“multicursal”) Cretan labyrinth existed
in some form as early as Homer, who describes on Achilles’ great shield
the dancing-floor that Daedalus made in Crete for Ariadne, a passage
often interpreted as alluding to the labyrinth.2 The labyrinth design in

Pomponius Mela, De chorographia, ed. Carl Frick (Stuttgart: B. G. Teubner, 1968), 1.8.9
(56).

2. Iliad 18.590—592. Kern cites this passage as evidence that the first labyrinth was an
intricate dance. See also Lillian B. Lawler, The Dance in Ancient Greece (Middletown:
Wesleyan University Press, 1964), pp. 44—46, and James Miller, Measures of Wisdom: The
Cosmic Dance in Classical and Christian Antiquity (Toronto: University of Toronto Press,

1986), pp. 24—25.
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1. Typical Cretan-style labyrinth design. One of two labyrinths carved in stone at
Rocky Valley, near Tintagel, Cornwall (ca. 1800—1400 B.C.). Photograph courtesy
of Edwin H. Gardner.

the visual arts—a square or circular diagram in which a single un-
branched (“unicursal”) circuitous route leads inevitably, if at great
length, to the center—is older still, dating back to prehistoric times (see
plate 1).3 Since this book must recognize some limits, I focus on the
classical works most influential in early Christian and medieval times.
Thus the origins and early transmission of myth and visual image
alike—subjects of speculation rather than of knowledge—Ilie beyond my
scope, and I regretfully exclude some classical treatments of the story as

3. See Kern, chaps. 1 and 4.
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well.4 The conflict between literary and visual models of the labyrinth, to
which I have just alluded, is touched on here and there in this chapter
when the subject naturally arises from the texts; it becomes the major
theme of Chapter 2.

Here I address the most significant classical literary witnesses, and
because labyrinthine “facts” in some sense underlie poetic fiction, I be-
gin with the historical-geographical tradition, which describes not only
the Cretan maze familiar to modern readers but also other ancient laby-
rinths, telling us what they looked like, how and why they were built, and
what they were used for. This tradition, highlighting labyrinthine art-
istry, is at least as old as Herodotus (fifth century B.c.) and encompasses a
number of authorities. Although Pliny’s description of ancient labyrinths
is comparatively late, among historical-geographical accounts it is fullest
and best-known in the Middle Ages, and thus it provides a good frame-
work for further discussion.?

Pliny considers the four labyrinths of the ancient world in the context
of great architectural achievements, among which the labyrinths (in
Egypt, Crete, Lemnos, and Etruria) were the most extraordinary (porten-
tosissimi), incredibly complex in construction and inordinately expensive
to build; the Etruscan labyrinth, the tomb of Lars Porsenna, in particular
was an “insane folly” that “exhausted . . . the resources of a kingdom.”
Pliny assures his readers (perhaps those skeptical of the Cretan myth?)
that these magnificent creations are “by no means fictitious.” His empha-
sis on the labyrinths’ architectural splendor is anticipated by Herodotus,
who visited the Egyptian maze and found it even more splendid than the
pyramids: “If one were to collect together all the buildings of the Greeks
and their most striking works of architecture, they would all clearly be
shown to have cost less labor and money than this labyrinth.” Diodorus
Siculus (fl. 49 B.c.) concurs, stressing the magnificence and magnitude
of the Egyptian maze, whose artistic carvings, ceiling paintings, relics,
and murals would have made it insurpassable in execution, had it ever
been finished.

4. For classical sources and variants of the myth, see A. S. Hollis’s edition of Meta-
mor phoses Book VIII (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970), notes on 152—259; Howard Jacob-
son, Ovid’s Heroides (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1974), pp. 213—216; Plutarch’s
Theseus, which preserves material from now-lost sources; and Johannes Meursius, Creta,
Cyprus, Rhodus (Amsterdam: Abraham Wolfgang, 1675), pp. 67—70. Robert Graves, The
Greek Myths, 2 vols., rev. ed. (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1960), sections 88, go, 91, 92, g5,
96, 97, 98, is provocative, but Graves’s interpretations (as opposed to retellings) must be
taken with a large grain of salt. So too with Raymond ]. Clark, Catabasis, chap. 5.

The most intriguing classical version of the myth—omitted here as irrelevant to the
medieval tradition—is Catullus’s Carmen 64:50—266.

5. Were the Antiquitates of Varro (116—27 B.c.) excerpted at length by Pliny extant,
Pliny’s importance for this study might pale in comparison. Although Pliny wrote after
Virgil and Ovid, much of the material he codifies might have been known to these poets
through Herodotus, Varro, and others.
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The artistic preeminence of these labyrinths derives partly from the
excellent artwork they contain but chiefly from their immensely compli-
cated structure. Oldest and most illustrious of all was the Egyptian maze,
which Pliny describes as still extant. This impressive monument inspired
Daedalus, whose Cretan labyrinth, a markedly inferior copy, included
only a hundredth of the “passages that wind, advance and retreat in a
bewilderingly intricate manner [quae itinerum ambages occursusque ac recur-
sus inexplicabiles]” in the Egyptian exemplar.6 Not surprisingly, Pliny
finds it impossible to describe precisely the groundplan of this complex
building with its winding passages, vast halls, and temples.” The “be-
wildering maze of passages [viarum illum inexplicabilem errorem]” consists
of several storeys above and below ground crammed full of columns,
galleries, porches, and statues of gods, kings, and monsters. Most of the
edifice is dark and noisy, for the passages are vaulted with marble and
arranged so that “when the doors open there is a terrifying rumble of
thunder within.”

As if the maze were not already hard enough to visualize, Pliny re-
minds his contemporaries that this labyrinth bears no resemblance to the
mazes they know: “It is not just a narrow strip of ground comprising
many miles of ‘walks’ or ‘rides,” such as we see exemplified in our tessel-
lated floors or in the ceremonial game played by our boys in the Campus
Martius, but doors are let into the walls at frequent intervals to suggest
deceptively the way ahead and to force the visitor to go back upon the
very same tracks that he has already followed in his wanderings [sed
crebris foribus inditis ad fallendos occursus redeundumque in errores eosdem].”
According to Pliny, then, the Egyptian labyrinth is quite unlike the uni-
cursal, two-dimensional mosaic labyrinths surviving in some abundance

6. The Egyptian labyrinth was probably the mortuary temple of Amenemhet III at
Hawara: see note d on pp. 68—69 of the Pliny text; Matthews, pp. 12—16; and Kern, chap. 3,
who suggests that, to the ancients, “labyrinth” signifies chiefly “admirable stone building.”

“Apollodorus” (date uncertain), whose concerns are chiefly literary, and Pausanias (fl.
150 A.D.), describing Greece, are the only historical-geographical writers to pay much heed
to the vanished Cretan monument that modern readers think of as the maze. Naming
Daedalus as the architect, “Apollodorus” describes the Cretan labyrinth, with what may be
a tag from a lost play of Sophocles, as a chamber “that with its tangled windings perplexed
the outward way”—The Library 3.4, trans. Sir James George Frazer, LCL, 2 vols. (London:
William Heinemann, 1921). For Pausanias, who apparently assumes that no description of
the labyrinth is needed, see Description of Greece, trans. W. H. S. Jones, LCL, 4 vols. (Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1959), Attica, 27.10. Strabo (63 B.C.—19 A.D.) mentions
the Cretan labyrinth in connection with Minos (10.4.8) but does not describe it; he also
notes “the caverns, and the labyrinths built in them, which are called Cyclopeian” near
Nauplia (8.6.1). The association of mazes with caves occurs periodically in classical and
medieval literature.

7. Other authors mention twelve courts and three thousand rooms (Herodotus) or one
thousand houses and twelve palaces (Pomponius Mela, first century a.p.), further testi-
mony to the vastness of the Egyptian labyrinth, and all descriptions agree on the innumer-
able enclosed curving passages, colonnades, and subterranean tunnels that make the laby-
rinth so dazzlingly complex in layout.
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from the classical period: these have no false turnings and offer no real
possibility of getting lost but instead involve repeated turns and twists
that infallibly guide the eye, finger, or footstep to the center (see plate
3).8 Nor is it like the lusus Troiae, that horse-ballet/tournament ritual with
interlocking paths so popular in imperial Rome, of which more later.
Instead, the Egyptian building is a multicursal architectural construc-
tion, multistoreyed, full of twisting corridors and doors and halls, whose
darkness and myriad passages would make a stranger become irretrieva-
bly lost.

As there is unanimity on the magnificence of the ancient labyrinths as
works of art, so too there is agreement on the complexity of their
floorplans. But some dissension exists concerning the exact nature of
that complexity. Pliny explicitly contrasts the more complicated multi-
cursal form of the Egyptian (and, by extension, the Cretan) labyrinth
with the unicursal design of mosaic floors, and early authorities agree
that one could easily get lost in three-dimensional labyrinths. But an
intriguing hint of confusion between unicursal and multicursal designs
may be found in Pomponius Mela’s account of the Egyptian building,
which has “one descent down to it, but inside has almost countless routes
which are doubtful [ancipites] because of the many deviations, which turn
this way and that with a continuous curvature, and entrances that are
often dead ends [revocatis]. The labyrinth is entangled by these routes,
which impose one circle on another; by their bending, which constantly
returns as far as it had progressed; and by a wandering which is exten-
sive but which can nevertheless be unraveled.” Mela seems to want it both
ways: the building’s many paths, multiple internal entrances, and dead
ends are sure signs of an inextricable, multicursal maze, yet at the same
time he apparently envisages a single entry to the whole maze and a
continuously curving path, winding back and forth, that eventually leads
to extrication—a design that would resemble the unicursal pattern. Per-
haps Mela simply blurred Pliny’s careful formal distinction in trying to
describe the maze’s groundplan in words; but this uncertainty—or is it a
tendency to see the maze as both unicursal and multicursal?—is charac-
teristic of much classical and medieval thought and may reflect a recon-
ciliation of the unicursal model familiar in art with the multicursal model
of literature. We return to this subject in the next chapter.

If the great labyrinths are structurally so complex that they confuse
wanderers and writers alike, why so? What is the reason for such elabo-
rate structure? The historian-geographers do not tell us directly, but
they permit informed guesses. One reason may be purely aesthetic. Lab-
yrinths are insurpassable paragons of architectural skill, and many writ-

8. For these pavements, see Matthews, chap. 8; Santarcangeli, chap. g; Kern, chap. 6;
and chap. 2 below.
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ers make a point of preserving the names of the architects: the maze-
maker Daedalus’s fame is widespread, and Pliny mentions the restorer of
the Egyptian maze and the Lemnian architects while noting with chagrin
that the forgotten designer (artifex) of the Etruscan maze deserved great-
er praise than its vainglorious sponsor, Lars Porsenna. As the pinnacles
of human art, labyrinths might well be intensely complicated and artifi-
cial: the more elaborate, the more beautiful. As highly important build-
ings, too, labyrinths might fitly be intricate. True, the precise functions
of ancient mazes were open to debate. According to some sources, the
Egyptian and Etruscan labyrinths were monuments to their commis-
sioners, who were either entombed within or simply memorialized. Oth-
ers suggest that the Egyptian labyrinth was, or included, a great palace.?
As witness to the preeminence of patrons and architects alike, an ornate
and intricate structure, “greater than all human works” according to
Herodotus, is justifiable on purely artistic grounds. So too if, as Pliny
reports, the labyrinth was a temple to the Sun-god and contained pre-
cincts for all the Egyptian gods.!® The religious and commemorative
functions of ancient labyrinths suggest another reason for complex
structure: as protection, to impede access to sacred places or to deny a
quick escape to thieves or the sacrilegious. We will see variations on many
of these putative functions of the Egyptian labyrinth later: the complex
architectural splendor of a labyrinth makes both a compelling propagan-
distic statement honoring architect or commissioner and an effective
defense against intrusion. Form follows function.

Although there may be ample aesthetic and pragmatic justification for
the intricacies of the Egyptian, Lemnian, and Etruscan mazes (the
Cretan labyrinth presents a different problem, as we shall see), the effect
of such buildings is curiously double, enforcing dismay as well as delight.
Pliny notes that visitors to the Egyptian labyrinth are “exhausted with
walking” even before reaching “the bewildering maze of passages,” and
he cites Varro’s description of the pyramid-bedecked “tangled labyrinth
[labyrinthum inextricabile]” in Etruria, “which no one must enter without a
ball of thread if he is to find his way out.” Even with a guide, Herodotus
experienced “countless marvelings” at the Egyptian maze’s “extreme

9. For the labyrinth as tomb see Pliny, who suggests numerous reasons for the Egyptian
maze’s construction; Diodorus (1.66); Herodotus (who claims that twelve cooperative
Egyptian kings created a common monument to their glory); and Strabo. For the labyrinth
as palace see Demoteles (cited by Pliny); Herodotus; and Strabo. We know nothing about
the function of the labyrinth on Lemnos.

10. Strabo cites another use for the Egyptian labyrinth: citizens administered justice
there in important cases and sacrificed to the gods. Why these functions require so com-
plex a building is not immediately obvious unless ancient law was as labyrinthine as Vic-
torian law seemed to the Dickens of Bleak House. In any case, the connection between
judgment and labyrinth, reflected in the association of the Cretan labyrinth with Minos the
Law-giver, recurs in Dante’s Divine Comedy, Chaucer’s House of Fame, and the anonymous
Assembly of Ladies, to be discussed later.
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complication,” and he never penetrated the dangerous lower chambers
inhabited by dead kings and sacred crocodiles. Strabo comments that
“no stranger can find his way either into any court or out of it without a
guide.” In short, the complexity of these mazes renders them baffling to
strangers within, however admirable the buildings may be from a purely
artistic point of view. For historical-geographical writers, the labyrinth is
thus simultaneously a stupendous work of art and an image of confu-
sion: objectively, as artifact, it is a magnificent design; subjectively, as
experience, a potential chamber of horrors. Because of its structural
complexities, its vast array of halls, crypts, corridors, and winding paths,
its “ambages,” “anfractus,” and “errores,” the labyrinth is difficult to
enter and to leave (“inexplicabilis,” “inextricabilis”). And the legacy of
this legendary complexity? As later metaphorical uses of “labyrinth”
suggest, any complicated building with many chambers and corridors is
potentially labyrinthine; any building or mental process difficult to pen-
etrate or escape without a guide is a kind of maze; and the most authen-
tic mazes, at least in literature, are multicursal, allowing wrong choice
and, consequently, perpetual entrapment.

Some solutions to the maze’s entanglements are implied or stated by
ancient writers. Visitors may have a guide or a ball of thread; habitués
may learn the labyrinth’s intricacies in time. Strabo recommends chang-
ing one’s point of view: from the top of the building, one can see its
design more clearly. This is the earliest reference I know to the impor-
tant idea that the maze’s ability to bewilder depends on one’s perspective,
in that a privileged view from above may (like the diagrammatic mosaics)
reveal a clearly articulated groundplan, whereas anyone inside the struc-
ture will be reduced to confusion. Once you learn the maze or see the
labyrinth whole, then, elaborate chaos is transformed into pattern. This
potential conversion of the labyrinth from confusion to order, from
involved process to brilliant product, is a common theme in later writ-
ings, particularly those dealing with metaphorical mazes of epistemology
or of literary texts.

What are the main features of the historical-geographical labyrinth
that inform later literal and metaphorical treatments of the image? First,
the labyrinth is a miraculous work of art, a masterpiece of master-
architects, a fitting monument to the fame of designer and commis-
sioner, a worthy temple or palace for gods or men. Second, the very
intricacy that makes the maze an architectural wonder as an artifact
renders it almost incomprehensible as a process experienced by the dis-
oriented wanderer. There is thus a pronounced tension between the
maze as complex order and the maze as chaos. This characteristic ambi-
guity and convertibility of the maze, perceived as an inextricable prison
one moment and as great art the next, is often encountered in later
labyrinthine art and metaphor. In short, the maze is an embodiment of
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contraries—art and chaos, comprehensible artifact and inexplicable ex-
perience, pleasure and terror. Other attributes of the maze important to
later writers appear in these early descriptions. Darkness and noise,
concomitants of chaos, recur in later labyrinths. So too with some of the
maze’s functions: as a tomb (later associations will be with death or with
hell); as an elaborate memorial to sponsor or builder; as a place of
worship or judgment; as a place requiring a guide; as a fitting habitat for
monsters, whether painted (as in Pliny) or real (as in Herodotus); as an
image of deceptiveness; and as a building intricately designed to protect
from intruders what lies within. All these connotations of the labyrinth’s
structure, effect, attributes, and functions reappear in later works, per-
haps most systematically in Chaucer’s House of Fame.

Because the Egyptian maze was the most fully described of the four
ancient labyrinths, later physical descriptions of labyrinths as buildings,
as real places, are frequently based on the Egyptian monument, the
Cretan maze having been dismissed by Pliny as analogous, inferior, and
derivative.!! In the twentieth century, labyrinthine speculations can be
based on Sir Arthur Evans’s archaeological research, which uncovered an
elaborate palace at Knossos built between 1800 and 1400 B.C. and pro-
fusely decorated with meander patterns and double axes (the labrys)
related to the Minoan bull cult.12 But this Cretan palace, destroyed in
1400 B.C., was unknown to classical and medieval writers and had no
direct impact on literature or the visual arts, unless perhaps its very
disappearance permitted imaginative legends about the Cretan maze to
thrive unchecked by constricting reality.

These legends, the stuff of fiction rather than the “facts” we have just
examined, were most authoritatively transmitted to later periods by Vir-
gil's Aeneid and Ovid’s Metamorphoses and Heroides 10, which became stan-
dard school texts in later classical and medieval times. The poems as-

11. Some authors, Cedrenus and Claudian among them, thought the real Cretan laby-
rinth was a system of caves at Gortyna instead of a building at Knossos: see Matthews, p. 23;
Charles Daremberg, Dictionnaire des antiquités (Graz: Akademische Druck-u. Verlagsanstalt,
1969), s.v. labyrinthus. Kern (chap. 2) discusses the tradition of the labyrinth as a cave but
assumes that no Cretan labyrinth structure ever existed; instead, the Cretan labyrinth
design, so common on Hellenistic coins, describes the choreographic pattern of a labyrinth
dance signifying the end of Athenian tribute to Crete, an initiation rite, or the role of
Theseus as true founder of the city of Athens. Perhaps; but I am concerned neither with
speculation on the unknowable ultimate origins of pattern and legend nor with the maze’s
prehistoric religious or other functions but rather with documentable classical and medi-
eval interpretations of the labyrinth.

12. See Arthur John Evans, The Palace of Minos at Knossos, 4 vols. (London: Macmillan,
1921); for a brief summary, see Matthews, chap. 6. One fresco of meander patterns con-
stitutes the only early example of a multicursal maze, although there is no clear entry and
no center: see Evans, fig. 256. For further anthropological-archaeological twentieth-
century comments on Egyptian and Cretan labyrinths, see Knight, Cumaean Gates;,
Borgeaud, “The Open Entry”; Clark, Catabasis; Deedes, “The Labyrinth”; Santarcangeli,
chaps. 4 and 5; and Kern, chaps. 2 and 3.

25



26

The Labyrinth in the Classical and Early Christian Periods

sume prior knowledge of the Cretan myth, though it is not clear whence
that knowledge would normally have come; for some readers, it might
have been supplied by commentators such as Servius (b. ca. 350 A.p.).13
Most of the explicit references to the Cretan legend in Virgil and Ovid
(Virgil's description of the lusus Troiae is an exception) stress the story of
the maze, not its structure; their interest lies more in the characters
whose destinies are touched by the labyrinth than in the grand artifact
itself. Hence while the labyrinth continues to connote artistry, if only
because it was built by the great architect Daedalus, negative connota-
tions of confusion and imprisonment come increasingly to the fore, and
the complex process of the labyrinth overshadows the idea of the laby-
rinth as complex product. If historical-geographical writers, delighted by
labyrinthine artistry, provide ancient roots for metaphorical interpreta-
tions of the labyrinth in bono, classical poets tend rather to anticipate the
labyrinth i malo.

Virgil uses the image of the labyrinth far more richly than either Pliny
or Ovid. In Chapter 8, I show how the labyrinth functions as a central
image in the Aeneid as a whole; here, however, I discuss only the two
passages that refer explicitly to the labyrinth and thus help establish its
potential metaphorical significance in later ages.

The first passage (Aeneid 5.545—603) is an exception to the general
rule that classical poetry stresses the plot and characters of the Cretan
myth rather than the labyrinth as artifact, and as an exception it provides
a useful transition between the historian-geographers and the poets.
Here Virgil describes the culmination of Anchises’ funeral games in
Sicily, where the more timorous Trojans will remain to build a new Troy.
Aeneas summons his young son Ascanius, who has devised an elaborate
course for his fellows on horseback (“cursus ... instruxit equorum,”
5.549) to honor Anchises. Three mounted troops of a dozen boys each
are led forth by little Priam, Atys, and Ascanius, galloping in intricate
patterns, charging and withdrawing, “interweaving circle into circle in
alternation” (5.584/768), now feigning battle, now peace.1* To suggest
the entwined complexity of this ritual, Virgil uses two similes:

ut quondam Creta fertur Labyrinthus in alta
parietibus textum caecis iter ancipitemque
mille viis habuisse dolum, qua signa sequendi

13. Readers may wish to refer to my summary of the story at the end of the
Introduction.

14. Although hereafter I quote Fairclough’s archaic but literal prose LCL translation of
the Aeneid, giving parenthetical references to Latin line numbers, here I quote Allen
Mandelbaum, The Aeneid of Virgil (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982), 1. 768.
Alternative interpretations in square brackets are my own, and, along with comments on
various shades of meaning, are based on Lewis and Short, checked against the Oxford Latin
Dictionary.
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falleret indeprensus et inremeabilis error:

haud alio Teucrum nati vestigia cursu

impediunt texuntque fugas et proelia ludo,

delphinum similes, qui per maria umida nando

Carpathium Libycumque secant luduntque per undas. (5.588—595)

As of old in high Crete ’tis said the Labyrinth held a path woven with blind
walls, and a bewildering [double] work of craft with a thousand ways, where
the tokens of the course were confused by the indiscoverable and irretrace-
able maze: even in such a course do the Trojan children entangle their
steps, weaving in sport their flight and conflict, like dolphins that, swim-
ming through the wet main, cleave the Carpathian or Libyan seas and play
amid the waves.

Virgil goes on tosay that Ascanius revived the game when he encircled
Alba Longa with walls and that it has come down to Virgil’s day “as an
ancestral observance” (5.601); in Augustan times, he says, “the boys are
called Troy and the troop Trojan” (5.602).

The lusus Troiae or Trojan Ride was well known in Rome. Noble youths
staged these complex equestrian ballet-tournaments at least as early as
Sulla’s time (ca. 8o B.c.); the rides contributed to the festivities at Julius
Caesar’s triumph in 46 B.c., Augustus favored them, and Nero per-
formed in them.15 Of course Virgil is complimenting Augustus by trac-
ing the origin of the lusus Troiae to Aeneas and Ascanius, but it is nev-
ertheless possible that the game is indeed ancient and that tradition
informed Virgil’s linking of the game with the labyrinth: an Etruscan
wine-pitcher dating from the seventh or sixth century B.c. shows two
horsemen riding out of a diagrammatic unicursal labyrinth with “truia”
inscribed in one of its coils (see plate 2). The meaning of truia is much
debated: possibly an Etruscan word for “Troy,” it is also, more hypo-
thetically, an obscure Latin word meaning “dancing-floor” or “arena.”16
The design clearly establishes a connection between rituals on horseback

15. See Suetonius, The Lives of the Caesars 1.43 and 6.7; Matthews, chap. 18; and John L.
Heller, “Labyrinth or Troy Town?” CJ, 42 (1946), 123—139, which discusses attempts to
reconstruct the game. For an extensive bibliography of Troy-game literature, see August
Friedrich von Pauly, Realencyclopidie der classischen Altertumswissenschaft, ed. Georg Wissowa
(Stuttgart: Alfred Driickenmuller Verlag, 1956), Suppl. 8, cols. go4—gos. Kern (chap. 5)
cites the games at the founding of Alba Longa to support his hypothesis that labyrinth
dances, on or off horseback, were practiced at the founding of Roman cities as a magically
protective act delimiting a privileged space; he also sees the game as a male initiation rite. I
see no clear evidence for either conjecture, although the youth of the riders offers some, if
not sufficient, support for the initiation theory.

16. For the Tragliatella pitcher, see G. Q. Giglioli, “L’oinochoe de Tragliatella,” Studi
Etruschi, 3 (1929), 111—159; Kern, pp. 87-91; and Heller, “Labyrinth or Troy Town.” For
the etymology, see Heller’s article and his “A Labyrinth from Pylos?” American Journal of
Archaeology, ser. 2, 65 (1961), 57—62. The significance of the couples copulating rather
ingeniously behind the labyrinth is puzzling: are mazes linked with lust this early?
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2. Horsemen, Cretan-style maze, and copulating couples from the Tragliatella
wine-pitcher (Etruscan, seventh century B.c.). The inscription in the maze design
reads “Truia.” Drawing by Robert Ouellette after G. Mariani.

and labyrinths, so Virgil was presumably not creating his simile from
thin air. Whether or not the Etruscans also anticipated his linking of
such games with Troy, and I tend to agree with John L. Heller that they
did, there may be a connection between the lusus Troiae of Iulus Ascanius
and the abundant turf-mazes and stone circles of northern Europe often
known as “Troy-town” or “Julian’s Bower,” discussed in Chapter 5. For
the moment, I limit my observations to other qualities of the labyrinth
that later readers might have extrapolated from Virgil’s account. (This
extrapolation might work two ways: from the brief description of the
maze itself, or by analogy from the description of the labyrinthine Tro-
jan ride.)

. Several aspects of the maze in Book 5 can be mentioned very briefly.
Virgil, like the historian-geographers, connects the maze with fame and
memory, at least by analogy, in associating labyrinthine games with the
honoring of Anchises and the implied honoring, in later Roman rides, of
Rome’s Trojan ancestors. And Virgil here associates the labyrinth with
(fairly serious) play and game, although few later writers develop the
idea. Three aspects of Virgil’s lusus Troiae/labyrinth simile require fuller
discussion.

The comparison of the lusus Troiae to the labyrinth is based on the fact
that both are complex in pattern, difficult to follow, and interwoven
(“alternosque orbibus orbis / impediunt,” “textum”). This complexity is
partly the result of a multicursal design: if the Cretan labyrinth has its
thousand ways, the lusus Troiae has at least three interlocking paths cor-
responding to the three troops of riders with their entangled steps. In
maze and game alike, complexity derives from studied artistry: the Tro-
jan ride, a performance of considerable intricacy, presumably required a
Daedalian choreographer (Epytides? Ascanius himself?) who taught
(“instruxit”) the figures to performers who had to be “paratum,” ready,



The Literary Witness

probably in the sense of “rehearsed.” This impression of artistry is
heightened by the description of the maze itself as “ancipitem . . . dol-
um,” a double (multicursal?) work of craft. The comparison of game to
labyrinth is apt, then, because of the artistic complexity they share.1?
The effect of this complexity, however, differs. In the maze, described as
if experienced from within, the emphasis is on confusion and en-
trapment (“indeprensus et inremeabilis error”’—indiscoverable and ines-
capable wandering). The Trojan Ride, admired from without, elicits only
joy, and its participants, having committed the pattern to memory, ap-
pear to feel no confusion. Here again is the perspective-dependent para-
dox of the artistic labyrinth: within, at least to the untutored, all is tricky
chaos; without, or to the enlightened maze-treader, all is careful pattern.
This passage, like Strabo’s offhand remark, might suggest to a thought-
ful interpreter that labyrinths and labyrinthine art, properly absorbed
and understood, viewed from the right mental or physical angle, are
quite literally art of the highest order; but it might also anticipate the
common late medieval reluctance to call pleasurably labyrinthine art a
labyrinth in fact (see Chapter 7). The Trojan Ride is very like a labyrinth,
but Virgil gives us a simile, not metaphorical equation; readers are free
to limit or expand the resemblances between game and building.

A related extrapolation is that Virgil suggests the coexistence of pro-
cess and product in the lusus Troiae/maze comparison. The labyrinth
itself is characteristically dual, both an artifact—a work of objective
craft—and a sequence of bewildering disorientations; the Trojan Ride
includes not only the dynamic movements of the mounted troops but
also, implicitly, the static patterns left on the sand by the horses’ hooves,
patterns that presumably help suggest the comparison to a labyrinth. In
other words, Virgil evokes a diagrammatic pattern of the maze, which is
more usually described as a building. Maze diagrams have been common
since prehistoric times, and fourth-century Hellenistic coins spread the
common unicursal circular design across the civilized Mediterranean;
but Virgil’s text is the earliest I know to envisage the two-dimensional
design of a maze and link it with the three-dimensional Cretan building.
His simile helps explain a problem that has bothered virtually every
modern writer on the subject: how did the word labyrinthus, in classical
literature almost always used for a building in which one could get lost,
come to refer to the unicursal two-dimensional maze, in which one can-
not get lost, found in Roman mosaics as in medieval churches and fields?
Pliny shows that by his time the same word referred to both phenomena;

17. Indeed, the lusus Troiae is compared both to artificial complexity (the labyrinth) and
to naturalintricacy (the playfully interwoven paths of the dolphins); analogous comparison
of Daedalus’s work to nature’s occurs in other classical and early Christian writings. See
below, on the adjective daedalus, and chap. 3.
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and Virgil’s description of the lusus Troiae, which Pliny probably had in
mind, may have helped the association to develop.!8

Finally, we should note the presence and implications of some terms
commonly used of labyrinths, terms that isolate special qualities of the
maze: the blind walls, the double woven path, the thousand ways, the
inremeabilis error. Virgil uses texere twice, and later analogies between
discourse and labyrinths presumably reflect their similar status as texts,
things woven.!? What we do not find in this passage (or, for that matter,
in the historian-geographers) is any overt reference to the Cretan laby-
rinth’s salacious history or its chief mythological function: to conceal
Pasiphae’s shameful progeny and to imprison anyone who ventures with-
in. Perhaps such references would be out of place in the description of an
ancient, noble, ongoing Roman ritual. Nevertheless, there are—
especially for postclassical readers—oblique glances at the negative face
of the Cretan maze in such words as anceps (“double,” but also “danger-
ous, hazardous, perilous”), dolus (“artifice; deception”), inremeabilis (from
which, like hell or death, one cannot return), and error (“wandering,
going astray”—physically, morally, or intellectually). But despite the la-
tent seaminess of lexis and labyrinth alike, in Book 5 Virgil presents a
labyrinth quite literally reformed: a complex artistic process and prod-
uct, a conversion of the ancient Cretan prison to a playful, solemn, and
forward-looking Roman ritual, very much a labyrinth in bono.

The history of the labyrinth in malo—or at least partly in malo—is
outlined in Book 6.1-105, when Aeneas lands in Italy at Cumae. After
passing through the groves of Trivia (Diana of the Crossroads), he comes
to the temple of Apollo built by Daedalus, who there dedicated his wings
to the god after his ill-fated flight from Crete. There too Daedalus
sculpted door panels illustrating the Cretan legend: the death of An-
drogeos, the Athenian tribute to Crete, and Crete itself.

hic crudelis amor tauri suppostaque furto
Pasiphae mixtumque genus prolesque biformis
Minotaurus inest, Veneris monumenta nefandae;
hic labor ille domus et inextricabilis error;

18. Pliny’s comment, quoted earlier, can be read several ways. He differentiates the
Egyptian labyrinth from familiar Roman ones in that the Egyptian maze is multicursal and
deceptive, on the one hand, and three-dimensional, on the other. He does not clearly
identify the Trojan Ride—presented by Virgil as multicursal—as either multi- or unicur-
sal: the main point of the passage is to contrast mosaic mazes with the Egyptian building,
and the Ride seems to be brought in as a complex ceremony that uses mosaic-like two-
dimensional floor-markings as a guide to the horsemen, an ancient analogy to the modern
taping of stage floors to orient dancers.

19. The usage of textus to refer to a literary text, common in medieval Latin, occurs as
early as Quintillian: see Lewis and Short and the Oxford Latin Dictionary, s.v. textum/textus,
and Brian Stock, “Medieval Literacy, Linguistic Theory, and Social Organization,” NLH, 16
(1984-85), 13—29, here 21.
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magnum reginae sed enim miseratus amorem
Daedalus ipse dolos tecti ambagesque resolvit,
caeca regens filo vestigia. (6.24-30)

Here is the cruel love of the bull, Pasiphae craftily mated, and the mongrel
breed of the twiformed offspring, record [memorial, tomb] of monstrous
[impious] love; there that house of toil [or: the workmanship of the house],
a maze [a wandering, a going astray] inextricable; but lo! Daedalus, pitying
the princess’ great love, himself unwound the deceptive tangle of the palace,
guiding blind feet with the thread.

Aeneas wants to study (perlegere) the relief, but the Sibyl hurries him on
to her oracular and rather labyrinthine cavern with “its hundred en-
trances, hundred doors, whence rush as many voices” (6.43-44). Later
Aeneas proceeds through labyrinthine quests for the golden bough and
for his father Anchises in Hades: the maze at the temple doors is a
significant clue to the book’s action.

In Chapter 8, I treat the labyrinths of the Aeneid more fully, but several
points claim attention now. If the labyrinth manifested complex artistry
in Book 5, so too in Book 6, but the emphasis shifts from the labyrinth
itself to its human context, its story. Virgil hints, albeit elliptically, why
the labyrinth was built: to conceal the doubly named, double-natured
Minotaur, and to bewilder the Athenians sent as its fodder. Inextricable
error, deceptive windings, and dead ends are no longer mere aspects of
artistic design but rather necessary impediments in a building whose
multicursal form follows a sinister function; the Egyptian palace has
become a prison, and the celebratory lusus, public ritual enactment of
adult life, is replaced by a grim private ritual of death. The association of
the labyrinth with fame, familiar from the historian-geographers and
Aeneid 5, remains, but it shades into infamy: the labyrinth, like the
Minotaur, is a monument to impious lust—indeed, to insane bestiality—
and is implicated in Theseus’s later betrayal of the loving Ariadne. The
death implicit in the memorial functions of the Egyptian and Etruscan
mazes and in Anchises’ funeral ballet here becomes violent, unnatural.
The literary ground is fully prepared for later metaphorical identifica-
tion of the labyrinth in malo with destructive love, seductive treachery,
sin, death.

So unspeakable are the labyrinth’s causes and contents that its very
name remains unspoken; we read simply “hic labor ille domus et inex-
tricabilis error,” yet the context and the presence of several key words—
labor, inextricabilis error, dolus, ambages—make it clear that this is indeed
the labyrinth. Few later descriptions of the maze, including Ovid’s and
Pliny’s, do not include these words, which describe some of the most
definitive characteristics of the labyrinth and shape its metaphorical po-
tential. As many writers follow Virgil in punning on labor and labyrinthus,
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so too many, Ovid and Prudentius among them, apparently assume their
readers will understand “maze” when enough qualities and key words of
the maze have been mentioned, even if the word “labyrinth” occurs
nowhere in the text.

Yet labor is itself ambiguous: as a noun, it can refer to arduous
process—toil, hardship, suffering—but it can also refer, far more op-
timistically, to a product, the accomplished work of an artist.20 And de-
spite the full weight that Virgil gives here to the horrors of the maze, it is
Daedalus, among the maze’s cast of characters, who dominates the pas-
sage as artist and father, escaping from the labyrinth he himself created
to found a temple to Apollo, god of poets and artists, and ornamenting
that vast new building with an image of the old labyrinth and a scene in
which he offers a solution to its entanglements—a ball of thread—that
he himself could not use once the maze had become his own prison. The
art of the old labyrinth may have been in the service of evil, and the art
of the new labyrinth and temple may carry seeds of failure and frustra-
tion (the artist cannot depict the death of his son Icarus, and he seems
almost entrapped in the self-reflexive creation of new artistic mazes). Yet
through his craftiness he has twice solved the inextricable labyrinth—by
the aide-mémoire of a thread and by flight—and that flight in itself sug-
gests the double perspective on mazes (the experience within, the view
from without) we have met before. He has created the original labyrinth
by art, and he has, in a sense, reduced its very real dangers to art in the
service of Apollo. That reduction admittedly poses a different sort of
danger to pius Aeneas, erstwhile wanderer in mazes of impious love; he
must be chastened when he wishes to study the doors at length, to
remain, after so many books of errores, in one labyrinth when he ought to
be proceeding through others that lie ahead. Art, even difficult laby-
rinthine art, is no substitute for life and duty. Nevertheless, Virgil’s em-
phasis on the role of Daedalus as artist necessarily presents the labyrinth
as an artistic triumph as well as a house of suffering. The labyrinth’s
duality as art and as (moral as well as physical) confusion is restated.

The Daedalus-artist-labyrinth-Apollo conjunction here may authorize
later associations of Daedalian art and labyrinths with poetry or rhetoric.
The link between Daedalus and craftsmanship in general was com-
monplace, as use of the adjective daedalus (“artificial, skillful”; “intri-
cately worked”) makes clear. Thus Virgil praises “daedala Circe” (Aeneid
7.282), whose perverse brilliance in animal husbandry rivaled that of
Daedalus (helping Pasiphae) when she mated immortal stallions with
mortal mares, and in Georgics 4.179 the bees craftily construct “daedala
tecta,” labyrinthine hives. Often it is Nature who is Daedalian (Lucretius,
De natura rerum 1.7 and 5.234). However, the connections between

20. Thus Lewis and Short interpret labor in this passage.
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Daedalus and poetry are suggested by more writers than Virgil. Lu-
cretius speaks of “verborum daedala lingua” (4.549), “the tongue, cun-
ning crafter of words.” Sextus Pompeius Festus, epitomizing the Au-
gustan Verrius Flaccus, derives the adjective from the Greek daidallein,
“to vary”; a skillful varying of words is, after all, the essence of poetry,
and surely that is what the verbal pyrotechnician Ausonius (fourth cen-
tury A.p.) has in mind in coining “logodaedalia,” a term he uses pe-
joratively despite his own exceedingly ornate practice.2! Himself a cun-
ning crafter of words, Virgil is also skilled at variations on the Daedalian
art of the labyrinth, an image he transforms creatively even as he tames
it, Romanizes it. Seeing its dangers as well as its grand potential, he
shows Ascanius turning its complexity to a noble game of the warrior’s
life and Aeneas extricating himself from its moral temptations and de-
laying byways to achieve his goal. For Virgil, passage through the laby-
rinth can be a (reversible) voyage from confusion to clarity, and so the
positive and negative connotations of the maze, its objective artistry and
its subjective disorder, are held in a delicate balance.

What Virgil handled allusively and suggestively, his younger contem-
porary Ovid treats in the Metamorphoses and the Heroides at greater
length and more literally; after all, Virgil subordinates the Cretan myth
to a greater purpose, the epic journey of Aeneas, whereas Ovid’s subject
is myth itself, recounted with considerable detail, fanciful ingenuity, and
charming dramatic invention. The Ovidian focus on the characters asso-
ciated with the labyrinth rather than on the labyrinth itself domesticates
the maze, which becomes more important simply as a setting and less
resonant as an image than in Virgil. The dual status of the maze as
artistic marvel and moral emblem remains prominent, however, at least
in the Metamorphoses, to which we turn first.

Set in that large section of the Metamorphoses exemplifying what
Brooks Otis calls “the pathos of love,”22 the Cretan interlude offers a
comprehensive version of the myth, including Minoss encounter with
Scylla, Pasiphae’s conception of the Minotaur, its imprisonment in the
labyrinth built by Daedalus to hide Minos’s shame, its death at the hands
of Theseus, his abandonment of Ariadne, the flight of Daedalus and
Icarus from Crete, Icarus’s death, and—to point the poetic justice of
Daedalus’s loss—the story of the master architect’s murder of his clever

21. See Festus, De verborum significatione . . . cum Pauli Epitome, ed. Carl O. Mueller
(Leipzig: Libraria Weidmann, 183g), s.v daedalam; and Ausonius, Techno]za_egnion 14.1.

The location of Virgil's sculpted maze may also help establish an association between
labyrinth and poetry in later years: the temple lies near the groves of Trivia, the word itself
suggesting the crossroads inevitable in multicursal mazes and, for medieval commentators,
the academic trivium, which comes to have its own mazy associations. See Pseudo-Bernard
Silvester, J&]J, pp- 30—-31.

22. Otis, Ovid as an Epic Poet (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1966), chaps. 6
and 7.
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nephew, whose metamorphosis into a partridge provides humorously
far-fetched justification for the inclusion of the whole history in Ovid’s
poem. That Ovid’s audience, like Virgil’s, knew this history intimately is
clear from what Ovid omits even in his expansive retelling of the myth:
we are not told, for instance, that Athens sent its young men to Crete as
tribute for the death of Minos’ son Androgeos, or that Daedalus helped
Pasiphae consummate her lust for the bull, nor is the famous labyrinth
ever called by its proper name, all points explained in great detail by
medieval Ovidian commentators.

What Ovid does tell us about the labyrinth, that circumambulation
named only by circumlocutions, is worth quoting in full for its tremen-
dous importance in later literature.23 Worried that his wife’s foul lust was
visible to all in the form of the “monstrum biforme,” the Minotaur,

destinat hunc Minos thalamo removere pudorem
multiplicique domo caecisque includere tectis.
Daedalus ingenio fabrae celeberrimus artis

ponit opus turbatque notas et lumina flexu

ducit in errorem variarum ambage viarum.

non secus ac liquidus Phrygius Maeandrus in arvis
ludit et ambiguo lapsu refluitque fluitque
occurrensque sibi venturas aspicit undas

et nunc ad fontes, nunc ad mare versus apertum
incertas exercet aquas, ita Daedalus implet
innumeras errore vias vixque ipse reverti

ad limen potuit: tanta est fallacia tecti.

Quo postquam geminam tauri iuvenisque figuram
clausit, et Actaeo bis pastum sanguine monstrum
tertia sors annis domuit repetita novenis,
utque ope virginea nullis iterata priorum
ianua difficilis filo est inventa relecto,
protinus Aegides rapta Minoide Diam
vela dedit. . . . (8.157-175)

Minos planned to remove this shame from his house and hide it away in a
labyrinthine enclosure [lit.: many-folded house] with blind passages.
Daedalus, a man famed for his skill in the builder’s art, planned and per-
formed the work. He confused the usual passages [or: confused the signs
that might provide orientation] and deceived the eye by a conflicting maze
of divers winding paths [or: led one’s eyes into error by the winding twists of
the various paths]. Just as the watery Maeander plays in the Phrygian fields,
flows back and forth in doubtful course and, turning back on itself, beholds
its own waves coming on their way, and sends its uncertain waters now
towards their source and now towards the open sea: so Daedalus made those

23. As Otis notes, the “Metamorphoses was, more than any other work, the medium by
which classical myth was known and understood”—Ouid as an Epic Poet, p. 343.
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innumerable winding passages, and was himself scarce able to find his way
back to the place of entry, so deceptive was the enclosure he had built.

In this labyrinth (lit.: in which] Minos shut up the monster of the bull-
man form and twice he fed him on Athenian blood; but the third tribute,
demanded after each nine years, brought the creature’s overthrow. And
when, by the virgin Ariadne’s help, the difficult entrance, which no former
adventurer had ever reached again, was found by winding up the thread,
straightway the son of Aegeus, taking Minos’s daughter, spread his sails
for Dia.

Many points here were noted, adapted, embroidered, and sometimes
rationalized by later writers. First, Ovid’s account, perhaps even more
than Virgil’s, provides the raw material for a reading of the labyrinth in
malo. As in the Cumaean sculpture, so here the labyrinth is functionally a
prison; to that end were its inextricable complexities designed. Both the
quoted lines and their larger Ovidian context, involving Scylla’s passion
for Minos and Ariadne’s ill-fated elopement, emphasize the shameful-
ness of lust, for whose most outrageous product the maze was crafted.
The fact that Minos the law-giver ordered the imprisonment of the
Minotaur supports later associations of the maze with just imprison-
ment.24 These points may well have influenced later redactors of a nar-
rowly moral bent to consider the labyrinth a prison for monstrous
cupidity, an image of sin, or hell itself, even though such interpretations
belie Ovid’s typically deft presentation (and diminution) of the labyrinth
as a private lunatic asylum commissioned by a cuckolded king to prevent
personal embarrassment.

If Ovid fuels the interpretation of the labyrinth in malo, however, he
also accentuates the artistry of the maze, not so much in describing it as
in remarks about Daedalus the master builder and inventor who, despite
his dubious morals, comes fairly to fame as the greatest of artists, his
many-folded house the supreme achievement of human architecture,
however greatly Pliny might have preferred the anonymous Egyptian
architects.25 But Ovid also presents Daedalus almost as a trickster who

24. Minos was proverbially a law-giver in the ancient world: see Plato, Laws 1.630D;
Apology 41A; Gorgias 524A. For Strabo, the Egyptian labyrinth was also a place of judg-
ment. Presumably the (Pythagorean) choice between paths, one’s final location in Hades,
and the act of judgment after death were often interconnected, as in the Gorgias.

25. Daedalus’s reputation is incorporated into the Latin language itself: as we have seen,
“daedalus” comes to mean “skillful, artificial,” and the man himself is glossed repeatedly as
the greatest artif ex, even a figura for God: see Fausto Ghisalberti, “L’Ovidius Moralizatus di
Pierre Bersuire,” Studj Romanzi, 23 (1933), 129—130, and Ovide moralisé en prose, ed. C. de
Boer, Verhandelingen der Koninklijke Akademie, 61 (1954), p. 229. In the classical period
Daedalus was famed for having created moving statues (see Plato, Meno g7D) as well as
labyrinth and wings, and in the Euthyphro (11B—-D) Socrates himself jokingly claims descent
from Daedalus. Diodorus Siculus reports that Daedalus was so great an artist that the
Egyptians worshiped him as a god (1.97). Yet his work was not always honored in classical
times: as his masterpiece, the maze, has a dual potential, so too does its architect. Plato
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outwits himself: the remarkable ability to alter nature through art
(8.188-189) leads to the death of his son, and as for his mazy master-
piece, we learn that even Daedalus could scarcely retread the ambiguous
corridors of his own construction. While in a sense this comment under-
cuts Daedalus’s stature—he becomes an absent-minded professor of ar-
chitecture rather than the tragic figure of the Aeneid—it also suggests the
provocative possibilities of the complex maze as a symbol of the decep-
tive trickiness of difficult art. The ingenious planner comprehended his
creation as artifact, but he was almost thwarted by the maze as process.
Later uses of the maze to signify difficult art—art that loses its viewers or
readers because of its devastating complexity—may well be indebted to
Ovid, whose story of the baffling labyrinth that bewilders its own creator
was so well known. Here, as in later variations on this theme, the maze’s
convertibility works both ways: from disorder to order and sometimes,
treacherously, back again.

The Metamorphoses highlights many qualities of the labyrinth found in
Pliny and Virgil: the complex artistry of the building, its ability to entrap,
its multicursal winding ways, its deceptive nature, its darkness (“caeca
tecta”), and the need for a guide, a perfect architectural memory, or
wings to get out. The maze’s duality as artistic order and physical confu-
sion survives in Ovid, and yet the weight of context and lexis (ambages,
ambiguus, error, variae viae) tips the balance toward confusion both physi-
cal and moral, especially given Daedalus’s own difficulties with his re-

mentions that “according to the sculptors Daedalus would look a fool if he were to be born
now and produce the kind of works that gave him his reputation” (Hippias Major 282A). For
other writers, too, he is (merely?) an astrologer: see Palaephaetus, De non credendis historiis
libellus (Antwerp: Gregorius Bontius, 1528), A6r.

Martianus Capella sees Daedalus as an ancestor of Geometry, who can represent the
heavens on her abacus board (De nuptiis philologiae et mercurii, ed. Adolph Dick [Stuttgart: B.
G. Teubner, 1969], VI.579). Commenting on this passage in the ninth century, Remigius of
Auxerre takes the typical medieval view: “Daedalus, that is, every ingenious man”—
Commentum in martianum capellam, ed. Cora E. Lutz (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1965), 289.1; and
for Alan of Lille (ca. 1116—ca. 1202) he is the master builder (Anticlaudianus 2.352). Ben-
venuto da Imola (fourteenth century) took a rather more jaundiced view of the matter,
doubting that Daedalus or any other one person could have built the labyrinth, a subterra-
nean work of great complexity: Comentum super Dantis Aldigherij Comoediam, ed. J. P. Lacaita,
5 vols. (Florence, 1887), 1, 387. Nevertheless, Daedalus’s medieval reputation was glorious
and widespread: a ninth-century architect named Winihard at St. Gall was praised for
being like Daedalus in ingenuity (Hans Reinhardt, La Cathédrale de Reims [Paris: Presses
Universitaires de France, 1963], p. 76); a fourteenth-century formulary from Orléans
mentions a request to “the most learned of architects, worthy of being compared to
Daedalus,” to repair a mill, arguably a rather paltry task (Le Formulaire de Tréguier, ed.
Léopold Delisle [Orléans: H. Herluison, 18go], pp. 7—8); and Daedalus seems to merge
with that equally legendary and ingenious fellow Wayland, whose “house” is a labyrinth in
two fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Icelandic manuscripts preserved in Copenhagen
(Kern, figs. 468—469). Daedalus’s less savory reputation in the English Renaissance is de-
lineated by F. T. Flahiff, “Labyrinth: Some Notes on the Crafty Art of Daedalus,” White

Pelican, 3 (1973), 3—23.
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calcitrant creation. This shifting of the balance is a natural consequence
of Ovid’s emphasis on plot and character rather than on the labyrinth as
a structure: the labyrinth is, in Book 8, to be wused, built for dubious
purposes, something to be experienced and escaped as quickly as possi-
ble, not something to study and admire. Thus it is hardly surprising that
the labyrinth degenerates still further in Heroides 10, a letter from
Ariadne to Theseus consisting entirely of the hysterical reproaches and
fantasies of a wronged, self-righteous girl.26 As in the Metamorphoses and
Aeneid 6, the labyrinth is not named: it is simply a “curving house”
(10.71) full of “doubtful passages” (10.128), identified by its confusing
attributes alone. But here its famous creator also goes unnamed, for this
is no palace of artistry but a place of death (we hear exactly how Theseus
kills the Minotaur, 10.101-102) and, symbolically, an emblem of lust,
treachery, and deceit. Significantly, the lovelorn Ariadne, imprisoned in
her voluminous passions, leads Theseus from the maze’s “dubias vias”
(10.128) only to find herself trapped on an island with no passage over
the sea’s “ambiguas vias” (10.62). The more we are invited to empathize
with maze-walkers, to share a subjective perspective, the more laby-
rinthine confusion dominates and art recedes.

Before we turn from the story of the Cretan labyrinth, it is worth
remembering that classical tellers of the myth, unlike publicists of the
Egyptian maze, never thought for a moment they were writing a true
history. It would hardly have been news to them that Augustine should
deride “that beast the Minotaur, which was shut up in the labyrinth,
from which men who entered its inextricable mazes could find no exit”
and “the artificer Daedalus” as lying fables pure and simple.27 After all,
Virgil himself speaks only “as rumor has it” (Aeneid 6.14). Part of the
received tradition in the Middle Ages was the nonsupernatural interpre-
tation held by Servius and others that Daedalus really arranged for the
scribe Taurus to sleep with Pasiphae in his house, that Pasiphae’s twins
(one by Minos, one by Taurus) were the reality behind the Minotaur of
mixed breeding, and that the wings Daedalus flew with were really sails,
the first to be seen in the Mediterranean.28 None of this affects
Daedalus’s reputation for ingenuity—most redactions still credit him
with building a real Cretan labyrinth—but Servius's explanation may
have helped later writers decide to allegorize the domus daedali itself as a
symbol of lust.

26. I follow the Latin text in Heroides and Amores, trans. Grant Showerman, LCL (Lon-
don: William Heinemann, 1914).

27. De civitate Dei 18.13, trans. G. Wilson, in Whitney J. Oates, Basic Writings of Saint
Augustine, 2 vols. (New York: Random House, 1948).

28. Servius Grammaticus, In Aeneidos, ed. Georg Thilo and Hermann Hagen, 2 vols.
(Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1961), 6.14. For a different but equally
debunking interpretation, see William of Conches (twelfth century), Glosae in Iuvenalem, ed.
Bradford Wilson (Paris: Librairie Philosophique J. Vrin, 1980), pp. 110-111.
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Such, then, are the definitive classical descriptions of the labyrinth and
the associated Cretan myth, the literary witnesses known to generations
of later writers both in themselves and as overlaid by numerous com-
mentaries. This chapter has highlighted suggestive details that will later
be glossed and embroidered, the many seeds of the profuse metaphori-
cal flowerings of the image of the maze. We have considered the inherent
paradox of the labyrinth: its ability to signify both complex artistic order
and chaotic confusion, depending on whether it is viewed from without
as a static artifact, a magnificent product of human ingenuity, or experi-
enced from within as a bewildering process, a dynamic prison. We have
seen the tricky convertibility of the maze, which can become clear to
those it has confused or baffle those who, like Ovid’s Daedalus, think
they understand its symmetries. We have seen that an emphasis on the
maze as an historically real structure is of ten associated with admiration,
whereas an emphasis on the myth, with concurrent attention to the
labyrinthine experiences of entangled human beings, frequently in-
volves implicit or explicit moral judgments that anticipate later uses of
the labyrinth as a symbol of something evil. There have also been hints
of an intriguing problem: the difference between the literary tradition,
which generally envisages a multicursal labyrinth, and the tradition of
the visual arts, which establishes a unicursal pattern. The importance of
this apparently awkward discrepancy is explored in the next chapter.



+CHAPTER TWO -

The Labyrinth as Significant

Form: Two Paradigms

Sed uisne rationes ipsas inuicem collidamus? Forsitan ex huius modi
conflictatione pulchra quaedam ueritatis scintilla dissiliat.

Let us set our arguments against each other and perhaps from their
opposition some special truth will emerge.
Boethius, Consolation of Philosophy gpri2.25

HAPTER 1 examined the major classical texts that defined

and transmitted the physical facts and narrative implications

of the labyrinth to later ages. A recurrent theme in that
discussion was the maze’s inherent duality as the embodiment of simulta-
neous artistry and confusion, order and chaos, product and process,
depending on the observer’s (or the writer’s) point of view. So far, we
have looked at the principle of labyrinthine duality chiefly as it manifests
itself within the written tradition, although allusions have been made to
the contrasting witness of the visual arts. Now it is time to expand our
understanding of the labyrinth’s insistent duality and convertibility by
confronting directly the dramatic formal conflict between the multicur-
sal model generally assumed by literature and the unicursal model af-
firmed by the visual arts. Boethius (ca. 480—524 a.p.), great reconciler of
apparent contradictions, presents Lady Philosophy’s remedy for this
kind of conflict: “Let us set our arguments against each other and per-
haps from their opposition some special truth will emerge.”! So too
here: the baffling discrepancy between visual and literary paradigms of
the labyrinth, surprisingly enough, offers the key to a fuller appreciation
of the idea of the labyrinth in classical and medieval times.

1. Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy, trans. Richard Green (Indianapolis: Bobbs-
Merrill, 1962), gpri2 (p. 72).
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- A Clash of Paradigms -

As I have suggested, numerous visual depictions of labyrinths survive
from antiquity: on prehistoric rock carvings (plate 1), on a Linear B
tablet from Pylos, on sixth-century Egyptian seals, on the Tragliatella
pitcher (plate 2), on Hellenistic coins, on gems, in a graffito on a house
in Pompeii, and on Roman floor mosaics all over Europe and North
Africa (plate g). Of ten these representations stand free of any mytholog-
ical context, but sometimes they are explicitly or implicitly linked with
the Cretan legend: the graffito, perhaps a flamboyant variation on “Be-
ware of Dog!” is labeled “Labyrinth: the Minotaur lives here”; coins may
combine maze and bull’s head; pavement labyrinths, of which more than
fifty survive, are sometimes framed by scenes from the legend or enclose
the fight between Theseus and the Minotaur. Most ancient labyrinths
are unambiguously two-dimensional, diagrammatic, showing the maze’s
pattern as viewed from above. Some mazes, often categorized as the
“Cretan type,” are circular, others rectangular; most have clearly de-
fined centers, but a few contain just a corner or loop where the wanderer
would reverse direction. Some are simple in structure, having only one
axis around which the path curves continually, where others are more
complicated, being divided by axes into four or more segments through
which a maze-walker would pass sequentially. Naturally these variants, in
appropriate permutations and combinations, have elicited formal tax-
onomies that need not concern us here.2 What is most significant for
present purposes is that, except for one fresco at Knossos, unknown
from 1400 B.cC. until Sir Arthur Evans’s excavations, and a wall labyrinth
(only vaguely multicursal) at Poitiers dating from the twelfth century, all
classical and medieval mazes share a remarkable characteristic: they are
unicursal, with no forked paths or internal choices to be seen.3

2. Several significant formal characteristics, such as the generally circular shape of the
medieval labyrinth and the number of its circuits, are discussed in chap. 5 in relation to the
visual witness in the Middle Ages.

3. For illustrations of and commentary on ancient labyrinths, see Matthews, chap. 8,
Santarcangeli, chap. 9, and Kern, chaps. 2—6. For a classification of labyrinths by type, see
Wilhelm Meyer, “Ein Labyrinth mit Versen,” Sitzungsberichte der Kinigliche Bayerischen
Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2 (1882), 267—300; Batschelet-Massini; and Kern, chap. 7. The
Cretan fresco from the palace of Minos (Evans, fig. 256) offers a choice of paths but no
truly false ones, for there is no clear center in this elaborate version of the key-pattern. The
Poitiers maze (Kern, figs. 242—243; Matthews, fig. 55) has an entry but no center; if one
takes a wrong turn at the sole opportunity for choice, one may be caught in an endless loop
so long as one makes the same choice every time one passes that point; otherwise, one
emerges from the maze by the path of entry. Neither the fresco nor the church labyrinth,
then, is really what we now think of as a multicursal labyrinth, nor are they the sort of thing
envisaged by classical literature. Indeed, Kern argues (p. 211) that the Poitiers graffito
represents not the pattern of a pavement labyrinth formerly found in the cathedral but a
carelessly drawn tracing of the path through a labyrinth of the common Chartres type (see

plate 17).
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This strange situation has puzzled virtually every modern writer on
labyrinths, for to post-Renaissance minds a maze is either multicursal or
not really a maze at all. And as we have seen, written witnesses pretty
generally endorse—and the poetic tradition insists on—the multicur-
sality of the maze at Crete. For centuries, however, not one visual artist
seems to have drawn a labyrinth with false turnings or multiple paths
even though some classical and medieval writers, and presumably some
artists, knew perfectly well that there were two radically different models
of the labyrinth: the multicursal labyrinth-as-building described in liter-
ature, that complex construction with many chambers and winding
paths in which one can easily get lost, and the unicursal labyrinth-as-
diagram in which a single twisting path laboriously meanders its way to
the center and then back out.

The inconsistency evokes singularly little explicit classical or medieval
commentary, and one could easily conclude that it went unnoticed. But
the problem was apparent to at least two writers, whose words are corre-
spondingly precious. Pliny (p. 21 above) in the first century A.p. and
Boccaccio in the fourteenth make a point of the contrast between the
labyrinths of art and history: Pliny emphatically states that the deceptive,
confusing three-dimensional Egyptian labyrinth is strikingly different
from familiar two-dimensional unicursal pavement mosaics, and Boccac-
cio, glossing Dante’s Commedia, writes, “This [Cretan] labyrinth was not
made as we design ours, that is, with circles and windings of the walls,
through which anyone who goes without turning round infallibly arrives
at the middle and then, following the windings without turning, comes
outside; but there was, and still is, a mountain all excavated within, made
with square chambers so that each chamber has four doors, one in each
side, each door leading to a similar room, so that a man who enters grows
bewildered and does not know how to get out.”

If these distinctions were known to Pliny and Boccaccio, they must
have been known to others as well, artists among them, unless we assume
that every artist who placed a minotaur in the coils of a unicursal di-
agrammatic labyrinth was ignorant of the very story he was illustrating—
and that assumption is hard to accept, particularly because on occasion
artists created labyrinths of some complexity and sophistication. Some

Many pavements and manuscripts include the key-pattern or meander (plate 6), usually
not considered a labyrinth because of its simple design. Yet for Nonius Marcellus (fourth
century A.D., compiler of the first surviving Latin dictionary), this meander is “a kind of
design similar to the labyrinth”—De conpendiosa doctrina, ed. Wallace M. Lindsay (Leipzig:
B. G. Teubner, 1903), s.v. meander.

4. Boccaccio, Il comento alla Divina Commedia, ed. Domenico Guerri, g vols. (Bari: Later-
za, 1918), 2, 108. It is not at all clear what Boccaccio means by “our” walled fourteenth-
century labyrinths; but for a later rendition of what such a maze would look like, see plate
10.
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3. Roman mosaic labyrinth found in the Via Cadolini, Cremona. The crenella-
tions and towers hint at the three-dimensional reality of the labyrinth here
diagrammed. Photograph courtesy of the Soprintendenza Archeologica, Milan.

Roman pavements border their elaborate unicursal diagrams with tur-
rets and battlements, thereby suggesting both the exterior view of a
three-dimensional building and its disorienting, circuitous interior
groundplan, presented as if viewed from above (see plate 3 and Kern,
plates 100-103, 106-107, 109, etc.). Such artists apparently combine two
points of view within one work of art, offering a visible representation of
labyrinthine duality and the importance of perspective in mazy matters.
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Much later, two related medieval manuscripts offer an exterior view of
the Cretan maze as a sphere crammed with crenellations, doors, and
windows whose proliferation hints at the confusion that lurks within (see
plate 18).5 Yet even these illustrations, reflecting in their fashion the
artistry/confusion duality of the maze, do not show a multicursal di-
agrammatic maze pattern. Surely it would have been easy to modify a
unicursal diagram, putting a false turning here or a dead end there, to
create a visible illustration of the incontrovertibly multicursal Cretan
maze. But no multicursal diagrams are to be found, even in explicit
association with the Cretan legend, and there are no satisfactory expla-
nations for the discrepancy between literary description and artistic
realization.

True, sheer force of habit, the conservative tendency that dominates
western art, may have perpetuated the traditional unicursal pattern fa-
miliar from time immemorial: if labyrinths on rocks, coins, floors, and
walls, in ancient buildings and medieval cathedrals, manuscripts and
fields, had always been unicursal, it would have taken a brave artist to
initiate a change, no matter how well he knew Pliny, Virgil, or Boccaccio.
And as John Murdoch notes, diagrams in manuscripts were often stock
illustrations supplied by workshops, illuminators, or doodling casual
readers who might, like paperback cover artists today, have no concern
with accurately reflecting the literary content, preferring to copy stereo-
types from one text and manuscript to another.6 Such considerations
might explain why most pre-Renaissance mazes in the visual arts are
unicursal, but why all are unicursal despite literary witnesses to the con-
trary remains a mystery.

Should we then conclude that the form of a maze was a matter of
complete indifference to classical and medieval people and should be so
to us? Pliny and Boccaccio didn’t think so, nor should we. In fact, the
major premise of this chapter is that we can learn a great deal about
mazes from a close study of form, both the visible form of the typical
unicursal design in art and the easily imagined form of the multicursal
labyrinth of literature. As E. H. Gombrich has noted, form defines much
of an image’s symbolic potential, and that generalization is particularly
true of the Middle Ages, when writers and authors were acutely alert to
the significance of even such simple geometric forms as the circle, the
triangle, and the pentangle.?

Therefore, this chapter explores the formal implications of the com-

5. See also Kern, chap. 6, and Hugo Buchthal, Miniature Painting in the Latin Kingdom of
Jerusalem (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1957), plates 113b and 151c and pp. 75—76. Kern
argues simply that the ancient battlemented pavement labyrinths represent cities.

6. John E. Murdoch, Album of Science: Antiquity and the Middle Ages (New York: Charles
Scribner’s Sons, 1984), p. xi.

7. Gombrich, The Sense of Order: A Study in the Psychology of Decorative Art (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1979), p. 244.
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peting models of the maze and the logical consequences of the discrep-
ancy between them. The incompatibility between the two paradigms, so
obvious to modern eyes, might seem to create an insoluble problem or
interpretive dead end. But instead, the apparent contradiction affords
valuable insight into the classical and medieval concept of the labyrinth,
and it does so in several ways. First, it forces us to look far more carefully
at the precise implications of each model than we might have done had
there been no formal conflict. Thus our understanding of metaphors
involving mazes, whether unicursal, multicursal, or a blend of both, will
be sharper. Second, the dearth of classical and medieval commentary on
the clash of paradigms suggests that modern definitions of mazes as
essentially and primarily multicursal may be far too narrow for classical
and medieval ideas of the labyrinth—we may be bypassing a general
category that includes both variants to focus on the mutually exclusive
subcategories familiar to us. It bothers us that the same word, labyrinthus
or laborintus, was unhesitatingly used to denote both unicursal diagrams
in art and the multicursal Cretan maze in literature, but most medieval
writers were not disturbed at all. These two pieces of evidence—the
negative finding that only Pliny and Boccaccio felt a need to mention the
difference in models, and the positive finding that a single signifier
comfortably described two very different signifieds—force us to tran-
scend meaningful differences and search out characteristics common to
both visual design and verbal description, for these shared characteris-
tics are precisely what define the general category “labyrinth” as it was
understood in classical and medieval times, and they also constitute the physi-
cal basis for most classical and medieval metaphorical transformations of
the maze image. Thus a structural comparison of the models defines the
maze, highlights its symbolic potential, and provides the basis for an
historically plausible taxonomy of metaphorical mazes.

If this chapter is theoretical and speculative, it is because theoretical
speculation is warranted and methodologically necessary. Pliny’s and
Boccaccio’s remarks confirm that my perception and analysis of the con-
trast between the models, though more detailed than theirs, is not alien
to classical and medieval modes of thought. Expatiating on the implica-
tions of geometrical forms was a common medieval diversion, and solv-
ing apparent contradictions by transcending them to find a more inclu-
sive model is also characteristically medieval.8 Although medieval people
do not seem to have preserved detailed abstract reasonings about the
implications of unicursal and multicursal form, they might well have had
thoughts similar to those that follow. In fact, I suspect that similar analy-

8. For medieval meditations on geometrical forms, see Arthur, Medieval Sign T heory,
chap. 1; see Peter Elbow, Oppositions in Chaucer (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press,
1975), for a short but useful exploration of reconciliation through transcendence in
Boethius and Chaucer.
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ses formed the tacit theoretical underpinning for many uses of the laby-
rinth image, and that I am therefore reconstructing ideas taken so much
for granted that they went unspoken. As we will see in later chapters,
classical and medieval evidence—the explanations, glosses, etymologies,
and metaphorical uses of the labyrinth-as-concept and the labyrinth-as-
visual-symbol—confirm the conclusions reached here through formal
analysis.

Yet it also remains true that most classical and medieval writers
blurred or ignored the distinctions between models; their concept of
“labyrinth” subsumed both models, even when the differences were
clearly recognized. Assuming that mazes are by definition multicursal,
we find these writers’ easy acceptance of unicursal diagrams jarring in
the extreme. We become fixated on the contradictions between literature
and art and ignore implications of labyrinthine form that must have
struck medieval people as equally important, indeed even more impor-
tant. When we do so, we may be concentrating on accidentia, in the
Scholastic sense: on attributes that are not absolutely necessary for a
thing to be a thing. For instance, most pigs are beigy-pink, but beigy-
pinkness is not a necessary condition for being a pig, only for being a
Yorkshire pig; similarly, containing many paths is not a necessary condi-
tion for being a maze, only for being a multicursal maze. Since medieval
people called both uni- and multicursal mazes laborinti, they must have
seen multi- and unicursality as accidental qualities (however useful and
suggestive for metaphor). What makes a maze a maze for a medieval
writer, however, is something else; there must be essential qualities shared
by both kinds of maze, attributes a maze must possess to be a maze at all.
These essential similarities, these general characteristics found in both
models, influenced creators of maze-metaphors at least as much as the
differences that distinguish one subcategory from the other. Having
chosen the labyrinth as a vehicle for metaphor, metaphor-makers were
free to draw upon any accidental characteristic of either model appropri-
ate to their metaphors.

Our search, then, is initially for the implications—chiefly structural,
but also metaphorical—of each model, next for the essential qualities
they have in common that define the classical and medieval idea of the
labyrinth, and finally for reasons why the peaceful coexistence of the two
models was positively advantageous to writers and artists alike. Accord-
ingly, I begin with a brief examination of each model, considered ab-
stractly as if it were a three-dimensional structure (references to specific
instances and texts will come in later chapters; here I want to keep the
theoretical argument as uncluttered as possible). As the labyrinth is both
artistic product and confusing process, we must employ a kind of double
vision here. Some comments will assume a privileged and objective
overview—the clear understanding of the maze’s complex pattern that is
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available only to the enlightened. Other comments will reflect the be-
wildered subjective perspective of someone enmeshed in disorienting
paths and unable to determine at the point of entry whether the maze is
unicursal, multicursal, or even a maze at all.

- The Multicursal Model -

The multicursal maze, as we have seen, apparently derives from liter-
ary tradition; its mythological trappings and form would have been fa-
miliar chiefly to the literate.? Its structural basis, in contrast, is familiar to
everyone: as the term “multicursal” suggests, this kind of maze is a series
of choices between paths. Classical writers knew a great deal about the
bivium, the Herculean or Pythagorean choice represented by the letter Y,
with one road leading gently to pleasure and the other austerely to
virtue; Christian writers would lend the image biblical authority by refer-
ring to Matthew 7:13-14, the choice between the broad path to destruc-
tion and the narrow way to life (to name only one of many biblical
examples of the metaphor).19¢ The multicursal labyrinth is even more
rigorous, however, for it does not consist of a single crucial choice;
rather, it incorporates an extended series of bivia, an array of choices. It
embodies frequent testing and repeated confrontations, with no appar-
ent end to the struggle until the goal or the entry is achieved. Hence this
type of maze is a perfect symbol of intellectual and moral difficulty as
well as aesthetic complexity. The characteristic quality of movement
through such a maze is halting, episodic, with each fork or alternative
requiring a pause for thought and decision. The direction of movement
is constantly shifting, now here, now there, as the wanderer’s choices and
the maze’s paths lead him (or her, although most maze-walkers in classi-
cal and medieval literature are male). In addition, a maze-walker may
lose confidence, retrace his (or her) steps, take another path, right or
wrong. The essence of the maze experience is confusion, doubt, and
frustration as one ambiguity succeeds another. Uncertainty may be
heightened in that the maze-walker without a guide cannot know until
reaching the end that the chosen path is correct; indeed, he or she
cannot even be sure there is an end or center. The multicursal maze is
dangerous even if no minotaur is lurking, for one risks getting lost and

9. In the following discussion, readers may want to imagine being inside a labyrinth of
the sort they must have solved in puzzle books as children, or they may wish to refer to
plate 4, which shows an extremely simple multicursal maze in which success depends partly
on choosing the right point of entry and partly on making correct choices within.

10. For other discussions of the Pythagorean letter, see Cipolla, Labyrinth, pp. 42—47,
and Erwin Panofsky, Hercules am Scheidewege, Studien der Bibliothek Warburg, 18 (Leipzig
and Berlin, 1930).
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4. Example of an early multicursal labyrinth, adapted from
Claude Paradin’s Dévises héroiques (1551). The original in-
cludes a Virgilian text, “Fata viam invenient” (the fates will
find a way—Aeneid 3.395). Drawing by Robert Ouellette.

remaining perpetually imprisoned; in such a maze one may find no
solution, no center, no exit. The maze, then, is potentially inextricable, as
so many classical and medieval texts insist; survival and escape may well
depend not only on the maze-walker’s intelligence, memory, and experi-
ence but also on guidance—Ariadne’s thread, instructive principles,
signposts, or advice along the way.!!

But who is responsible for the wanderer’s success or failure? In some
contexts, blame might attach to the maze-maker who created a sadis-
tically impossible design, to the maze itself as an intrinsically deceitful
(“anceps”) structure, or to guides who fail to materialize, give bad advice,
or lure the wanderer into the maze in the first place. Normally, however,
the multicursal maze highlights the role of the individual: he controls his

11. See Borgeaud for the intriguing idea—albeit one I have found explicitly in no
classical or medieval texts—that the routeinto a maze is inevitable, but the route out, thanks
to “forgetfulness,” is “suddenly complex” and demands memory or other assistance: “The
Open Entrance,” pp. 22—23. The sudden shift Borgeaud intuits is, perhaps, yet another
instance of the unpredictable convertibility of the maze as an image.
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passage through the maze by his ability to choose and perhaps by memo-
ry, and however puzzled and despairing he may be, his fate is as much
the result of his (ab)use of free will as it is a consequence of the architect’s
devious design. Both models of the maze entail structural error or wan-
dering: but in a multicursal maze more obviously than in a unicursal one,
these errores are not merely circuitous paths but also errors of judgment
(when the wrong path is chosen) or of memory and concentration. The
multicursal maze leaves most choices to the wanderer, and consequently
it emphasizes an individual’s responsibility for his own fate.

This labyrinthine paradigm is clearly analogous to other images asso-
ciated with the maze in literature: the crossroads, the forest, the desert,
the ocean, an interlace pattern, a series of caves, any confusing or track-
less waste with superabundant choices and no unambiguous path, places
from which safe exit is difficult or impossible without a guide or
Daedalian wings. Analogous processes include such things as a chivalric
quest with optional adventures, the composition or exegesis of a text or
argument, and the attempt to make sense of too many pieces of data at
once. Morally, the experience of multicursal mazes can be positive (the
wanderer learns or accomplishes something important and transcends
the confusion of the maze); negative (the wanderer chooses badly, fails
miserably, and remains imprisoned); or neutral (the path through the
labyrinth is the only way to get from A to B, but the process and goal
carry no moral connotations).

- The Unicursal Model -

The unicursal model, familiar in most periods and cultures from pre-
historic times, comes from the visual arts and is part of popular culture
rather than an exclusively learned model. Its structural basis is a single
path, twisting and turning to the point of desperation but entailing no
dead ends or choices between paths. The maze-walker simply goes
where the road leads, for the maze itself is an infallible guide to its own
secrets, defining precisely the only course that can be taken. The pattern
is not difficult to follow, then, although its complexity means that the
wanderer may not know where he is going and how he is getting there.
The characteristic quality of movement through this model is steady and
continuous; any flagging is caused by the wanderer’s exhaustion rather
than by the need for choice. The direction of movement varies as the
path reverses its orientation; but where a multicursal maze contains
routes to the center that are more and less direct, depending on whether
the right choices are made along the way, a unicursal maze by its very
nature defines the most circuitous route conceivable within any given
space, the longest possible way to get to the center. In most surviving
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5. Typical circular unicursal diagrammatic labyrinth of the so-called Chartres
type; illustrates that many mazes were designed with compasses and also shows
clearly how the pattern is derived from symmetrical interruptions of concentric
circles. Note that upon entering the maze, one almost immediately would near
the center, only to recede farther and farther until the final successful approach.
From a manuscript (ninth and eleventh centuries) from Auxerre containing
numerous texts on heresy. Paris, Bibliothéque Nationale MS. lat. 1745, fol. gov.
By permission.

unicursal designs, the path leads in and out repeatedly so that, ironically,
one may unknowingly be closer to the goal as the crow flies early in the
journey than when one is almost through the course. Full of unavoidable
delays, a unicursal maze is a perfect symbol of the need for the patient
endurance of unpredictable twists of fate. Only persistence can achieve
the desired end (assuming that the end of a particular maze is desirable;
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that is not always the case). The maze itself is the truest guide, but
encouragement may be needed lest the wanderer retreat in despair;
alternatively, if the goal poses a threat rather than release, incitement to
retrace one’s steps may be appropriate.

The essence of the unicursal maze experience, as with the multicursal,
is confusion and frustration. But in a unicursal maze, confusion results
from inherent disorientation rather than from the repeated need for
choice, and frustration is directed toward the structure and its architect
rather than toward one’s own incapacities. The road itself seems too
long, increasingly so as one inevitably nears the unseen goal—though
the wanderer might well not be certain there is a goal, or that he wants to
reach it.

In a unicursal maze, obviously, there is by definition no danger of
getting lost. It takes no special skill, other than constitutional persever-
ance, to emerge at the goal or exit; the labyrinth is not inextricable,
however inescapable its turnings may seem subjectively. But there are
other dangers. Perhaps there is a minotaur threatening its own kind of
inextricability; indeed, we shall see that many unicursal mazes contain
death, the devil, or hell. Such mazes also hold the danger of immobility
and despair, the temptation to stop short of a desirable goal.

A multicursal maze usually makes the wanderer and his own errors of
judgment responsible for his fate; in a unicursal maze, individual re-
sponsibility diminishes. One’s wanderings (errores) in such a maze may be
merely physical, prescribed by the circuitous path, although sometimes
wandering in itself suggests moral culpability: errors, strayings from the
straight and narrow. If the multicursal wanderer actively determines his
course (although his choices are usually limited by fixed alternatives),
unicursal labyrinths enforce passive dependence on the whim of the
maze-maker who has already plotted the path; thus the unicursal wan-
derer must submit completely to the structure. The multicursal maze
exemplifies the constant choice demanded of an individual, but the uni-
cursal pattern describes the inevitability to which everyone in that partic-
ular maze must be subject. In effect, a unicursal maze-walker is Every-
man, not an individual.

But if the unicursal labyrinth in itself involves no choice except wheth-
er to continue, it nevertheless implies at least one choice: whether to
enter in the first place. (Initial choice also exists with a multicursal maze,
but its impact is lessened by the continuing sequence of equally impor-
tant choices.) A number of critical choices are located within a multicur-
sal maze, but a single crucial choice may be located before the entrance
to a unicursal maze. If the multicursal maze is an emblem of continual
choice, the unicursal maze may represent a single decision as momen-
tous as the Herculean or Pythagorean dilemma. Choosing to enter a
unicursal labyrinth abrogates all future decisions except the decision to
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6. The Greek key pattern or meander. Drawing by Robert Ouellette.

retrace one’s steps, if there is time to do so before the maze-walker
reaches the center or confronts the Minotaur; it commits one to a terri-
fyingly unforeseeable course of events during which one is subject to the
power of the maze and the will of its builder. The unicursal path is
technically simple but potentially even more horrifying than the multi-
cursal path, in which one retains some power to choose. Thus the uni-
cursal maze, like the multicursal, can easily become a prison where a
wanderer requires guidance, even though that guidance is most aptly
given before entry or as counsel to turn back.

Structures analogous to the unicursal maze are comparatively few: the
winding road, the meander, and the key-pattern (see plate 6) come to
mind. If the choice to enter is an aspect of structure, then the unicursal
maze resembles a single bivium, not a series. Analogous experiences and
processes range from life itself, fatalistically conceived, to the temporally
linear reception of a literary text or philosophical argument (if choices of
interpretation are ignored and the literal level is emphasized). In the
moral realm, the unicursal labyrinth can be positive, with connotations
of patience in adversity (the saintly wanderer is committed to “the way,
the truth, and the light” and performs a convincing imitation of Christ;
Christian precepts for the virtuous life may define a single if compli-
cated path analogous to a unicursal labyrinth, as we will see in Pruden-
tius); it can be negative, involving persistence in folly (an ignorant, care-
less, or evil maze-walker embarks on the deceptively simple primrose
path to hell); or it can be neutral (one follows a consistent if involuted
mental process or argument doggedly to its logical conclusion).

- The Essence of the Maze -

At first glance, the unicursal and multicursal paradigms involve so
many differences that it is hard to imagine how the same word could
apply to both. One contains a single path, the other many; one proves
patience, the other tests intelligence or intuition; one is virtually inextri-
cable, the other easy to escape, at least in theory. Looking deeper, how-
ever, we find more than sufficient similarities to explain why classical
and medieval people included both models in the category “labyrinth.”
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In what follows, as in my discussion of each model individually, I focus
on abstract implications of the labyrinth as a structure in order to clarify
the issues; in later chapters we will examine illustrative texts. I apologize
in advance for an inevitably labyrinthine characteristic of the following
remarks: as in a multicursal maze, we have to go over some of the same
ground more than once to explicate the complicated subject.

Classical labyrinth texts reveal the labyrinth’s duality: embodying both
superb design and unfathomable chaos, its elaborate complexity causes
admiration or alarm, depending on the observer’s point of view and
sophistication. This dual potentiality is inherent in unicursal and multi-
cursal mazes alike. Anyone immersed in either mazy process and unable
to see the pattern whole will become disoriented and confused, either by
endless choices or by the dizzying turns of the single path that distort all
sense of direction. Yet viewed from above, considered as product rather
than process, either design seems admirably intricate and, most likely,
highly symmetrical: an image of order containing and controlling mag-
nificent complexity.!2 Both designs are thus planned chaos, examples of
artistic elaboration that baffles or dazzles according to the beholder’s
perspective (and the architect’s skill).

Metaphor can exploit either or both of these elements. Sometimes,
especially in classical and early Christian literature, the labyrinth repre-
sents only the artistry of well-structured complexity and consequently is
completely praiseworthy. Conversely, when the labyrinth is an emblem
of chaos alone or of artistry gone wrong, as in many medieval writings,
its connotations are entirely negative. Most interesting, however, are
labyrinth metaphors that involve both elements of the paradox, artistry
and chaos. Sometimes the opposing qualities are simply balanced: what
to the naive seems confusing is to cognoscenti incomparable design.
More often, a process of moving from one point of view to another—a
kind of convertibility—is implied. The normal maze experience, and
certainly most process- and progress-oriented maze metaphors, envisage
a perspective-mediated conversion from disorder to order: as Strabo
found order in the Egyptian maze by looking down upon it, so anyone
viewing the diagram of a labyrinth or experiencing and then com-
prehending it can understand its principles and structure and appreci-
ate its artistry. But sometimes order disintegrates into chaos: as Daedalus
was puzzled by his own construction, so too those who have studied the
diagram of a multicursal or even a unicursal maze would grow confused
upon experiencing its three-dimensional realization. Many maze meta-
phors focus on this process of conversion from confusion to admiration,

12. I am assuming that a multicursal maze, hadanybeen drawn in classical and medieval
times, would have been an adaptation of the unicursal pattern, preserving its near-
symmetry: see plate 5. Certainly the manuscripts showing an exterior view of a spherical
maze (plate 18) and the descriptions by Pliny and Boccaccio suggest symmetry in the
multicursal design.
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or vice versa. A few makers of moral or intellectual labyrinths (Pruden-
tius, perhaps Boethius and Dante, the author or authors of La Queste del
Saint Graal, possibly some builders of cathedral mazes) take the process
even further, implicitly imagining the conversion of a multicursal to a
unicursal path: if one passes successfully through a multicursal labyrinth
without retracing one’s steps, a mapping of one’s travels would describe a
unicursal pattern: multiplicity still exists in the maze itself, but the cor-
rect choices of the maze-walker define a single path that others can
follow.13 I stress, however, that with very few exceptions, classical and
medieval literature give no sense that one model is in moral or aesthetic
terms intrinsically superior to the other.

If unicursal and multicursal mazes alike are dual, containing
perspective-dependent artistry and chaos, each quality being convertible
to its apparent opposite, they also share a structural feature that helps
create that dual potentiality: a complicated series of winding passages.
Both models are based on the concept of the path, the journey from
beginning to end; both imply a sequence of movements or perceptions,
usually designed intentionally as a sequence; and both may involve
choice, although the nature, implications, and prominence of that choice
vary greatly. But whether the labyrinth consists of a single path or many,
whether choice is paramount or ignored, the course from entry to center
is profoundly circuitous, turning to and fro and covering much more
ground than is necessary to get from one point to another. The word
most often used to describe this circuitous labyrinthine process is am-
bages. Related to ambo (“two,” “both”) and ambiguitas (“equivocation,”
something with a double sense) through the root ambi- (“around,”
“roundabout”), the word itself suggests the dual potentiality that charac-
terizes so many aspects of the labyrinth. The Oxford Latin Dictionary lists
the meanings of ambages:

1 (@) A roundabout or circuitous path, course, etc., meanderings, twists
and turns [the labyrinth of Aeneid 6.29 is the first example given|]
(b) a roundabout or circuitous movement, wandering to and fro;
(c) (applied to various long, involved, or fluctuating processes; to an
intricate system of beliefs; to a tortuous scheme).

2 Long-winded, obscure or evasive speech, a circumlocution, digres-
sion, evasion. . . .14
3 Mental confusion or uncertainty.

13. This curious conversion of the multiple to the single may help explain why church
labyrinths, often carrying significance in bono, are unicursal: Christ remedied the false
turnings of sinners by taking the right path through a maze of worldly choices and tempta-
tions, thus defining an effective route to salvation and transcending earthly and infernal
labyrinths. The unicursal maze preserves that single path.

One person’s definitive reading of a complicated polysemous text might also involve an
analogous conversion from multiplicity to specificity.

14. Lewis and Short add “ambiguity” as an alternative meaning here.
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Ambages is therefore a singularly appropriate key word in many descrip-
tions of labyrinths and labyrinthine processes, with ambiguus a popular
choice as well. Both models of the maze fully exemplify this crucial
feature: their passages are invariably roundabout, although the multi-
cursal labyrinth may be doubly ambiguous in offering alternative paths.
The labyrinth’s incorporation of ambages is, then, a more inclusive and, I
would argue, a more categorically important characteristic than whether
the maze offers one or a number of paths. If “labyrinth” applies equally
to unicursal and multicursal mazes, then one essential labyrinthine char-
acteristic for classical and medieval writers is the path’s circuitousness, its
digressiveness, its detours, delays, and diversions. A labyrinth must be
circuitous in process, it must have ambages; those ambages may be simply
roundabout, as in a unicursal design, or they may involve doubleness,
choice, uncertainty. Anything circuitous—a multiepisodic quest, an or-
nate and highly amplified text, a complex piece of logic—is labyrinthine
in this sense, and since neither model permits straightforward access to
the center, both partake of labyrinthine ambages. How a maze-walker
copes with ambages, and whether there are directions, will determine
what he learns, whether he emerges successfully, and what his final
perception of the labyrinth will be—order or chaos.

It is, of course, impossible in this discussion completely to separate
labyrinthine form from function and objective apprehension of the
whole from subjective experience of a sequence of the parts. But in
order to isolate other important qualities shared by unicursal and multi-
cursal models, I turn from an emphasis on what the labyrinth objectively
iss—a complexly structured convertible artifact with a circuitous
pattern—to a closer look at what the labyrinth subjectively does to those
inside. This topic involves a feature of the labyrinth we have so far
slighted: its center. Most labyrinths—in literature and in art, unicursal
and multicursal—have a center, whether or not the maze-walker is aware
of it.15 In a real sense, a labyrinth asserts the presence of order in
apparent chaos, if one can only see it. There is a grand maze-maker, a
Daedalus, be he divine, diabolical, or human, and that maze-maker has
so structured the work of art that its circuitous toils lead to a goal, good
or ill, enlightening or destructive. Most mazes are designed on behalf of,
and in subordination to, their centers. Labyrinths are teleological, obvi-
ously and explicitly so when they are unicursal: persistence necessarily
attains the goal. But multicursal mazes also contain a route to the center,
although a guide may have to supplement sheer perseverance if the
traveler is to find it. Even multicursal mazes designed to be so long and

15. As Jesse M. Gellrich suggests, “The insistence on fixed and centered structure . . . is
obvious in many medieval notions, such as the axis mundi, the navel at the center of the
world, the geocentric cosmos, and the New Law of Charity (maintained as the organizing
principle of every chapter and book of the Bible)”—The Idea of the Book in the Middle Ages:
Language Theory, Mythology, and Fiction (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985), p. 48.
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confusing that only the elect can solve them—mazes intended to be
more or less impenetrable—have a center containing something so valu-
able or so shameful as to warrant protection.16

The fact that mazes have centers does not imply that every maze-
walker knows there is a center: maze-walkers may not even know they are
in a maze, especially when it is a metaphorical one. Nor does the exis-
tence of a center imply that everyone will reach it, even if the maze is
unicursal; and reaching the center does not guarantee that one can get
out again. The possible relationships between the maze-walker and the
center or exit help us identify several common functions of the labyrinth
and, consequently, some shared characteristics of both paradigms that
define the full idea of the labyrinth and its metaphorical potential.

First, the maze may be intended to imprison those who enter, either
before they reach the center (the maze is impenetrable) or afterward (the
maze is inextricable), by entrapping them in its coils, perhaps as prey for
the Minotaur. Such a maze is almost by definition ¢ malo, at least from
the point of view of the victim. It is easy to see how a three-dimensional
multicursal maze could be impenetrable and inextricable in practice,
however possible it may be in theory to escape. Indeed, “inextricabilis”
and “inexplicabilis” are as commonly descriptive of mazes as “ambages.”
At first glance, however, it is hard to see how a unicursal labyrinth could
be either impenetrable or inextricable, even though diagrammatic il-
lustrations of the Cretan myth invariably show single-pathed mazes. A
hungry minotaur can make any maze inextricable, of course, but there is
another solution, one that involves changing one’s point of view. Subjec-
tively, anyone in either type of three-dimensional labyrinth and ignorant
of its pattern may perceive it as impenetrable and/or inextricable, wheth-
er it is so in fact or not. Even in a unicursal maze, by definition penetra-
ble and extricable, one feels imprisoned by the curving walls, by one’s
narrowly limited view ahead and behind. One’s movement, like one’s
vision, is severely constricted, for whether there is one road or many, one

16. One cannot take centers for granted in the labyrinths of our own century: perhaps
the fear that there is no center after all is part of the terror of the maze. Indeed, the
absence of a center may be even more threatening than the presence of a minotaur, for
reasons that Jacques Derrida explores: “The function of [a] center was not only to orient,
balance, and organize the structure—one cannot in fact conceive of an unorganized
structure—but above all to make sure that the organizing principle of the structure would
limit what we might call the play of the structure. By orienting and organizing the coher-
ence of the system, the center of a structure permits the play of its elements inside the total
form. And even today the notion of a structure lacking any center represents the unthink-
able itself”: “Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences,” in Writing
and Difference, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), pp. 278—293,
here pp. 278-279. Derrida goes on to note that “the center . . . can be either inside or
outside, [and] can also indifferently be called the origin or end” (p. 279). Philippe Bor-
geaud makes the suggestive if limited point that “the labyrinth always has two centers:
where one is and where one desires to be”—“The Open Entrance,” p. 23. This statement is
really true only if “center” is used metaphorically as “goal,” and only from the subjective
point of view of a wanderer in an unpleasant maze.
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cannot strike out in any direction one pleases or leap out of the maze
entirely. Thus both models are subjectively impenetrable and inextrica-
ble prisons, at least while one is in them, and most labyrinth metaphors
stressing inextricability involve a subjective or psychological component;
some labyrinths—those of sin, for example—are woven by the maze-
walker himself, either directly or because he has rendered himself prey
to Satan of his own free will. (Both paradigms are appropriate here,
though their nuances differ: one can choose to enter a unicursal path of
sin that leads inevitably to the prison of hell at the center; or one can
repeatedly choose the wrong path of a multicursal maze and end disas-
trously. Here as elsewhere, the imagined form of a metaphorical maze
normally has no intrinsic correlation in bono or in malo.)

If mazes can be prisons, they can also be useful, difficult, carefully
structured paths leading somewhere important, even if that place is
finally outside or beyond the labyrinth (labyrinths are almost always
places one wants to escape, either to avoid danger and confusion or to
attain a more comprehensive perspective). The labyrinth-as-prison is a
process of ambages from which one cannot, or thinks one cannot, escape;
but there is also a labyrinth with a happy ending, a metaphorical
labyrinth-as-progress, carefully shaped by a master architect to direct
the worthy wanderer to a profitable end: the path, the choices between
paths, the prescribed errores, all are designed to carry the wanderer over
just the right territory to achieve something that could not have been
reached by a direct route. The architect knows that a certain process is
necessary if the wanderer is to get where the architect wants him to go
and learn what should be learned. If the maze is unicursal, the architect
has calculated the precise sequence of turns and disorientations needed
for the wanderer to appreciate the center when he gets there. If the
maze is multicursal, the architect has foreseen alternative routes, some of
which may lead to failure for people who cannot learn, concentrate,
remember, and choose properly; but other paths may prove and perfect
the wanderer before providing enlightenment, which may well be pre-
sented as mental or physical extrication from the labyrinth, a rising
above it to see its pattern, and a transformation of confusion into
understanding.

Focusing on the subjective experience of the maze-walker, however,
shows a more frightening picture. The maze-walker may be involved in a
process of confusion for his own good, but he is nevertheless confused,
perhaps the more so in proportion to the good he may achieve. Even if
the labyrinth was designed to be extricable, it will not seem so—in fact, it
will be a labyrinth precisely because it feels inextricable, aimless, confus-
ing. Its very point is to impose a confusing and difficult process on
someone because that extraordinarily baffling process is just what it
takes to prepare the maze-walker for moral, aesthetic, or intellectual
transcendence. As T. S. Eliot said in a context not wholly dissimilar,
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In order to arrive at what you do not know
You must go by a way which is the way of ignorance.!?

Both models delineate the way of ignorance—ignorance of the path, the
pattern, the goal, the maze-maker’s intentions. Whether there are choices
and guides or not, one cannot know what lies around the next curve
until one gets there; means dominate ends, process obscures product,
and the wanderer must continue, choose, or retreat with no sure knowl-
edge of the consequences. Yet if the maze-maker is being fair, then the
maze-walker, by his very perseverance, withdrawal, or choices, will find
the goal he deserves: success or failure, imprisonment or escape, confu-
sion or understanding. This subjective if temporary ignorance of path
and goal, this intense immersion in process, is yet another important
labyrinthine characteristic shared by both models and generating nu-
merous metaphors, many of them involving epistemology. Few if any
images of a planned path through ignorance to understanding are bet-
ter than the labyrinth, and both models describe the path equally well, if
with the subtle difference that a unicursal maze-walker follows a univer-
sal and authoritative curriculum whereas a multicursal wanderer partici-
pates more actively and selectively in his own education. In a unicursal
maze one learns by precept; in a multicursal maze, by dialectic.

This chapter began with the assumption that the formal aspects of
labyrinths and the apparent contradictions between models were impor-
tant; we followed, as it were, each of two opposing paths in a multicursal
maze. Tracing the complexities of a maze’s paths may lead to an appre-
ciation of its magnificent design, to new knowledge facilitated by experi-
encing and then transcending confusion; so too here, where the ambigu-
ities of the two paradigms have begun to resolve themselves into a
clearer, more privileged vision of their commonality. If the apparently
happy and usually tacit coexistence of both types of labyrinth under one
name can be taken as evidence that shared features are more important
in defining the idea of the labyrinth than features peculiar to one
model—if we move beyond subcategorical distinctions to categorical
imperatives—we may reconcile the conflicting paradigms by identif ying
those shared characteristics. The most important characteristics com-
mon to both models seem to be these:

I. Pertaining to the labyrinth as artifact, as objective pattern:
a. The labyrinth’s dual and convertible potentiality as a sign of confu-
sion (within) and of complex artistic order (without or above); the

17. T. S. Eliot, The Four Quanrtets, “East Coker,” 1. 140—141, quoted from The Complete
Poems and Plays (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1952). There are clearly potential similarities
between the labyrinthine path to knowledge and the mystical via negativa, but I will not
explore them here.
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labyrinth as magnificent handiwork of a superlative architect, once
it is properly and comprehensively perceived;

b. The labyrinth’s structural principle: confusing ambages, circuitous-
ness, ambiguity; the presence of physical, intellectual, or moral
errores;

I1. Pertaining to the labyrinth as subjective process, as path(s) surround-
ing an unseen goal or center:

a. Real or apparent impenetrability and inextricability; the labyrinth as
prison, at least for some maze-walkers;

b. The path of ignorance; difficult but necessary process and progress
that may lead to knowledge, transcendence, extrication.

Such are the primary and defining qualities of a labyrinth of either mod-
el in the classical and medieval periods: each has an architect, benevolent
or malevolent, whose artistry is manifested in a construction with a cir-
cuitous and therefore confusing pattern that bewilders the ignorant as it
delights the knowledgeable. Each model seems inextricable and impene-
trable, depending on what lies within and whether the wanderer persists
or retreats, choosing right or wrong once (in deciding to enter a unicur-
sal maze) or repeatedly (in a multicursal maze). Each may lead the wor-
thy wanderer toward a conversion from confusion to perception. These
are the essential qualities of a maze; any labyrinth, real or metaphorical,
must have all or most of them to be considered a labyrinth at all.

Both models, then, share enough common qualities to justify inclusion
in a common category. In fact, the preceding discussion has almost de-
fined the differences between models out of significant existence: al-
though a characteristic may be highlighted in one model, it is always at
least latent in the other. Apparent distinctions turn out to be matters of
degree rather than of kind, accidental, in the Scholastic sense, rather
than essential. A multicursal maze stresses repeated choice, but a unicur-
sal model implies a choice—possibly a critical choice—to enter. Unicur-
sal mazes emphasize the rewards of persistence, but that virtue may be
equally necessary in a multicursal labyrinth. Multicursal mazes are more
obviously inextricable, but an intelligent wanderer can theoretically solve
them and escape, and even unicursal mazes can be efficient prisons.
Guidance is often crucial in multicursal mazes, but it may be helpful in
unicursal ones as well.18

We return, then, to the question with which we began this chapter.
Why do the visual arts show unicursal labyrinths rather than multicursal

18. Some readers may wonder why I have not therefore included choice, the need for
persistence, and the usefulness of external guidance as essential qualities of the maze. I
have not done so because although these qualities are theoretically and potentially present
in both models, they are normally developed only in one or the other. Few literary treat-
ments of a traditionally multicursal maze such as the Cretan one, for instance, play with the
idea of perseverance, and many uses of the unicursal maze ignore initial choice completely.
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ones? If the question still has no definitive answer, it can be addressed
more confidently now we have explored and transcended the contradic-
tions between paradigms. I suggest the main reason for the absence of
multicursal diagrammatic labyrinths in art is that there was no real need
for them: the unicursal design found in mosaics, fields, churches, and
manuscripts conveyed the labyrinth’s essential qualities so effectively that
there was no real pressure to modify the time-honored design.1® Unicur-
sal patterns may be as symmetrical and ornate as multicursal ones, and
they connote artistry just as well. They are just as circuitous, as full of
ambages. They may also be just as confusing and inextricable to the eye: a
maze of either type is, in Gombrich’s term, a “restless figure,”20 a pattern
that pulls about our vision incessantly. Whether or not a diagrammatic
maze possesses false turns, the complexity of the design may be vaster
than the eye can comprehend in a glance, for the eye can focus on only
part of a complicated field at one time: “A highly redundant design of
identical elements offers no easy anchorage for our apparatus on which
to ‘lock in.” It drifts and loses its place.”2! True, a unicursal diagrammatic
pattern is not, to onlookers, a path of ignorance. But it does give an
enlightened overview of difficult process, facilitating both our imagined
immersion in twisting paths and the eventual transcendent perception of
the whole that brings comprehension and appreciation.

The unicursal diagram does well enough to convey the idea of the
maze, and it has powerful historical precedent in art. The best solution
that can be found to the mystery is that classical and medieval eyes saw
insufficient difference in the implications of the two models to warrant a
new design. Why, then, did maze-makers in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries suddenly start to draw multicursal mazes? In their quest
for historical authenticity, the humanists may have wanted to make their
illustrations a more accurate reflection of classical texts, so they replaced
the old-fashioned medieval representation—generally unicursal and
diagrammatic—with multicursal or architectural (three-dimensional)
models. In addition, the popularity of Hercules at the Crossroads as a
Renaissance motif may have superceded the unicursal design, which
carries much the same message of single exemplary choice. The multi-
cursal maze, stressing repeated individual choice, may have developed as
a useful complementary image. Whatever the reason, Renaissance and
Baroque maze-makers did their revisionist work so well that their more
restricted version of the maze became definitive.22 Since their time, to

19. As we will see in chap. 5, there may have been multicursal three-dimensional build-
ings.
20. Gombrich, Sense of Order, chap. 4.

21. Sense of Order, p. 131.
22. For Hercules, see Panofsky, Hercules am Scheidewege; Kern also suggests that the

appearance of multicursal mazes in mid-sixteenth-century art may derive from a wish to
make art correspond to literary texts (p. 99).
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our loss, western culture has focused narrowly on repeated choice as the
single essential characteristic of a maze.

The richest, most potent, most adaptable signs are those that offer the
widest and most subtly nuanced array of characteristics to be drawn
upon and modified by those who use and interpret them. The more
options, the better, so long as the general import of the sign’s potential is
clear—and we have seen that in the case of the labyrinth, it is clear. What
Augustine said of the joys of multiple verbal meanings in scriptural
interpretation applies equally to a visual or conceptual sign like the
labyrinth:

[Sometimes] things signify not one thing but more, and not only two diverse
things, but sometimes many different things in accordance with the mean-
ing of passages in which they are found. . . . When . . . not one but two or
more meanings are elicited, even if what he who wrote the passage intended
remains hidden, there is no danger if any of the meanings may be seen to be
congruous with the truth taught in other passages of Holy Scriptures. . . .
For what could God have more generously and abundantly provided in the
divine writings than that the same words might be understood in various
ways which other no less divine witnesses approve?23

The existence of many signifying possibilities in the labyrinth gave au-
thors and interpreters a great deal of flexibility, and they took full ad-
vantage of it. Two models are richer than one.

Classical and medieval people thus did well to accept both models as
equally labyrinthine. Writers, if not purveyors of diagrams, had as an
easily available option the use of a clearly unicursal or clearly multicursal
maze, and the choice of one or the other might efficiently accentuate
certain features—the importance of guidance or intelligence as opposed
to patience in adversity, a single or repeated choice, determinism or free
will. But even for the majority who did not concern themselves with the
differences between models, the historical presence of alternatives was
no less beneficial. The impressively diverse metaphorical potential of the
classical and medieval labyrinth may well have been a consequence of the
existence of two identically named paradigms whose superficial incom-

Huston Diehl (“Into the Maze of Self: The Protestant Transformation of the Image of
the Labyrinth,” JMRS, 16 [1986], 281—301) discusses Renaissance labyrinth imagery in
literature and art and argues that the maze’s significance changed with the Protestant
emphasis on man’s dependence on God’s grace to escape damnation. Diehl’s argument is
based on a narrow view of the medieval maze (solely as represented in cathedral labyrinths)
as “a spiritual experience” of “meaningful action” whose “destination is known, desired,
and spiritually rewarding” (p. 284). This oversimplification of the medieval idea of the
maze vitiates Diehl’s analysis of “Protestant” mazes. Moreover, he does not directly address
the issue of uni- and multicursality, nor does he relate these models to his conjecture that
Protestant mazes reveal man’s inability to help himself find salvation.

23. Augustine, On Christian Doctrine 3.25—27 (pp. 101—-102).
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patibilities created an irresistible pressure to fuse the two by transcend-
ing their differences. This conflation and reconciliation of models, each
with powerful traditional authority from literature or from art, was what
made the idea of the labyrinth so rich, flexible, and useful.

Form does matter, then, even if it is often ignored, even if usually
there is no question of hierarchy or of development from one model to
another. Thus our initial examination of the two models as if they were
diametrically opposed was not the setting up of a straw man. But form
has turned out to matter in a different way from what we may have
expected: it probably forced the development of a more inclusive con-
cept of the labyrinth, and it has provided us with a method for discov-
ering what that concept is, expanding our horizon of expectations.

Perhaps it is appropriate to comment here on another aspect of the
labyrinth in the visual arts: the implications of most artists’ decision to
depict the labyrinth diagrammatically rather than as a three-dimensional
structure.2¢ The diagram of a maze simultaneously shows magnificent
pattern and convoluted process, effectively imaging the artistry/
confusion paradox; as with optical illusions, we may find ourselves flash-
ing back and forth between perceptions of the whole and its parts, there-
by experiencing labyrinthine convertibility. Because we can see the artis-
tic whole, intermittently at least, the labyrinth’s confusing process is
counterbalanced by an assurance that a great maze-maker, a controlling
artist, planned the maze so that it has order, a path to a stable center, a
promise of rest within. A diagrammatic labyrinth paradoxically clarifies
its own confusion; it holds structural design and the psychological ten-
sions created by that design in perfect equilibrium, suggesting order in
chaos, the purposefulness of apparent aimlessness, unity controlling
multiplicity. A diagrammatic representation does a better job of illustrat-
ing several of the labyrinth’s essential qualities than do three-
dimensional illustrations, and that may help explain why diagrams are
much more numerous.

In this chapter, then, a Boethian “special truth” has emerged from the
apparent conflict of paradigms, reconciling unicursal and multicursal
designs, artistic and literary tradition. Primary characteristics and sec-
ondary implications of the models have provided us with an inclusive
mapping of the idea of the labyrinth as well as a sensitivity to possible
nuances and minor distinctions that may assume major importance in
individual cases. We have begun to explore the abstract basis for the rich
symbolic potential of classical and medieval labyrinths. As constructs well
and elaborately designed, mazes are emblems of great artistry; by the
same token, they may exemplify the appalling confusion that results
when a creator’s talents or a perceiver’s analytical skills are insufficient to

24. The implications of most medieval labyrinths’ circularity will be discussed in chap. 5.
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meet the challenge. As processes involving a constant interplay between
authority (the pattern channeling the maze-walker along previously de-
termined courses) and the individual (who, even in a unicursal maze,
may play the game or not), they are superb models for the consequences
of single or multiple moral, intellectual, and hermeneutic choices ex-
ercised within some constraints and leading finally to freedom or to
imprisonment. As structures that often intend and describe changes in
perspective, they are models for enlightenment or for the process of
learning the order (moral, intellectual, or aesthetic) that gives meaning
and form to apparent chaos. Unified entities composed of discrete but
linked parts (the length of path that lies between turnings), they image
multiplicity and unity, parts and the whole, means and ends, always
depending on one’s point of view and sophistication. The inclusive classi-
cal and medieval idea of the labyrinth allows an author to combine aes-
thetic and moral process, object and subject, authority and experience. It
even integrates within one coherent and comprehensive image divine
and authorial intention (the architect’s plan), the resulting construct (the
world-maze, the text-labyrinth), and the human being’s, or reader’s, or
hearer’s response (the experience, choices, and conclusions of the maze-
walker). If there is nevertheless a Derridan aporia present in the simulta-
neous affirmation of a unicursal and a multicursal model—and I think
there very well may be—this is not the place to deconstruct the maze.2>

25. If I were to indulge in deconstructive fancy, I would argue that the implicit simulta-
neous affirmation of both models in the Middle Ages received so little contemporary
attention because it constitutes an important aporia: a self-contradiction that, if recognized,
could turn the edifice of orthodox theology into a flimsy house of cards. As we will see, the
labyrinth often represents the course of life from birth to death and the fixed order of
God’s created universe. In this context, the multicursal model makes an orthodox state-
ment about man’s relationship to God and to his own fate: God designs the master plan, the
paths and laws within which individuals, aided perhaps by grace, ecclesiastical instruction,
or the sacraments, choose their own course and thus their own ends: entrapment and
damnation or extrication and salvation. This model illustrates the interactions of divine
ordinance and human free will. The unicursal labyrinth, on the other hand, is potentially
heterodox, more appropriate in a classical, fatalistic context: God establishes an inevitable
pattern that all who enter must follow, so that individual free will is irrelevant. This model,
then, is deterministic; yet it is the model appearing even in cathedrals and sacred
manuscripts.

Certainly one can devise arguments that get around the free will-determinism impasse:
perhaps the goal in the multicursal model is eschatological, heaven or hell, whereas the
goal to which all must come in the unicursal model is death. Perhaps the choice to enter
and persist in a unicursal labyrinth constitutes a free choice to move toward heaven or hell,
depending on whether this particular labyrinth is in bono or in malo. Nevertheless, I suspect
that the general medieval refusal to confront the different implications of each model may
owe something to fear of what a closer inquiry might discover. Far easier to accept both
models and blur the distinctions, especially when, by so doing, one satisfies another impor-
tant medieval impulse by “valuing the universal over the particular and the typical over the
individual”—A. J. Minnis, Medieval Theory of Authorship, p. 2.



The Labyrinth as Significant Form

My goal has been more modest: to extrapolate the classical and medieval
definition of the maze from the examination and juxtaposition of its two
models. The following chapters consider the metaphorical fruits of these
labors, the transformations and varied meanings of particular mazes and
metaphors.
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CHAPTER THREE

A Taxonomy of

Metaphorical Labyrinths

Ab obscuris ad obscuriora transimus, et cum Moyse ingredimur in
nubem et caliginem. Abyssus abyssum invocat, in voce cataractarum
Dei, et gyrans gyrando vadit spiritus, et in circulos suos revertitur. Laby-
rinthios patimur errores, et Christi caeca regimus filo vestigia.

We pass from obscurity to greater obscurity, and enter with Moses into
cloud and darkness; deep calls to deep at the sound of the cataracts of
God, and, circling in circles, the spirit goes forth and returns to its own
circuits. We endure labyrinthine errors and guide our blind footsteps by
the thread of Christ.

Jerome, Preface to Book 2, Commentary on Zacharias

N CHAPTER 1, the literary tradition of the labyrinth defined by

Virgil, Ovid, and Pliny suggested the inherent and convertible

duality of the maze as monument of admirable artistic com-
plexity and cause of subjective confusion. Chapter 2 approached laby-
rinthine duality from a complementary perspective, using the conflict
between two persistent paradigms, the multicursal maze of literature
and the unicursal maze of art, as a means to identify the essential charac-
teristics and formal implications of classical and medieval mazes. These
essential characteristics define the maze as a complicated artistic struc-
ture with a circuitous and ambiguous design whose confusing toils are
intended by their clever architect to entrap or enlighten errant maze-
walkers, denying or controlling access to a center that may contain good
or evil, and leaving the maze-walker with higher knowledge or in chaotic
limbo. Now we move from theory to practice and see how these struc-
tural features inform a wide variety of classical and early Christian texts
that use the labyrinth metaphorically. As in several later chapters, I
present here a fairly comprehensive survey of mazes, partly because
literary labyrinths have so seldom been studied in themselves or in rela-
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tion to mazes in the visual arts. My aim is dual: to show how the idea of
the labyrinth and its structural features generate metaphor, and to indi-
cate what metaphorical meanings mazes typically attract.

Metaphors rely on analogies between the qualities of a sign and the
comparable attributes of what is signified. Metaphorical associations of
the labyrinth thus develop naturally from the essential characteristics
identified in Chapter 2; indeed, I began to suggest there, in purely
abstract terms, how specific formal qualities of the classical-medieval
maze imply metaphorical potential, how structure generates possible
meaning. Chapter g fleshes out that discussion with reference to classical
and early Christian texts and derives its taxonomy of metaphorical laby-
rinths from the form and functions of the labyrinth itself rather than
from such extraneous categories as the world as labyrinth or the text as
labyrinth. It is true that this taxonomy, like most others, is somewhat
arbitrary: if all labyrinths manifest certain essential characteristics simply
by virtue of being labyrinths, it may seem artificial to divide maze meta-
phors according to the prominence of one labyrinthine feature or an-
other, as I do here. In most cases, however, maze metaphors do highlight
one characteristic, subordinating the others. When the maze signifies a
prison, for example, the metaphor accentuates inextricability even
though the cause of that inextricability involves another labyrinthine
characteristic, a complexity of structure that may well be artistically ad-
mirable in itself. It may help to remember that our perception of laby-
rinths is tied to point of view, and one property or another predominates
according to the beholder’s perspective. So too with metaphorical mazes,
which often presume a particular point of view. Do we see the maze in its
entirety—f{rom outside and above, with its structure neatly mapped as in
a diagrammatic drawing? Then we see the maze as artifact, and we may
be struck most by its admirable albeit complex order. Do we watch as a
wanderer becomes increasingly entangled without any guidance? If so,
we may be aware chiefly of the maze’s inextricability or impenetrability.
Do we experience a labyrinth’s immediate psychological effect by joining
a wanderer within the maze and then emerging into clarity as and when
he does? Then the text emphasizes the maze as complex process leading
from ignorance to enlightenment.

This chapter is therefore divided into three sections, each roughly
corresponding to the essential labyrinthine quality highlighted in meta-
phor: (a) the labyrinth as a sign of complex artistry; (b) the labyrinth as a
sign of inextricability or impenetrability; and (c) the labyrinth as a sign of
difficult process. These categories correspond to three of the four pri-
mary qualities of the classical-medieval labyrinth as defined in Chapter
2. Examples in each group may allude to the labyrinth’s convertibility—
to sudden changes in the beholder’s perception whereby confusion be-
comes clarity or vice versa. Each text may draw on other major or minor
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characteristics of the maze, although those other qualities are subordi-
nated to the chief defining feature emphasized by the metaphorist. And
each includes, implicitly or explicitly, reference to the maze’s fourth
essential quality: the structural presence of ambages and circuitousness. 1
have not used this labyrinthine necessity as the governing principle of a
fourth category because it is so much a given in all cases that one cannot
base on it meaningful distinctions between metaphors. Ambages are the
basic units of which labyrinthine artistic complexity is composed; they
render the maze inextricable or impenetrable; they define the difficult
process a wanderer undergoes. It is possible to isolate artistry, inex-
tricability and impenetrability, and difficult process as dominant features
on which metaphors are based; it is impossible to do so with ambages, the
indispensable labyrinthine quality.

- The Labyrinth as a Sign of Complex Artistry -

Many metaphorical uses of the labyrinth have a major aesthetic com-
ponent based on the fact that, fully perceived and appreciated, the maze
transcends apparent disorder to reveal a grand design. The analogy
between the maze and what it signifies rests on the intricate complexity
of the signified’s structure once it is, perhaps with some difficulty, seen
whole as a work of art. Often, as in the texts of Chapter 1, the architect is
celebrated as well as his artifact—the creator is praised through the
creation that testifies to his skill and fame, for a maze’s very complica-
tions assert the ordering intelligence of the maze-maker. Thus the laby-
rinth generally functions in bono as a sign of complex visual or verbal
artistry in the classical and early Christian periods (this is not always true
in medieval literature); but there may also be degrees of excellent com-
plexity, and human architects and labyrinths are not necessarily the best.

Sometimes the ancient labyrinths, works of men, are compared with
the works of animals. Thus Aelian (170-233 A.D.) comments on the
protective architecture of the ant: “Historians celebrate the under-
ground passages of the Egyptians; they also with the company of poets
celebrate certain labyrinths in Crete. They have yet to learn of the elabo-
rate tracks with their mazy windings dug by ants in the earth. Now in
their wisdom these make their underground dwelling so very tortuous as
to render access difficult or totally impossible for such creatures as have
designs upon them.”! The greatest architects, then, are no cleverer than
unthinking creatures. Gregory of Nazianzus (330—390) goes farther,

1. Aelian, On the Characteristics of Animals, trans. A. F. Scholfield, LCL, g vols. (Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1959), 6.43.
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finding the human artistry of labyrinth dances and structures (not to
mention labyrinthine reasonings and rhetoric) inferior to the instinctive,
God-given architectonic ability of animals. Stressing the vastness of God
and his utter incomprehensibility to human reason, Gregory suggests
that we can learn to know at least something of an intrinsically laby-
rinthine and mysterious God through his magnificent handiwork, both
in itself and as manifested through God’s creatures, whose architectural
skill surpasses ours. Who, Gregory asks, gave the bees their ability to
construct their miraculously regular and complex hives? Who taught the
spider to make its web, that perfect trap full of intricate windings? What
Euclid could imitate this fine geometry, what Phidias could fashion such
beauty? “What harmonious dance of Knossos, Daedalian work, per-
formed by a young girl and reaching the height of beauty? Or what
Cretan labyrinth, with the difficult exit and inextricable turnings—to
use the poets’ word—returning so many times on itself through the
artist’s craft?”2 And, he continues, he has said nothing of the treasury of
the ants; but if you understand all this, then consider the diversity of
plants, of the earth itself!

For the stoic Aelian and the saint as well, the implications are clear:
who is man to pride himself on his labyrinthine artistry—who even is the
legendary Daedalus—in comparison to the thoughtless animals, whose
craft is still greater? And if animal artistry surpasses ours, what of the
divine artistry that empowered the animals? For Gregory, God himself is
the only true Daedalus, father of architects, and his labyrinthine handi-
work is the cosmos. That is what needs, and defies, explication; “search,
man, and see if you can follow even one of these paths!” (28.27). God’s
obscurity, which we can try to penetrate as if it were a labyrinth, is the
true and humbling goal of intelligent endeavor, but we are unlikely to
succeed. There is perfect order in the divine labyrinth of creation, but
the feeble tool of human reason, limited in perspective and nature by its
imprisonment within the mundane maze, ill equips us to discover it. To

2. Gregory of Nazianzus, Second Theological Oration 28.25, in Discours 27—31, ed. Paul
Gallay and Maurice Jourjon (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1978). The sequential mention of
Ariadne’s dance, ultimately derived from the Iliad, and the Cretan labyrinth is suggestive
but inconclusive: Are dance and structure linked because of their common creator
Daedalus? because one takes place in, or is shaped by, the other? because both derive from
the matter of Crete? Neither Gregory nor common sense provides a definitive answer. The
whole oration is characterized by labyrinthine language—Ilanguage referring to the follow-
ing of difficult and obscure paths to reach some goal—which is appropriate, given the
subject of the discourse. Whether this Greek text was known in the Latin Middle Ages I do
not know; certainly Guibert of Nogent, Thomas Aquinas, and even Ralph Higden cite
other works by Gregory. In any case, I am not arguing the direct transmission of this and
other, Greek texts but wish to suggest instead that one person’s way of interpreting the
labyrinth might have been duplicated by others independently; the metaphorical potential
of the image itself is most important.

For a full discussion of this passage and of the Oration itself, which ends with a quasi-
Dantean ascent above the mundane labyrinth, see Miller, Measures of Wisdom, pp. 345—361.
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us, much is and must remain confusion, enigma, and darkness. We can-
not work our way through the labyrinth to see God, or at least not by the
exercise of reason.

The work of man earns somewhat greater esteem with Marius Vic-
torinus (fourth century), who explains the origin of the classical ode’s
strophe, antistrophe, and epode by referring to Theseus’s dance at Delos
after he conquered the labyrinth. In this ritual—presumably related to
Ariadne’s Daedalian dancing floor in the Iliad and to the dance men-
tioned by Gregory—Theseus “imitated the confused and twisting jour-
ney of the labyrinth with the boys and girls who had escaped with him,
singing as they danced first in one circuit, then winding back.”3 Victori-
nus notes that this dance also mimics celestial harmony, so that the first
pattern of the dance, moving to the right, imitates the turning of the
heavens from east to west; the second, to the left, enacts the orbits of the
planets (erratic stars, to use labyrinthine language) from west to east; and
in the third movement all stand still like the earth, around which every-
thing else circles. Victorinus thus suggests that labyrinth, cosmos, dance,
and (to return to Victorinus’s nominal subject) the structure of poetry
are all related instances of magnificent but complex design composed of
turns and counterturns. Human labyrinths imitate divine cosmic art. We
will see in Chapter 5 how Victorinus’s comments on the labyrinth dance
may inform the fourteenth-century dance at Auxerre Cathedral.

A more difficult and problematic linking of poetry, fame, the laby-
rinth, and nature comes from Ennodius (fl. 513), bishop of Pavia, word-
smith of “sonorous humanism and unprofitable virtuosity.”4 Following a
tortuous path through the Alps, he reflects, “Why, fame of the ancient
poets, do you entwine labyrinthine recesses with your tongues, which
anyone re-reading would fear [or: so as to frighten a reader]? There [as
described in poetry] was a laudable wandering made by a craftsman,
when Daedalus twisted the straight way with his ingenuity. Here [in the
Alps] nature carries man through the clear air.”> One expects stylistic
labyrinths from Ennodius; this textual one seems to associate pagan
poetry with mazes, partly in that classical poets wrote about the terrors of
the labyrinth. Ars poetriae may thus be ars daedala, a position consistent
with Ennodius’s own ornate practice. He also seems, like Aelian and
Gregory, to be making a point about art vs. nature: labyrinthine poets

3. Marius Victorinus, Ars grammatica, in Grammatici latini, ed. Heinrich Keil, vol. 6
(Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1961), p. 60. For Victorinus, a rhetori-
cian and Christian convert mentioned in Augustine’s Confessions (8.3,4) and well-known to
the Chartrian philosophers, see Pierre Hadot, Marius Victorinus: Recherches sur sa vie et ses
oeuvres (Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes, 1971).

4. Pierre de Labriolle, History and Literature of Christianity from Tertullian to Boethius,
trans. Herbert Wilson (London, 1924; repr. New York: Barnes & Noble, 1968), p. 489.

5. Ennodius, Carmina 1.1, PL, 63, g10.
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are artificers, like Daedalus, however praiseworthy the errores they craft;
and their art is inferior to Nature’s, whose tortuous path is truly the way
to Olympus. God’s labyrinth exceeds man’s, and the fame of God the
creator surpasses that of mere poets, whose paltry pride in their complex
workmanship pales in comparison. Probably there are also hints here of
a common metaphorical association of the maze we shall examine short-
ly: pagan learning is a dizzying labyrinth of deception, Christian learn-
ing is true order. Daedalus’s work, a real building, presumably falls
somewhere in between.

As God’s labyrinthine structures, whether built by him or his nonhu-
man creatures, eclipse those of human architects and dancemakers, so
too, as Ennodius suggests, with labyrinths of words—poetic or prophetic
texts. Human poetry and rhetoric—complex arts moving circuitously
from beginning to end—are potentially labyrinthine. Thus Sidonius Ap-
ollinaris (431—487) praises one Peter’s poetry: “We have the completed
work; weaving [texens] it with art in the dimeter, he has run a hard
journey and labyrinthine ways.”6 The difficulties of composition (and
perhaps of comprehension) are arduous, but the labyrinthine product is
admirable. Prophetic texts inspired by God constitute still more magnifi-
cent mazes, as Jerome (345—ca. 420) knew from his own exegetical expe-
rience with baffling (and highly poetic) books of the Bible. Jerome uses
and develops the idea of the labyrinth so elegantly in his commentary on
Ezekiel that it merits special attention.

The passage in question begins the last book of the commentary, after
Jerome has discussed Ezekiel’s vision of the reconstruction of the Tem-
ple in Jerusalem, a highly complicated building with so many chambers,
galleries, winding stairs, and passages that it is a labyrinth in its own
right:7

What I should have said at the beginning of the Temple of Ezekiel I am now
going to say at the end, reversing the order, mindful of the verse, “Here is
the toil of the house and the inextricable wandering” [Aeneid 6.27], concern-
ing which the same poet writes elsewhere, “As once in lofty Crete the
labyrinth is said to have had a route woven [textum] of blind walls, a decep-
tion which was difficult in a thousand ways, where undetectable and irre-
traceable wandering while following the signs would trick one” [Aeneid
5.588—591]. So also I, entering the ocean of those scriptures and, so to
speak, the labyrinth of the mysteries of God, of whom it is said “He made
darkness his covert” [Psalm 1%7:12] and “there are clouds in his circuit”; I do
not claim perfect knowledge of truth, but dare offer some indications of

6. Sidonius Apollinaris, Epistulae et carmina, ed. Christian Luetjohann, MGH Auct.
antiq., 8, p. 165, 1l. 88—9g1.

7. One cannot help wondering whether the eastern tradition that Solomon built a
labyrinthine palace or prison (see Batschelet-Massini, pp. $6—39, and Kern, pp. 163—165,
plates 197—-199) is based on the great temple in Jerusalem.
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doctrine to those who wish to know, not by my own powers, but through the
mercy of Christ, who himself resolves the tricks and doubtful turns [am-
bages] for us in our wanderings, guiding our blind footsteps by the Holy
Spirit. Following him, we will be able to reach the haven, an explanation of
the prophet Ezekiel. 8

Presumably the labyrinth occurred to Jerome as an introductory topos
for several reasons. He may have seen an analogy between ancient laby-
rinths and the Egyptian complexity of the temple he has just elucidated:
the greatest Judaeo-Christian building reminds him of the summit of
pagan architecture, and perhaps, as happens later in connection with
some cathedral labyrinths, he wishes to suggest that holy biblical archi-
tecture rivals and even excels the pagan, a point like Gregory’s and
Ennodius’s but replacing the superiority of God’s own handiwork with
the superiority of divinely inspired craft. There is also an analogy be-
tween the unraveling or explication of the complex ancient labyrinths
and the exegesis of the Temple, which is full of symbolic details that
create a kind of multicursal labyrinth for the interpreter, who may
choose among countless potential meanings for each concrete feature.?
For an exegete, the Temple is not merely a house of holy art but also a
house of much holier toil than the Cretan labyrinth in the first Virgilian
passage Jerome quotes. Perhaps, too, Jerome hopes his elaborate ex-
egesis will decorate Ezekiel’s description of the Temple as fittingly as
Daedalus’s sculpted labyrinth arrayed the temple at Cumae in Virgil.

I have already hinted that Jerome’s sophisticated discussion employs
the labyrinth not only as an exemplary artifact but also as fruitful if
difficult process; like Virgil, both of whose explicit references to the
labyrinth he quotes, Jerome deals with both structure and story. The
Temple is implicitly a bewildering labyrinth to be solved and finally
appreciated, and so too is the text describing it. This text, an “ocean” of
possibilities with no clear signposts, is also “a labyrinth of the mysteries
of God,” an enigmatic prophecy in which a God of darkness, clouds, and
circuits has chosen to present himself to humanity. Why God has done
this remains unclear—perhaps so that what is wrenched from the text
with difficulty will be more appreciated, as theoretical defenses of allego-
ry often hold, or perhaps to anticipate the enlightening educational role
of Christ-Theseus. In any case, truth is veiled in the labyrinth of mystery,

8. Jerome, Commentariorum in Ezechielem prophetam, PL, 25, 447—449. I cannot identify
the source of Jerome’s second biblical quotation.

9. Ratherironically, the Temple, seen by Jerome as the subject of a labyrinthine text to
be carefully retraced and explained in his exegesis, becomes a popular source of thematic
texts to organize the introduction (accessus) to medieval books: see A. J. Minnis, Medieval
Theory of Authorship, pp. 64—66. What was a source of confusion for Jerome becomes a
means for later writers to impose order; in short, the same labyrinth betokens both clarity
and chaos.
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which Jerome enters like any wanderer in a maze, well aware of possible
errores, of the misjudgments and deceptions that may develop from tex-
tual ambages. Perhaps the unraveling of Ezekiel is as complex as the Tro-
jan Ride and as fraught with peril as Theseus’s entry into the maze.
Fortunately, Jerome has a guide: Christ-Theseus, who has trodden the
labyrinth and understood it, resolving its ambages for Jerome, who need
only follow in his footsteps through Ezekiel’s intellectual subtleties to
arrive at the transcendence of a valid interpretation. Jerome’s exegesis,
apparently adopting the fallacy of imitative form, itself becomes a laby-
rinth: appropriately and gracefully, he reverses the natural order of
explication and chooses an artificial order, juxtaposing beginning and
end as the twisting path of a labyrinth might do and as Geoffrey of
Vinsauf and others later recommend for artistic texts.

Thus, as for Gregory of Nazianzus, God is as mysterious as the laby-
rinth, and he reveals himself through labyrinthine art—here, a complex
temple and a difficult text. If there are tricks and ambages in Ezekiel’s
labyrinth, however, they are there not to deceive but to enrich and to
serve as an occasion for the grace of inspiration. God the labyrinth gave
Ezekiel a vision of a temple-labyrinth which Jerome perceives as such;
and as Christ unravels the labyrinth of the text for Jerome, so Jerome’s
interpretation will do for us.19 Complex creative artistry begets complex
hermeneutic artistry, and both Jerome and his readers require divine
assistance lest they err in tracing their respective texts, in making deter-
minate what is cloudy. In describing this metaphorical labyrinth whose
dangers are intellectual and whose elaborate circuits may lead to enlight-
enment, Jerome has followed the advice of his contemporary, Augustine,
turning Egyptian gold to better use and Christianizing classical ideas of
the structure and myth of the labyrinth.!! Complex and artistic texts also
are seen as labyrinths, sometimes overly obscure ones with unavailing
guidance, in medieval literature.

In these examples, the labyrinth is a sign of magnificent and complex
artistry in a structure or text whose apparent confusions may, with the
right perspective (or intelligence, or supernatural aid), be revealed as
admirable order—the order of an intricate building, of words, of the

10. In medieval manuscripts, commentary is often written in the margins, surrounding
the commented text on the page. In one sense, commentary is an external tribute to, or
decoration of, the enclosed text; in another, it is a textual clue that, followed carefully,
explicates what lies within, carrying the reader to the center of the labyrinth.

11. For Augustine, see On Christian Doctrine 2.40 (para. 60), p. 75.

Similar associations of the maze with a difficult prophetic text and with God as author of
thattext inform Jerome’s Commentary on Zacharias—PL, 25, 1453; see epigraph to chap. 3.
The association of the labyrinthine circles with the spirit and the contexts of Jerome’s
biblical allusions suggest that again God and his words are the obscure, mysterious laby-
rinth, which we may interpret only by grace, or perhaps by the contextualizing “thread” of
the New Testament.
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cosmos, of God himself. This order is difficult for the artist to achieve
and the observer to perceive, but effort or grace may lead to apprecia-
tion and understanding of the grand design; these mazes are convertible
from chaos to clarity. Labyrinths of artistry imply and celebrate the
presence of an architect who may be merely human, as in the classical
texts of Chapter 1 or Sidonius’s description of the poet’s work, but more
often in Christian texts the greatest praise is reserved for God as ulti-
mate or immediate artifex; his mazes are in summo bono, man’s only com-
paratively excellent. All these labyrinths of art are penetrable and extri-
cable, if only for the elect; but because the process of penetration is so
difficult, these mazes have an affinity with the labyrinths of difficult
process to be considered later. We will eventually see the medieval proge-
ny of mazes of artistic complexity in cathedrals, in manuscripts, in the
maisons de dédale built by aristocrats, and, more or less covertly, in some
great medieval poems. The idea of labyrinthine complexity, but gener-
ally not the name of labyrinth, will also be manifest in medieval poetic
and rhetoric: as we shall see, the labyrinth’s connotations in malo grew so
dominant that in the Middle Ages the word was seldom used in praise of
art even though the thing itself and the name of its architect survive in
bono.

- The Labyrinth as a Sign of Inextricability or Impenetrability -

Many metaphors are based on the impossibility of escaping from the
maze (if seen as hazardous) or finding the center (if good lies inside)
without special aid, metaphors that see the labyrinth as a dangerous
prison or an unfathomable protection for something precious. Unlike
artistic mazes, inextricable ones are usually in malo—one would hardly
want to escape from something beneficial. Impenetrable labyrinths, on
the other hand, may contain unattainable good. Both types are included
here because they involve the idea of the maze as perpetual process.
Many authors describing inextricable labyrinths write as if from a priv-
ileged perspective: they see where the ambiguous circlings lead, and
they warn against labyrinthine perils. The very act of writing, then,
extends Ariadne’s thread to unwary maze-walkers, although these texts
may suggest other kinds of guidance through mental or moral errores. If
metaphorists see the dangers of these errores and fear their inex-
tricability, they do not invariably conceive of labyrinths as multicursal.
Sometimes continuous choice is envisaged, and if so, the very existence
of alternatives may be perilous: choice, for many early Christian writers,
implies the possibility of straying from the true path, and multiplicity of
any sort may have seemed exceptionally dangerous to believers in one
God surrounded by pagan pantheons. Sometimes the imposition of a
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clear road to salvation on a dangerous multicursal network is implied, as
with Gregory of Nyssa (335—395) invoking Christ-Theseus, Ambrose,
and Prudentius. Yet with Gregory Thaumaturgus (213—270) a single
path is perilous and the existence of many options advantageous, and
some authors seem to have in mind no particular form at all for their
mazes. What matters is not so much form as the fact that these mazes,
however constructed, are prisons unless guidance is offered. Most inex-
tricability metaphors naturally involve a kind of narrative, describing the
confusing and frustrating (or, alternatively, speciously appealing) pro-
cess of treading a labyrinth whose design and goal are unknown. Plot—
the temporal sequence of maze-exploration—is more important than
structure or the perception of artifact as artifact, yet this plot is seldom
related explicitly to the Cretan myth. Predictably, the shaping role of the
architect, stressed in metaphors of artistic complexity, recedes in many
examples of the inextricability topos, whereas in others the labyrinth
seems to be constructed by the wanderer’s own moral and mental fail-
ings, which weave an unnecessary maze and complicate what ought to be
straightforward: far from being useful processes, these labyrinthine er-
rores are veerings off from the right way. In any case, inextricable mazes
are to be escaped if at all possible, and although a rescued maze-walker’s
perceptions may shift so that the maze seen whole looks different from
the maze as experienced from within, one generally does not come to see
it as good. If anything, these deceptive mazes of harmful digression look
better from the inside; an overview reveals horrors that may be hidden
from someone just embarking on the twisting path to ruin. These meta-
phors, then, lead to the realm of morality, and labyrinthine aesthetics are
left behind.

Sometimes the minotaur within these mazes is death. A large Roman
mosaic on a tomb in Susa, Tunis, reads, “Here enclosed, he loses his
life.”12 Christian writers are more optimistic; their labyrinthine prisons
of death may be escaped, with the right guidance. For Gregory of Nyssa,
the labyrinth is primarily that everlasting death from which only Christ-
Theseus extricates us:

It is impossible to reach the same goal without following the same path.
Those who wander, constrained in a labyrinth, know not the way out; but if
they find someone who knows the maze well, they follow him through the
complicated and deceptive turns of the building to its end. They would
never have escaped had they not followed their guide step by step. Reflect:
so is the labyrinth of life inextricable for man if he does not follow the path

12. See Matthews, pp. 48-50, and Kern, pl. 145. The presence of a minotaur in the
maze’s center clarifies why the image is appropriate and through whose agency the unicur-
sal design is inextricable.
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that led Him who once entered outside. This labyrinth symbolizes the inex-
tricable prison of death, where unhappy mankind was once imprisoned.!3

Only by choosing the single path that Christ defined within an implicitly
multicursal maze—in this case, Gregory goes on to say, the path of
baptism—can one escape the maze of death, erring life, and human
ignorance. Some such tradition presumably informed medieval carvers
who placed mazes on baptismal fonts and, more broadly, the many med-
ieval writers and cathedral-designers who saw Christ-Theseus as har-
rower of hell and charter of a safe path to salvation.14

But one need not be Christian to see life as a maze, disentanglable
unless special aid avails, however popular this metaphor was to become
in the Middle Ages. Seneca (4 B.c.—65 A.D.) deals with the subject in his
forty-fourth moral epistle, evoking a situation and image that may have
influenced Boethius in the Consolation of Philosophy. Seneca’s addressee,
Lucilius, has complained of mistreatment by nature and fortune, but
Seneca blames Lucilius’s lack of philosophical perspective for his trou-
bles. Lucilius is too entangled in the world; like most men, he has mis-
taken the means for the end:

While seeking happiness, they are really fleeing from it. For although the
sum and substance of the happy life is unalloyed freedom from care . .". yet
men gather together that which causes worry, and, while travelling life’s
treacherous road, not only have burdens to bear, but even draw burdens to
themselves; hence they recede farther and farther from the achievement of
that which they seek, and the more effort they expend, the more they
hinder themselves and are set back. This is what happens when you hurry
through a maze; the faster you go, the worse you are entangled.!®

The essence of the maze of life is frustration; urgent struggles toward
the unseen goal may well lead one away from it, as the winding course of
a maze may veer from center to periphery. Vision within the maze is
restricted and false goals seem true, with bitter unhappiness and Lu-
cilius’s kind of fuzzy thinking the inevitable consequences. Seneca advo-
cates a transcendent alternative: one frees oneself from this labyrinth of
futility “simply by distinguishing between good and bad things,” by look-
ing “not to the source from which these things come, but to the goal

13. Gregory of Nyssa, La catéchése de la foi, trans. Annette Maignan (Paris: Desclée de
Brouwer, 1978), chap. 35, pp. go—g1.

14. See Francis Bond, Fonts and Font Covers (London: Oxford University Press, 1908),
and plate 15, the Norman font at Saint Martin’s, Lewannick, Cornwall. For Gregory,
Christ’s three days in the labyrinth of hell correspond to triple immersion in baptism.

15. Seneca ad Lucilium epistulae morales, trans. Richard M. Gummere, LCL, g vols. (Lon-
don: William Heinemann, 1925), 1, 286—291.
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towards which they tend.” A rational overview, a choice not to follow the
traces blindly, frees one from the tyranny of popular opinion and the
labyrinth of heedless, hasty life. Fortune may have helped create this
maze, but she cannot contain the free philosophical mind, which, like
Daedalus, flies above the apparently inextricable mental prison-
labyrinth of life and sees true goals.

For Christian writers, the trammels of mundane mazes are more likely
to be woven by sin than by insufficient philosophical detachment. Some-
times original sin is responsible, as with Prosper of Aquitaine (390—463),
whose Carmen de ingratis abounds in labyrinthine language. He describes
the moral blindness and mental corruption caused by original sin in a
passage whose imagery anticipates the beginning of the Divine Comedy:
“The vigor of the mind is blunted and clothed in darkness, and its dull
eye cannot bear the lightning of divine light. Thus judgment limps,
having fallen into by-ways; in its blind, bandaged efforts there is motion,
but there is also wandering [error]. So the will continues, always wanting
something to rush towards; and having thus entered into the ambiguities
[ambages] of doubtful paths, the will is deceived by the labyrinth.”16 The
fallen mind is its own maze.

More often, actual sin is the labyrinth, as in Ambrose’s exposition of
Psalm 118:59, “I have thought on my ways and turned my feet unto thy
testimonies.” Ambrose interprets these lines as an intention “to walk in
the paths of your commandments, which will not let me wander [errare],
nor my footstep turn aside in devious, twisting ways.” He continues by
describing those who, ignorant of the way, follow paved routes and
thereby avoid “the swervings of error.” Others presumptuously “follow
some shortcut. Leaving the public road, they often run into labyrinths of
error and are punished for having left the road, until after much labor
they try to find the path they had left.”17 Here, rather atypically, the
“path”—presumably the way, the truth, and the light—runs through the
labyrinth of trackless countryside but is not part of it. Apparently any-
thing with no clear, direct way out is a sort of maze. Ambrose’s almost
infinitely multicursal labyrinth is an image of willful sin, which creates its
own prison; the contrasting path—perhaps a correct unicursal track laid
down in a multicursal wilderness by Christ, scripture, and saints—is
right conduct in accordance with received principle. Though not neces-
sarily inextricable, Ambrose’s sin-built labyrinth could well become so if

16. PL, 51, 126.

17. In Ambrose, Expositio psalmi CXVIII 8.31, CSEL, 62 (Leipzig: G. Freytag, 1913), 168.
Ambrose’s dates are ca. 340—397. Augustine uses a similar image without, however, men-
tioning the labyrinth explicitly: in matters of interpretation, “it is more useful not to leave
the road, lest the habit of deviating force him to take a crossroad or a perverse way”: On
Christian Doctrine 1.36 (para. 41), p. 31.
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no authoritative guide appears to remedy inexperience, for the great
labor its victims expend merely makes them wish for a path; it does not
take them any closer to it.

Since labyrinths are woven of error, the maze is often used in early
Christian and medieval times alike to illustrate the fatal attractions and
confusions of heresy and paganism. Thus Hippolytus of Rome (d. 235)
claims to have “broken through the labyrinth of the heresies” with the
clarity of truth, and Caelius Sedulius (fifth century) chastises pagans,
“Daughters of Theseus, why do you wander in labyrinthine caves and
frequent the blind thresholds of Daedalus’ house?”!8 Here the maze’s
traditional darkness contributes to its inextricability, echoing the blind-
ness of false believers. Prudentius (348-after 405) draws on the double-
ness of the multicursal maze in attacking the folly of those who remain
heretics in his own enlightened day, when even pagans like Plato and
Aristotle, who “wove [texit] twisted ravings” and were driven by “the
double labyrinth and circular error,” knew there was only one God.19

Although this is the only time Prudentius mentions the maze explicitly,
he habitually associates heresy, sin, and spiritual death with the laby-
rinthine process of moral choice in life; like Ovid and the Virgil of Aeneid
6, he may have felt that sufficient density of labyrinthine language estab-
lishes the reference adequately.2? In the Apotheosis and elsewhere, Pru-
dentius is obsessed with the conflict between unicursal and multicursal
options, which mirror the choice between one God and many. Everyone
faces a choice between a single path of virtue and infinite paths of vice:
“Hard is it to discern the narrow way of salvation amid twisting paths. So
many cross-roads meet us, which have been trodden smooth by the
misguided straying of the faithless; so many side-roads join together,
where tracks intertwine on this hand and that; and if, wandering [errans]
at random, a man follows them, leaving the straight path, he will plunge
into the snare of a hidden pitfall [of dark reasoning (ambagibus) and
intricate arguments]” (Apotheosis praef. 5-24). In this dark wandering,
stones are set up to trip us or to guide us on the true path, depending on

18. Hippolytus of Rome, Philosophumena 10.5, trans. F. Legge, 2 vols. (London: SPCK,
1921), 2, 149, and Caelius Sedulius, Carmen paschale 1.43—44, ed. Nicolaas Scheps (Delft: W.
D. Meinema, 1938). Batschelet-Massini (pp. 40—42, 57) also discusses the labyrinth-heresy
association commonly found in Christian apologetics.

19. Prudentius, Apotheosis praef. 1. 200—204, in Works, trans. H. J. Thomson, LCL, 2
vols. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1962). Parenthetical references to Prudentius
are to this edition.

Prudentius may be the first to associate Aristotle with labyrinths, a topos considered in
chap. 7.

20. Batschelet-Massini also notes Prudentius’s habitual use of labyrinthine language and
believes that a passage from the Contra Symmachum concerning the road to death was used
as an inscription on a labyrinth in the early basilica in Tigzirt, Algeria (pp. 40—41). On the
latter point, I remain unconvinced: see Dictionnaire d'archéologie chrétienne et de liturgie, ed.
F. Cabrol and H. Leclerq (Paris: Librairie LeTouzey et Ané, 1924— ), s.v. Tigzirt.
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whether we are blind or guided by the torch of faith so that “our steps
may be straight” instead of “erring in the darkness” (praef. 40-41). The
crossroads are those of heresy; the single path—a true unicursal path
through a multicursal maze of error, in essence—is Christ’s.

Sometimes the crucial choice of the right path appears simply. In the
Hamartigenia (2.789-803) two brothers face a bivium, one road fair and
shady, the other narrow and arduous in its ascent, and in such a passage
it is hard to see anything truly labyrinthine. But, well aware of life’s
complexity, Prudentius usually complicates the choice until the image of
a labyrinth is inescapably evoked, as in Contra Symmachum (2.843-857),
where he argues against allowing the worship of pagan gods. Sym-
machus had endorsed a multicursal approach to knowledge: “The grand
secret of mysterious truth can only be sought out by a multiplicity of ways
and widespread tracks; the course which is to search out the hidden God
must trace him by diverse ways and tread a hundred paths.” Prudentius
characteristically believes in a single God and path:

Much going about of ways involves windings and uncertainties and more
confused wandering [multa ambago viarum | anfractus dubios habet et per plexius
errat]; none but the single way is free from straying [errore], the way where
there is no turning aside into a by-road nor hesitation at a number of forks
[biviis]. Yet I do not deny that a double path always confronts us and that
mortality goes two ways, in uncertainty as to where its ignorance is carrying
its steps. The one splits into many branches, but the other is one and single.
One follows after God, the other worships a number of deities and has as
many offshoots as there are statues in the temples or phantoms flitting
about in unsubstantial monstrous shapes.

There are ultimately only two paths, depending on whether one chooses
God or gods, and the “simplex via” of God, however much it may twist, is
single—a unicursal authorized version superimposed on a deceptive
multicursal maze whose paths degenerate into futile branchings and
dead ends. In recommending the Ariadne’s thread of Christian dogma,
Prudentius defines the double maze of belief according to its goal and its
guide:

It is a single path, then, on which God is our guide. . . . On the manifold
way the guide is the devil, who on the left hand splits it into the confusion of
a hundred paths. One way he drags bearded philosophers, another way
men who are mighty in riches and honor. He tempts them on with the
voices of birds, too, and cheats them with soothsaying, incites them with the
obscurities [ambage] of a raving old Sibyl, entangles them in astrology. . . .
Do you not see how it is but one way, that wanders in many windings under
a guide who will not let you go to the Lord of salvation, but shows you the
road to death along by-ways. . . . Depart ye afar, and enter into your own

77



78

The Labyrinth in the Classical and Early Christian Periods

darkness, whither that guide calls you, who goes before you over tangled
ways far from the road, in the night of hell! (Contra Sym. 2.882-go4)

Divine authority defines a single path to the goal of salvation, safe ex-
trication from the mundane maze; even the devil’s multicursal paths are
finally single in that they all lead to inextricable hell. For Prudentius, life
is a maze or, rather, a pair of mazes: in one, God is guide and reward; in
the other, confusion and death abound. Pagans like Plato and Aristotle
had no choice but to whirl along the downward windings of the demonic
labyrinth, but Christians have supernatural assistance to find the single
path to heaven.

Lest we think all multicursal mazes are evil in early Christian writings,
Gregory Thaumaturgus views the inextricable labyrinths of pagan
thought quite differently. Prudentius accused Symmachus of leading
people into multiple mazes on the pretext that only thus would the truth
be found. Gregory agrees with Symmachus’s method, if not with his
polytheism. He praises Origen for making his disciples study many phi-
losophies lest they become imprisoned in one school of thought. For
Prudentius, the single path leads to truth; for Origen and Gregory,
adhering to a single philosophy creates a tyrannical maze of error hold-
ing its victims captive like a swamp that “allows them neither to retrace
their steps nor to cross it and effect their safety” or like a dense forest
from which a wanderer seeks escape but, “turning in a variety of direc-
tions and lighting on various continuous paths within it, he pursues
many a course, thinking that by some of them he will surely find his way
out: but they only lead him further in, and in no way open up an exit for
him inasmuch as they are all only paths within the forest itself.”2!

Or again, we might take the similitude of a labyrinth, which has but one
apparent entrance, so that one suspects nothing artful from the outside,
and goes within by the single door that shows itself; and then, after advanc-
ing to the farthest interior, and viewing the cunning spectacle, and examin-
ing the construction so skillfully contrived, and full of passages, and laid out
with unending paths leading inwards and outwards, he decides to go out
again, but finds himself unable, and sees his exit completely intercepted by
that inner construction which appeared such a triumph of cleverness. But,
after all, there is neither any labyrinth so inextricable and intricate, nor any
forest so dense and devious, nor any plain or swamp so difficult for those to
get out of who have once got within it, as is discussion [ldgos], at least, as one
may meet with it in the case of certain of these philosophers.

21. All quotations are from chaps. 13—15 of Gregory Thaumaturgus, Panegyric on Ori-
gen, trans. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson, in Ante-Nicene Christian Library, vol. 20
(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1871), pp. 68—75.
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Gregory’s three images are alike in their inextricability, which relates
them to fruitless philosophical discussion, and in their lack of any valid
goal; Gregory does not necessarily suggest that truth lies within these
philosophical mazes but that it may be found through them if one can
escape their toils and find a way out. The first two similes remind us of
Ambrose’s maze, the pathless and therefore infinitely multicursal coun-
tryside.22 Gregory’s true labyrinth, equally though more systematically
multicursal, is distinguished from swamp and forest by its artificiality,
artistry, and deceptive convertibility whereby aesthetic pleasure turns to
confusion with that duality so typical of the maze. Yet although Gregory
is well aware of the inextricable dangers that individual multicursal
mazes create for the ignorant and single-minded, he, like Origen, sees
their value to the enlightened: one learns much from a maze so long as
one has a guide like Origen, who led his followers through perilous
places “whenever anything tortuous and unsound and delusive came in
our way.” This Origen accomplished through familiarity with the
ground (mazes can be memorized, after all) and because he was “safe in
his own altitude,” possessor of the privileged perspective that grants a
comprehensive vision of both the forest and the trees, the labyrinth as a
whole and as a pattern of paths. For Gregory, errands into multicursal
mazes are dangerous but necessary; one must experience confusion,
trusting one’s guide to see one safely out and elucidate the necessary
lessons. Labyrinths of words are valuable so long as one has “all freedom
to go round the whole circle of knowledge,” ultimately assessing the
labyrinths of knowledge accurately thanks to an exalted Christian per-
spective. Multicursal mazes of philosophy, deficient in themselves, are
valuable so long as they are not finally inextricable, for Gregory shares
Milton’s distrust of “fugitive and cloistered virtue.” Gregory’s sophisti-
cated vision of the maze as essential trial by error has much in common
with romances such as the Queste del Saint Graal and with the beneficial
mazes of difficult process we will encounter in the next section.

So far inextricable labyrinths have generally represented serious mor-
al or intellectual error. But the image can be a light-hearted cliché as
well. Thus Jerome mentions that “a decision which is not doubtful, but
clear” can emerge from “labyrinths of entangled dispute,” and Sidonius
describes a friend’s “inextricable labyrinth of complicated business” in
which “he does not know what to reject or choose.”23 The ease and grace

22. In Arabic, a similar logic seems to prevail: the words tih, taiha, and mataha (all related
to taha i, to get lost, to perish, to confuse) all mean both labyrinth and desert: see Hans
Wehr, A Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, ed. ]J. Milton Cowan (Wiesbaden: Otto Har-
rassowitz, 1961). I am grateful to Jane Dammen McAuliffe for this reference.

23. Jerome, Contra Iohannem 14, PL, 23, 382; Sidonius, Epistolae et carmina, MGH Auct.
antiq. 8, p. 28.
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of such allusions indicate how familiar the labyrinth and its attributes
were in the early Christian period, and although in these examples laby-
rinths are bothersome, they are neither very bad nor particularly
immoral.

Labyrinths of impenetrability are also founded on the idea of the
maze as a place in which one cannot get where one wants to go or
understand what must be understood; this labyrinthine nuance is re-
flected in one possible meaning of the common medieval etymology
“labor intus,” “difficulty going in.” Since one cannot get in, presumably
to reach a desired goal, the impenetrable maze carries fewer negative
connotations than does the inextricable labyrinth. The function of this
impenetrability, as in the Cretan myth, is usually to protect something
inside: in the passage from Aelian, the ants are protected; for Gregory
of Nazianzus and Jerome, God’s mystery is veiled by the cosmic or tex-
tual maze. According to Vegetius, the Roman legions had labyrinthine
impenetrability in mind when they took the Minotaur as a heraldic sign:
“Just as the Minotaur was described as hidden in the deepest, most secret
labyrinth, so too the counsel of the leader ought always to be hidden.”24
The labyrinth that may have figured on the robes of Roman emperors
carries a similar message: a medieval manuscript claims that imperial
robes were decorated with “a labyrinth made of gold and pearls, in
which is found a minotaur made of emerald holding its finger to its
mouth, for just as no one might examine the labyrinth, so no one ought
to betray the secrets of the monarch.”25

Perhaps it is also in this context that one should take Prudentius’s
description of the Tiburtine catacombs in his praise of Hippolytus of
Rome. Although Prudentius does not use the word labyrinthus, it seems
to have been in his mind, suggested perhaps by the name and fate of this
saintly namesake of Theseus’s ill-fated son (Saint Hippolytus too was
martyred by wild horses) and also by the physical nature of the
catacombs, those caves into whose “hidden depths a downward path
shows the way by turning, winding steps,” the whole a “fabric of narrow
halls running back [texant] on either hand in darksome galleries,” a fit
“place of concealment” for the body of a man who lapsed into heresy

24. Vegetius, Epitoma rei militaris 3.6, ed. Carl Lang (Leipzig: B. G. Teubner, 1885). See
also Festus, De verborum significatione, s.v. minotauri. This tradition has intriguing implica-
tions for Chaucer’s Knight's Tale, where Theseus’s emblem is the Minotaur.

25. See A. F. Ozanam, Documents inédits pour servir a histoire littéraire de I'Italie (Paris:
Jacques Le Coffre, 1850), which transcribes the Graphia aureae urbis romanae found in Bibl.
Laur. Pluteus 8¢, infer., cod. 41, a manuscript (also containing a Vegetius text) dated by A.
M. Bandini (Catalogus codicum latinorum bibliotecae mediceae laurentianae, [Florence: Petrus
Leopoldi, 1774—77], 111.408) as from the thirteenth—fourteenth centuries. Ozanam sug-
gests the Graphia must originally have been written between the sixth and eighth centuries
(p- 91). Kern dates the manuscript ca. 1030 and asserts that it enjoyed great influence
during the Italian Middle Ages (p. 291).
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only to reform and call “people away from the path on the left and [bid]
them follow where the way on the right calls, presenting himself as their
guide on the straight road and rejecting all windings, the very man who
was formerly the cause of their going astray.”26 Thus the deceptive laby-
rinth of heresy is appropriately converted to the protective labyrinth of a
sacred tomb.27

A fusion of labyrinthine inextricability and impenetrability also occurs
in the De civitate De: of Prudentius’s contemporary, Augustine (354—
430).28 Like Prudentius, Augustine associated pagan philosophy with
labyrinthine thought; and like Prudentius, he often used language that
creates the mental image of a maze without explicitly mentioning the
word. Refuting the neo-Platonic concept of recurring cycles, within
which there can be no “new thing,” and arguing that the creation of man
and the sacrifice of Christ are just such “new things” that “shatter these
revolving circles” (12.1%7/18), he contrasts “the straight path of sound
doctrine” with the “circuitous paths discovered by deceiving and de-
ceived sages” (12.13/14). Platonists and their ilk are “entangled in these
circles,” and “they find neither entrance nor egress . . . since they cannot
penetrate the inscrutable wisdom of God” (12.14/15). Hence, “the wick-
ed walk in a circle: not because their life is to recur by means of these
circles, which these philosophers imagine, but because the path in which
their false doctrine now runs is circuitous” (12.13/14). The image ines-
capably conjured up by this language is a circular labyrinth at whose
center sits a God unsearchable in his totality by the human mind, least of
all the pagan'mind. The wicked see themselves as trapped in infinite
circles, a temporal labyrinth with no goal, no ending that does not imme-
diately transform itself into another beginning of the same ineluctable
process. For Augustine, this pagan labyrinth of time is a fiction: Christ is
the “straight path” (12.20/21) who leads believers to truth and to the God
so inaccessible to pagans and who frees his followers from the illusion of
endless recurrence. The real labyrinth in which pagan philosophers find
themselves, for Augustine, is their way of mental error, as inescapable as
the endless temporal circles they imagine. The wicked thus condemn

26. Prudentius, Peristephanon 11, in Works, 2, pp. 307, 315, 317 (1. 35—38, 154—156, 163—
164).

27. The labyrinth in San Reparatus, Orléansville, Algeria, could also be a protective
device. The fourth-century pavement, near the north entry to the church, shows a square
unicursal labyrinth whose center is another labyrinth of sorts, made of a grid of letters:
traced from the center in any direction, the letters read “sancta ecclesia.” Perhaps the
center represents the mysteries of the church, protected from the dangers of the world by
a labyrinth of secrecy. See Matthews, p. 54 and fig. 42; Santarcangeli, pp. 285—288; Kern,
figs. 98—g9. The labyrinth could also signify the world, to which the Church forms a stable
center or guiding clue. ) )

28. Augustine, De civitate Dei 12.18/14—20/21; I follow Oates’s translation in Basic Writ-
ings of Saint Augustine and, for the Latin, Bernard Dombart and Alphonsu.s Kalb, eds.,
CCSL, 48 (Turnholt: Brepols, 1955); English and Latin chapter numbers differ by one.
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themselves to futile circles that are inextricable (short of conversion) and
that render God a totally impenetrable mystery. Dante’s Inferno provides
a not dissimilar vision of the fate of the damned.

For Augustine, the labyrinth of pagan thought thus spawns a vision of
a labyrinth that is (patterned) infinity, rather like Gregory Thauma-
turgus’s potentially endless philosophical labyrinth. In Simplicius’s im-
portant commentary on Aristotle’s Physics, the labyrinth explicitly be-
comes an endless figure signifying infinity. Normally labyrinths have
ends (a goal, a center, or an exit), but these features are irrelevant for
Simplicius. Although a labyrinth is spatial and “theoretically able to be
traversed,” its peculiar construction makes it “practically impossible to
traverse” and therefore infinite.29 So neutral and logical a discussion of
the labyrinth’s inextricability is extremely rare; although the idea of the
labyrinth’s infinity is seldom developed, it may be inherent in identifica-
tions of the labyrinth with the infinite and impenetrable mystery of God.

Most inextricable labyrinths carry heavy moral freight. Their struc-
tural errores, whether traps laid by devils and heretics or confusions
created by maze-walkers themselves, are inescapable unless special aid is
granted. Prisons whose darkness and obscurity correspond to the moral
or intellectual blindness of their inhabitants, they afford no sight of a
goal, no sense of pattern, and they lead almost inevitably to chaos, death,
and damnation. Thus they become useful signs for everything constrict-
ing and imprisoning (death, life, sin, heresy, pagan philosophy). When-
ever the labyrinth is used ¢n malo, its primary characteristic is likely to be
its inextricability. Yet, in still another assertion of labyrinthine duality,
the very ambages that make a labyrinth so inextricable may also render it
impenetrable, a useful sign for everything protecting and enfolding a
precious mystery. The labyrinth’s negative connotations predominate,
however, and the vast majority of medieval labyrinth metaphors link
inextricability and evil. Representing death, sin, heresy, and hell so com-
monly and effectively in classical and early Christian times, the maze
remains a favored symbol in malo.

- The Labyrinth as a Sign of Difficult Process -

If the ambages of inextricable mazes entrap the wanderer and the
windings of impenetrable labyrinths deny access to a wished-for goal,
the difficult processes of this final category are, at least in theory, benev-
olently teleological: these ambages are educational, leading the maze-
walker to a conclusion—even a transcendence—greatly to be desired. A

29. See Aristotle, Physics 3.4, trans. Philip H. Wicksteed and Francis M. Cornford, 2 vols.
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 19770), and Simplicius, In Aristotelis physicorum com-
mentaria, ed. Hermann Diels (Berlin: G. Reimer, 1882), p. 470.
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circuitous route may be the only effective way to reach a goal. Ignorant
almost by definition, the wanderer will be baffled and confused while
immersed in the processes of intellectual mazes, but the labyrinth is
designed to lead to enlightenment; it is a mental exercise, a challenge to
be met if there is to be any progress. Because these labyrinths are intend-
ed to teach, the writer-architect may even conduct a guided tour of his
artistic product by participating in the action, which is frequently a dia-
logue, dialectic, or debate. His certainty of the pattern contrasts with the
wanderer’s ignorance and bewilderment, and the confusion/artistry du-
ality of the maze may be prominent thanks to the coexistence of two
perspectives within the text. Usually these mazes are labyrinths of words
and concepts carefully strung together, not the physical structures of
complex artistry or the moral quandaries of inextricable labyrinths, al-
though mazes of difficult process have much in common with textual
mazes. There is, however, a slight difference in emphasis: in many mazes
of difficult process we experience what it is like to be inside an artistically
wrought verbal labyrinth before the moment of enlightenment that per-
mits appreciation of the whole structure. These mazes may be unicursal,
multicursal, or perhaps both at once: they may include abundant
alternatives—sometimes too many—and there may be dead ends or
circular reasoning that gets nowhere; but when a knowledgeable guide is
present, there will also be a sense of relentless if circuitous progress.
These mazes, then, are intended to function in bono, although they may
fail to achieve their ends if the architect has overcomplicated his creation
or if the neophyte wanderer is not up to the challenge.

The labyrinth as a metaphor for learning seems to be related to con-
cepts of perception and thought as intrinsically labyrinthine processes—
involuted, circuitous, doubling back at blind alleys or enforced turns,
working by trial and error or by successive approximation. The roots of
the metaphorical uses of the labyrinth in this context may lie in the
complex linear functioning of perception and the brain, as outlined by
the faculty psychology that dominated classical and medieval epistemol-
ogy.30 The explicit description of perception as a labyrinth is rare,
though it does occur. Both Galen and the Naassene heretics thought that
hearing was a labyrinth.3! And Prosper of Aquitaine’s description of the
mental incapacities produced by original sin, quoted earlier, suggests

g0. For a brief discussion of faculty psychology, some fascinating illustrations indicating
the linearity of perception, and a bibliography, see Edwin Clarke and Kenneth Dewhurst,
An Illustrated History of Brain Function (Oxford: Sandford Publications, 1972), chaps. 2—5.
See also Edwin Clarke and C. D. O’'Malley, The Human Brain and Spinal Cord: A Historical
Study Illustrated by Writings from Antiquity to the Twentieth Century (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1968).

31. Galen, De usu partium 8.6, ed. Georg Helmreich, vol. 1 (Leipzig: B. G. Teubner,
1907), 468, and Hippolytus of Rome, Philosophumena 5.11 (1, 143). The inner ear itself is
not generally described as a labyrinth until the Renaissance.
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7. Eye-brain diagram dating from 1350—1400 but probably derived from a
treatise by Magister Zacharias of Salerno and Constantinople (twelfth century).
London, British Library MS. Sloane 981, fol. 68r. By permission of the British
Library.

that fallen man exists in a perceptual maze. The brain itself has a laby-
rinthine structure of convolutions or gyri, their very complications re-
flecting the high level of human intelligence according to Erasistratus
(third century B.c.). There are also the brain’s “chambers” of imagina-
tion, reason, and memory, crammed with images and surrounded by
passages like the courts of the Egyptian maze; the finely branching net-
work of veins in the pia mater, described in 1615 as “a mazey laberynth”;
and the rete mirabile, the wondrous net described by Galen, Rufus of
Ephesus, and others as a complex interlace in which the animal spirits
essential to accurate perception are manufactured.32 Diagrams of eye
and brain are more vaguely labyrinthine, featuring concentric circles
with divisions and links between them (see plates 7, 8). I have found no
incontrovertible early European evidence that the brain was viewed ex-

32. See Clarke and Dewhurst, chaps. 2, 3, 5; Helkiah Crooke, Microcosmographie (Lon-
don: W. Jaggard, 1615), p. 465; Galen, De usu partium g.4. Throughout the Middle Ages,
the rete mirabile, a feature of pig and ox brains, was erroneously assumed to exist in the
human brain.
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8. Vaguely labyrinthine diagram of the brain, from Jehan Yperman’s Cyrurgie
(1328). Ghent, University Library MS. 1273, fol. gv. By permission.

plicitly as a maze, but there may have been such a tradition in India, and
certainly the similarity might have been apparent to anyone who had
ever seen a brain.33

In any case, metaphorical labyrinths involving the idea of difficult
process appear frequently and explicitly in the context of mental ac-
tivities, particularly the processes of teaching, learning, and understand-
ing. Sometimes a labyrinth of difficult process defeats its own instruc-
tional aim, either through the artist’s failure to shape it well enough or
through the maze-walker’s inability to perceive its order because he can-

33. For India, see Jill Purce, The Mystic Spiral, p. 98.
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not choose among too many alternatives and is disoriented by too many
data. Thus a character in Macrobius’s Saturnalia (ca. 400 A.D.) reports
that the “rounded phrases” and “volubility” of “a glib Greek” have ren-
dered him *“unable to cope with this labyrinth of words.” And Cassiodor-
us (sixth century) is swamped by a “labyrinth of explanations.” Hence
the labyrinth becomes an appropriate sign of general mental perplexity:
Lucian (second century) refers to “inextricable and labyrinthine ques-
tions,” and Ennodius, embroiled in a knotty procedural issue, asks for
help to “overcome the sinuous twist of this labyrinth.” Such usages may
well have contributed to the common medieval notion that any text
explicitly called a labyrinth is bad, or at least ineffective, art. But the
labyrinth also promises the joys of mastering almost insoluble difficulty:
Sidonius eulogizes a philosopher who “thought it the height of pleasure
if by chance the treasures of his knowledge were aired when some laby-
rinthine puzzle arose,” and Marius Mercator (fourth century) advocates
marking manuscript margins with a labyrinth to indicate a textual pas-
sage repaying careful study, a practice C. Du Cange attributes to Isidore
of Seville (560—636).34 It is in this sense that labyrinthine art, even if it is
not called by that name, is so often judged excellent in later periods.

In teaching and learning, the subjective problems created by a laby-
rinthine experience are particularly important. If a learned doctor of
the church like Jerome can penetrate Ezekiel’s labyrinth of prophecy
only with divine aid, how much more sensitive are the problems of
leading the ignorant through material that will seem intolerably laby-
rinthine until they have achieved some wisdom! We have seen Gregory
Thaumaturgus’s praise of Origen for doing just that, as well as Gregory
of Nazianzus’s ironic invitation to try to comprehend the grand obscurity
of the cosmic maze by carefully following one track or another. Without
using the word “labyrinth,” but with some density of language usually
associated with mazes, he worries elsewhere in the Second Theological
Oration that his exceptionally ornate discussion is “too subtle” for the
common ear, that his argument has been too “tortuous and enigmatic.”
He knows that difficulty is not bad in itself: “What is acquired with
difficulty is usually preserved the better,” a common topos. Gregory

34. Macrobius, Saturnalia 77.5.1, trans. Percival Vaughan Davies (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1969); Cassiodorus, Historia Tripartita 5.7, in PL, 69, 1017; Lucian, cited
in Meursius, Crete, p. 69; Ennodius, Libellus pro Synodo, ed. F. Vogel, MGH Auct. antiq., 7, 56;
Sidonius, Epistolae et carmina, MGH Auct. antiq., 8, p. 62; Marius Mercator, Conctlium univer-
sale ephesenum, in Acta conciliorum oecumenicorum, ed. E. Schwartz, tom. 1, vol. 1, pt. 1 (Berlin
and Leipzig: Walter de Gruyter, 1924—26), p. 81; C. Du Cange, Glossarium mediae et infimae
latinitatis (Paris: Librairie des Sciences et des Arts, 1938), s.v. labyrinthus. Although Isidore
describes the classical labyrinths (15.2.36), the edited text does not recommend the maze as
a marker of difficulty: see Etymologiae 1.21.10, where the cryphia (O) is suggested for
difficulty or insolubility. Perhaps in some manuscripts the mark was elaborated into a
labyrinth.



A Taxonomy of Metaphorical Labyrinths

finds our nature so imperfect that the divine is necessarily obscure to us,
for God “makes the darkness his covert” (Psalm 17:12, a passage quoted
also by Jerome). In fact, “the more perfect our discussion of God, the
more difficult it is of access. . . . Every obstacle, no matter how small,
halts discussion in its course . . . as when one pulls the reins of a horse
and makes it turn with the unexpected shock.”3> One cannot prove that
Gregory had the maze metaphor in mind, but his epistemology sees the
attempt to acquire knowledge of God as a necessarily labyrinthine pro-
cess: confusing, difficult of access, full of hidden twists and turns. The
safest and surest course is to rise above the labyrinths of earthly creation
and human reasonings to glimpse God the architect at the center of all
things.36

The labyrinthine process of learning is particularly marked in the
dialectical method, so common in classical and medieval education. One
may be led down exceedingly circuitous and often branching paths,
quite at the mercy of the word-architect who limits the options. Predicta-
bly, Plato (428—348 B.c.) was well aware of the pitfalls of his chosen
method, especially when used badly. The Ewthydemus is a lighthearted
discourse involving Socrates and two verbal tricksters who abuse word-
play to turn every question inside out many times over. The results are
predictable: their grotesque argument “seemed like falling into a laby-
rinth; we thought we were at the finish, but our way bent round and we
found ourselves as it were back at the beginning, and just as far from
that which we were seeking at first” (Euthydemus 291B). The persistent
and senseless ambiguity of the questions and answers make the inves-
tigation fail, bending back and forth interminably as in a maze without a
center. The dialectical method permits such fruitless circuitousness,
though it does not, from Plato’s point of view, necessitate it. Socrates,
Daedalian offspring that he is, clearly relishes the absurdities of the
peculiar procedures of this dialogue, which may anticipate what medi-
eval writers have in mind when they decry the inextricability of “Aristo-
tle’s labyrinth.” Badly used, dialectic is a labyrinth of difficult process
going nowhere.

But for all his ironic humility, Socrates is sophisticated in the art of
argument; he is wise enough to see the pattern of the labyrinth created
by buffoons pretending to instruct him. The situation is quite different
when a wise man seeks to instruct buffoons. Thus, in a passage we will
return to in Chapter g, Philosophy almost loses her obtuse pupil
Boethius when she creates a kind of logical labyrinth with her difficult
circular argument proving that evil does not exist. Boethius, eager to
learn but querulous in temper, objects: “‘You are playing with me,’ I said,

35. Gregory of Nazianzus, Oration 28.11, 12, 21.
36. See Miller, Measures of Wisdom, pp. 352—361.
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‘by weaving a labyrinthine argument from which I cannot escape [inex-
tricabilem labyrinthum texens]. You seem to begin where you ended and to
end where you began. Are you perhaps making a marvelous circle of the
divine simplicity?’”37 Such indeed is Philosophy’s tactic, and after retrac-
ing the path of the argument and hearing Philosophy’s explanation of
her method, Boethius is finally able to fly with philosophical wings from
confusion to clarity, from immersion in this particular labyrinth to the
elevated perspective that bestows comprehension. In so doing, he carries
his still less sophisticated audience (most of his readers) along with him.
Labyrinths, especially when recognized as such, have pedagogical uses:
they institutionalize repetition and explication.

Augustine too was keenly aware of the labyrinthine nature of learning.
He openly discusses the dangers of mental labyrinths in the early work
Contra academicos (386—87). He and his friend Alypius are debating in
the presence of the youths Licentius and Trygetius, and Augustine wor-
ries lest the dialogue be too intricate for boys “unable to discriminate
acute and subtle arguments”; the youngsters may not realize that Alypius
is “not extricating [him]self by complicating matters”—that difficult ar-
gument is not necessarily correct reasoning. After a break, Augustine is
not surprised to find Licentius scribbling poetry as respite from the
rigors of argument; one cannot remain in labyrinths indefinitely. Afraid
that the debate has overtaxed the boy, Augustine says, “While I wish to
invite both of you back to the arena of those intellectual exercises that
impart refinement to the mind, I fear lest it become a labyrinth for both
of you.”38 A good teacher must always beware of creating exhausting
labyrinths for the unsophisticated, even though identical arguments may
seem labyrinths of artistry to the learned from their wiser perspective;
labyrinthine arguments are relative in impact like the maze itself, and
the skilled teacher considers this relativity in gauging the receptive
capacities of his students. We will see later how concerned medieval
rhetoricians and preachers were with this problem.

In a dialogue on the role of the teacher (De magistro, ca. 38g), Au-
gustine delineates a labyrinthine theory of education, and although he
(unlike his translators) never mentions the labyrinth explicitly, the pro-
cess he describes explains so neatly the usefulness of a circuitous, confus-
ing, labyrinthine dialectical method that it is worth summarizing briefly.
After some potentially confusing discussion of sign theory, Augustine’s

37. Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy (523—524), 3 pr. 12, p. 72. For the Latin, see
Boethii Philosophiae consolatio, ed. Ludwig Bieler, CCSL, 94 (Turnholt: Brepols, 1957). Addi-
tional examples of Boethius’s concept of labyrinthine argument are noted in chap. g.

38. Contra acad. 3.6, 7, trans. Denis J. Kavanagh in The Writings of St. Augustine (New
York: Cima Publishing, 1948). For the Latin text, I use Oeuvres de St. Augustin, 1st ser., vol.
4, ed. R. Jolivet (Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1939). Earlier in the dialogue, Augustine has
referred to Daedalus (3.3).
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son Adeodatus has lost track of the argument. This does not surprise his
father, who knows the discussion is “entangled [implicatum],” so he begins
again.3? When Adeodatus is again confused, Augustine .admits there
have been “so many circumlocutions [ambagibus]” (p. 378/180) that it is
hard for Adeodatus to know where he is, let alone where the discussion
is going. Later still, Augustine reviews the “great circling [circuitus]” they
have undergone, summarizing the points they have determined so far
and raising another question: Is Adeodatus sure of all these concepts
now? The boy answers, “I wish indeed to have arrived at certainty after
such great debate and complications [ambagibus], but your question dis-
turbs me. . . . The problem is such a labyrinth [¢mplicatio] that I am not
able to explore it thoroughly or to answer with assurance” (p. 386/19o).
And so Augustine retraces the chain of reasoning to ensure that Ade-
odatus will understand.

What Augustine is teaching Adeodatus is that the teacher does not
instruct his student, but rather, by repeated questioning, he reminds the
pupil of what the pupil already knows. Often in this process the pupil
does not know an answer because he cannot see the issues whole; thus
“he is advised to do it part by part when he is questioned by one step
after another about those very parts of which the whole consists, which
he is unable to grasp in its entirety.” The pupil is led circuitously and
repeatedly over the same ground, just as in a labyrinth, so that he learns
it well and comes to see the whole pattern, not just its fragments, and “by
means of questions put in such a way [he] is able to teach himself” (p.
391/198). This kind of inward self-instruction, guided by a wise and
sensitive teacher, may well be tortuous and time-consuming, but it is the
only effective way to teach—or rather, for Augustine, to remind the
pupil of what he already knows. Of course, the process of learning is
labyrinthine whether or not prior knowledge is involved: one moves in
circles, forward and back, seeming to recede but in fact ever approaching
by successive approximation the knowledge that is the goal. And this
knowledge could not be reached so effectively by a direct route, a short-
cut, for the process itself determines whether the product will be under-
stood. The psychology of learning and the labyrinthine dialectical meth-
od are, for Augustine, perfectly matched: in the hands of a wise teacher,
dialectic is the guiding clue that carries the mind through all the slow,
essential, indirect paths to knowledge.40 The duality of the maze again is

39. For the English, I follow Concerning the Teacher, trans. G. C. Leckie, in Oates, Basic
Writings (here, chap. 5, p. 372); for the Latin, CCSL, 29 (Turnholt: Brepols, 1970), pp. 156—
203; here, p. 171. Further references will be given parenthetically.

40. For an interesting parallel discussion of the text, see Seth Lerer, Boethius and Dia-
logue: Literary Method in “The Consolation of Philosophy” (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1985), pp. 51-56. Although Lerer does not overtly see the dialogue as embodying
labyrinthine principles, he notes not only the importance of ambages and circuitous argu-
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relative: for the ignorant it is simply confusion, but for those able to
learn it is confusion leading to a perception of order and meaning. What
was a labyrinth to Licentius is elegant reasoning to Augustine. This
theory of learning will be very important when we come to discuss the
labyrinthine aesthetic of later medieval literature and the reception of
complicated texts.

As to whether these instructional labyrinths are unicursal or multicur-
sal, the answer is that they are really both at once, rather like the moral
mazes of Prudentius. Intrinsically, there are countless paths—
innumerable ways to approach the goal of specific knowledge. At the
same time, the path selected by the teacher from so many possibilities
may seem unicursal: he knows where he is going and how to get there.
But to the pupil, the same mental journey may appear multicursal, with
one series of questions and choices superceded by another series, lead-
ing to an as yet unimaginable goal. Perhaps the convertibility of the maze
manifests itself most obviously in intellectual labyrinths.

In this chapter we have seen how the labyrinth’s essential features
suggest its metaphorical significance from the time of Plato through the
sixth century a.p. The labyrinth as a sign of complex artistry most com-
monly refers to admirable artifacts, whether the work of God, man, or
animal; these are incontrovertibly labyrinths in bono, and although their
magnificence depends on initially baffling complexity, we are most
aware of the inherent order controlling multiplicity. Inextricable mazes,
on the other hand, emphasize the perpetual imprisonment that multi-
plicity and complication can enforce, and these labyrinths tend to oper-
ate in malo. Impenetrable labyrinths frustrate maze-walkers because the

”

ment but also the dialogue’s “two contradictory movements,” “one which sees dialogue as a
linear progress towards truth; the other which sees it as a circuitous set of restatements
whose goal is unclear” (p. 52). These two movements—which I would see as circling about
a goal unknown to the student or reader, which is at the same time linear progress toward
that same goal as perceived by the teacher—precisely define the quality of motion experienced
in a circular maze and suggest the effect of divergent points of view.

See also Lerer’s discussion of Augustine’s Soliloguia (pp. 46—51), in which Augustine casts
himself as student and progresses from craving a shortcut to contentedly following the
winding course of argument.

The labyrinth of learning implicit in Augustine’s discussion resembles the “affective
process” hinted at by Aegidius Romanus and developed by Judson Boyce Allen in respect
to certain medieval texts: when “the literal ordering of a text’s material corresponds exactly
to the order of that mental process whereby that material was invented [or discovered, or
structured] and made significant,” then “its meaning must arise out of the dialectic motion
through its parts that is the experience of its characters” (The Ethical Poetic of the Later
Middle Ages: A Decorum of Convenient Distinction [Toronto: University of Toronto Press,
1982], pp. 92—93). In other words, it is only by experiencing the process of a text as it is
written, with all its involutions and false turnings, that its meaning can be grasped; form
and meaning are inseparable, and the modus agendi (mode of literary treatment) is precisely
the necessary modus docendi (method of instruction).
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desirable goal cannot be attained; these mazes have something in com-
mon with failed labyrinths of difficult process, where knowledge that
ought to be achieved remains distant. Ideally, if artist and maze-walker
have done their respective work properly, mazes of difficult process lead
to valuable goals: the transcendence of labyrinthine confusion, high-
lighted here as in the mazes of inextricability, and the appreciation of
labyrinthine artistry. With these backgrounds in mind, we are ready to
pursue the further metamorphoses of the labyrinth in the Middle Ages.
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Etymologies and

Verbal Implications

Laberinthus dicitur de labor et intus.

The word “labyrinth” comes from “labor” and “intus.”
Nicholas Trevet, Commentary on Boethius’s “Consolation of Philosophy”

s PART One examined the idea of the labyrinth in classical

and early Christian times, exploring typically labyrinthine

dualities, establishing the maze’s essential characteristics,
and surveying the range of metaphors generated by those characteris-
tics, so Part Two traces the labyrinth’s medieval metamorphoses from
Isidore of Seville (560—636) to the late fifteenth century. As in Part One,
the discussion here is thematic and selective rather than chronological or
all-inclusive: there is no significant, temporally linked development of
the labyrinth within the period, and listing every labyrinth reference
would be tedious even if it were possible. However, I cast my nets reason-
ably wide for three reasons: to describe the medieval idea of the
labyrinth—real, mythical, metaphorical—with adequate breadth; to cast
glimmerings of new light on particularly interesting texts; and to assem-
ble representative or important materials as an aid to interpreting literal
and figurative uses of the labyrinth elsewhere. In so doing, I will not
track the transmission of labyrinth lore from one author to another; that
would be virtually impossible, so well and widely known were the many
faces of the labyrinth. Instead, I want to show how the labyrinth’s range
of significance increases even as its older meanings are preserved and
how the formal qualities and metaphorical and mythical associations of
the labyrinth are related to a labyrinthine aesthetic that pays careful
heed to the dangers and delights of artistic complexity and difficulty. I
will not argue that this aesthetic, so characteristic of some great works of
the late Middle Ages, could never have arisen without the labyrinth, but

95



96

The Labyrinth in the Middle Ages

rather that, just as the models of the cathedral, the pilgrimage, the
interlace, and the wheel of fortune have proved fruitful in illuminating
the structure and aesthetic of medieval narrative,! so too the labyrinth is
a useful analogy for literary structures and strategies and for the com-
plex processes of creating and interpreting texts.

Throughout, I build on distinctions and conclusions drawn in Part
One: distinctions between the maze as admirable real building and as
shady setting for mythical narrative, for instance, or ideas of the maze’s
convertibility, or the kinds of meanings that attach themselves to laby-
rinths one or another of whose essential features is stressed. As in earlier
times, so in the Middle Ages artists and writers usually ignored, if they
recognized at all, the distinction between unicursal and multicursal
design—a distinction generally implying no particular hierarchy. The
medieval definition of the labyrinth remains inclusive, and its essential
characteristics remain more important than whether it contains one or
more paths. By way of introduction to Part Two, I show how yet another
kind of evidence—the witness of philology—recapitulates distinctions
and conclusions already noted and supports the divisions of the subject
represented by subsequent chapters.

Because many medieval writers believed that etymology determines
much of a word’s meaning, medieval derivations of labyrinthus and the
implications of its vernacular synonyms are important. As that influen-
tial practitioner Isidore of Seville noted, “if you know the origin of a
word, you understand its force the faster,” advice that stimulated count-
less commentators and preachers throughout the Middle Ages.2 Since
Isidore himself apparently did not discuss the roots of labyrinthus, for an
early etymology we turn to the seventh-century Virgil scholia, recalling
that it was during grammatical analysis of classical texts that medieval
students first encountered etymology as an interpretive technique. Here
we find that “the labyrinth is so called because no one can elabi inde, that
is, escape from thence.” Quite classically, the emphasis in this derivation
is on the inextricability of the maze, as with the fifteenth-century hu-
manist Ascensius’s laboriosus exitus domus, “the house difficult of exit.”

1. See, e.g., Erwin Panofsky, Gothic Architecture and Scholasticism (Cleveland: Meridian
Books, 1957); Robert M. Jordan, Chaucer and the Shape of Creation: The Aesthetic Possibilities of
Inorganic Structure (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1967); R. F. Baldwin, The Unity
of the Canterbury Tales, Anglistica, 5 (Copenhagen, 1955); Christian K. Zacher, Curiosity and
Pilgrimage: The Literature of Discovery in Fourteenth-Century England (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 19776); Eugéne Vinaver, T he Rise of Romance (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1971), chap. 5 and passim; John Leyerle, “The Interlace Structure of Beowulf,” UTQ,
37 (1967), 1—17; and Colbert 1. Nepaulsingh, Towards a History of Literary Composition in
Medieval Spain (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1986).

2. Isidore of Seville, Etymologiae 1.29.2; on etymology in preaching, see Thomas Waleys,
De modo componend: sermones cap. %7, Charland, p. 378. The medieval fascination with ety-
mology has a modern parallel in post-structuralist playfulness.
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One of Nicholas Trevet’s etymologies opts instead for impenetrability:
laboriosa ad entrandum, difficult to enter.3

But what lies inside, rather than whether one can get in or out, is what
matters in the most popular etymology, deriving laborintus (the common
medieval spelling) from “labor” and “intus.”# This etymology is far more
ambiguous, suggestive, and indeterminate than elabi inde, confirming a
modern view that “the effect of etymological retracing is not to ground
the word solidly but to render it unstable, equivocal, wavering.”5 In fact,
labor intus can be interpreted to highlight various essential qualities of
the maze. Read as “an artistic opus lies within,” the phrase connotes
labyrinthine artistry. If we take labor as a verb, “I fall, or perish, or err, or
go wrong within (or while going in)” justifies a range of moral interpre-
tations in malo. Returning to labor as a noun, “hardship, or fatigue, or
exertion, or application to work lies inside” emphasizes the idea of diffi-
cult process, whether the anticipated outcome is success or failure. The
key word in almost all medieval etymologies is labor, with all its connota-
tions of difficulty. Both Huguccio of Pisa and the author of a 1349
accessus or introduction to Eberhard of Germany’s grammatical treatise
Laborintus gloss the word “having labor within,” and Hugh of Saint Vic-
tor contrasts the labyrinth (containing labor) with Noah’s ark (containing
rest).% Etymologically speaking, then, the labyrinth is a process involving
internal difficulty (or error, or artistry, or fatiguing effort); and what
happens inside is more important than whether it is hard to getin or out.

No medieval synonym for labyrinthus comes in for etymological scru-
tiny, so far as I know, but some speculation is revealing. The most com-
mon synonym is domus daedali (dédale, maison de dedalus), stressing the
nature of the labyrinth as a construction, a three-dimensional house; and
the naming of Daedalus suggests the superb craftsmanship and architec-
tonic skills involved. As we will see, “Daedalus’s house” is often the term

8. Virgil Scholia in Abstrusa on Aeneid 5.588, quoted by H. J. Thomson, “Fragments of
Ancient Scholia on Virgil Preserved in Latin Glossaries,” in W. M. Lindsay and H. J.
Thomson, Ancient Lore in Medieval Latin Glossaries, St. Andrews University Publications, 13
(London, 1921), p. 131; Ascensius, Aeneis Vergiliana . . . cumque Iodici Badii Ascensii elucida-
tione (Paris, 1501), 172r; Trevet, Augustinus De civitate Dei cum commento (Basel, 1490), E4r.

4. See, inter alia, the commentary on the Aeneid attributed to Bernard Silvester, Commen-
tum super sex libros Eneidos, p. 37, and Nicholas Trevet's Expositio super libris quinque Boethii De
consolatione philosophiae, London BL MS. Burney 131, fol. 48r (in Edmund T. Silk’s un-
published ed. of Trevet, Exposicio . . . super Boecio De consolacione, p. 496). I am very grateful
to Mrs. Eleanor Silk for generously providing me with a copy of her late husband’s valu-
able, if unfinished, edition.

5. J. Hillis Miller, “Ariadne’s Thread: Repetition and the Narrative Line,” pp. 148-66 in
Valdés and Miller, Interpretation of Narrative, p. 159.

6. Huguccio, Derivationes, Oxford MS. Bodley 376, fol. 100v; Faral, p. 38; Hugh, De arca
Noe morale, PL, 176, 679—680. A twelfth-century MS. (Zwettl Cod. 255, 12v) suggests a
related etymology: inscribed in the center of a maze are the words “Nomina eorum sunt in
labore” (see Kern, plate 156).
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chosen to describe a labyrinth conceived as an elaborate and dazzlingly
articulated work of art. The German Irrweg, “wandering path,” “path of
error,” on the other hand, reflects the maze’s circuitousness, its ability to
induce confusion, its nature as process rather than artifact; the word
implicitly accentuates moral danger. The English mase, of uncertain ori-
gin, also stresses difficult process, annoyance, confusion. The Nor-
wegian cognate mas refers to exhausting labor, annoying pertinacity,
whim, fancy, or idle chatter, according to the Oxford English Dictionary;
the verb masa means to toil, to be busy, to pester, to worry, to chatter.”
Whatever its roots, the word enters Middle English with Old English
amasod, “astonished, bewildered.”8 The progress of the word mase sug-
gests how English medieval people must have thought of labyrinths, so I
will devote a little space to tracing that development.?

Amased and masedli appear only three times in the thirteenth century,
and only in the Ancrene Riwle (ca. 1200—1225); the MED offers the de-
finition “out of one’s mind, irrational, foolish,” corresponding to the
Latin “infatuatus”; there are as yet no particularly labyrinthine connota-
tions to the word. When the noun mase appears (1300), it means “a
source of confusion or deception; vision, fantasy, delusion; deceit,” but
only in a very general sense. In about 1325, however, a Legend of Saint
Brendan uses masen as a verb: “Hy wende alond as mased men; hy nuste
ware hy were [they went ashore as mazed men; they didn’t know where
they were].” The disorientation reflected here links the English word to
the labyrinthine experience for the first time, although there is no ex-
plicit connection with the labyrinth itself. From the time of Chaucer and
Gower in the last two decades of the century, however, the MED testifies
to a great proliferation of uses of the word in labyrinthine, or potentially
labyrinthine, connections. In the Legend of Good Women 1.2014 (ca. 1386)
Daedalus’s creation is a “hous . . . shapen as the mase is wrought,” and
Gower (Confessio Amantis 5.5295-5296) describes the Cretan labyrinth’s
effect with a pun: a maze-walker “ne scholde noght come oute / Bot gon
amased al aboute.” Both examples clearly assume an audience familiar
with “mazes”; indeed, Chaucer apparently believes that the Cretan laby-
rinth is less well-known than an English “mase” and needs a little expla-
nation. By the end of the fourteenth century mase as a noun must have
been a fairly common term for a familiar design.

How did it happen that an Old English word describing a state of
mind came to signify a labyrinth? The answer must lie in the confusion
and bewilderment common to both: if a mazed man is confused or

7. See Matthews, chap. 20.

8. See Judgment DayII, 1. 126, in Elliott Van Kirk Dobbie, Anglo-Saxon Minor Poems, Anglo-
Saxon Poetic Records, 6 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1942).

9. See MED, s.v. amased, amasing, mase, masedliche, masedness, masen.



Etymologies and Verbal Implications

deluded and a labyrinth confuses and deceives, then a labyrinth is a
maze. Maze comes to signify labyrinth by a kind of metonymy, the effect
giving its name to the cause. Confusion is one of the labyrinth’s typical
consequences, and this short history of the English word mase demon-
strates that fact yet again. Unfortunately an author’s choice of one or
another synonym for laborintus is not an infallible guide to the correct
interpretation of the labyrinth image: dédale, connoting the craft of a
master builder, need not necessarily indicate that artistry is the principal
feature of a given use of the image, nor need Irrweg in a text necessarily
preempt an awareness of artistry by its allusion to winding path and
wanderer. Nevertheless, word choice, whether by an author or by his
vernacular, may alert us to the existence of a slightly privileged meaning.
It is, in any case, significant that both the maze’s duality as art/confusion
and the importance of the viewer’s perspective (baffled within, clear-
sighted without) are embedded and encoded in linguistic options (mase
vs. Irrweg vs. dédale; the various possibilities for labor intus).

These philological musings are an appropriate introduction to Part
Two, each of whose chapters corresponds roughly, and not exclusively, to
what kind of labor is intus. Chapter g considers real labyrinths: visible
representations of the maze, whether in aristocratic estates, churches,
fields, or manuscripts. Many of these embody the idea of labor as a noun
describing an artifact of complex artistry, just as in the historical-
geographical tradition and in the first section of Chapter g; and many
are also called domus daedali, with connotations of architectural skill
(thereby avoiding the increasingly pejorative connotations attached to
the word labyrinth in the Middle Ages). There are, of course, exceptions:
for consistency, I have grouped together all visual, or once visible, mate-
rials, and naturally some mazes in art carry significance in malo. But the
fact that almost all the surviving mazes discussed in Chapter 5 (actual
buildings and gardens are no longer extant) show the labyrinth as a
diagram, two- or minimally three-dimensional, means that the whole
pattern is visible, that the maze’s order and artistic design are fully ap-
parent. Artistry may serve a bad master, but it is art nevertheless, and so
I think it would have struck medieval observers.

Many of the literary examples in Chapter 6 take labor in a more nega-
tive sense: “I fall, perish, err, suffer, go wrong”; labor is a verb, a process
to be undergone by a wanderer, and the labyrinth tends to be an Irrweg,
a place of perilous error, a path to disaster unless sound guidance inter-
venes. Here are grouped three sorts of texts: mythographical texts that
gloss the Cretan legend, nonmythographical texts that use the labyrinth
as a kind of moral shorthand, and selected texts that exploit the moral
implications of the labyrinth extensively and creatively. Here, too, there
are exceptions: as in the poetic classical texts of Chapter 1, emphasizing
the story’s morality does not necessarily entail that the structure’s artistry
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should go unnoticed, and so occasionally God appears as the super-
Daedalian architect of a morally ordered universe or Christ-Theseus
sorts out labyrinthine traces for us, as in the maze-as-inextricable texts of
Chapter 3. These, then, are moral labyrinths, and they usually, though
not invariably, lead in malo. Mazes of this sort predominate in medieval
literature, contributing to the bad odor generally attached to the word
labyrinth if not necessarily to the thing itself.

The idea of labor as “work, effort, fatigue, application to a task” or, as a
verb, “to be mistaken, to err intellectually,” informs many texts con-
sidered in Chapter 7, texts that also reflect the confusion and bewilder-
ment associated with masen. Like the metaphors of difficult process dis-
cussed in Chapter g, the textual labyrinths of Chapter 77 are complicated
and circuitous, but usually the intellectual difficulties they pose are pen-
etrable, intelligible, leading someplace worth going to. They are both
artifacts and processes, works of art and the activity of creating or inter-
preting them. Verbal mazes may be good or bad, effective or ineffective
instruments of instruction. But however labyrinthine they may be, they
are seldom called labyrinths unless they fail in their goal of enlighten-
ment through difficulty. Although the word labyrinthus could and did
describe great artistry in classical and early Christian writings, and al-
though the clear visual diagram of a labyrinth, perhaps labeled “domus
daedali,” may have admirable connotations in the Middle Ages, laborintus
so commonly refers to something dangerous and inextricable (or impen-
etrable, in a negative sense) that its explicit medieval occurrences in bono
are few and far between. In many texts noted in Chapter 7, the idea of
the labyrinth is laudable, but the name is not. When a work is actually
called a labyrinth, it is often being damned as bad, overly complicated
art. It is as if a labyrinth viewed from a privileged perspective, appreci-
ated and understood, converted from confusion to clarity, thereby ceases
to be a labyrinth and becomes something else or at least requires a
euphemism. Textual labyrinths and the labyrinthine aesthetic that seems
to inform them, then, are the subject of Chapter 7.

This ordering of general medieval materials into three categories and
chapters follows the logic latent in etymology; it also catches up various
threads of Part One—*"real” vs. fictional and metaphorical mazes; the
witnesses of art and literature; and the characteristics of artistry, (moral)
inextricability, and beneficial if arduous process. If the divisions of Part
Two do not exactly parallel those of Part One, it is because precise
duplication would be inappropriate even if it were possible; even mazes
are only almost symmetrical.



- CHAPTER FIVE -

Mazes in Medieval Art

and Architecture

Ther was a Clerk, on Dedalus,

And he made of his oghne wit,
Wherof the remembrance is yit,
For Minotaure such an hous,
Which was so strange and merveilous,
That what man that withinne wente,
Ther was so many a sondri wente [turning],
That he ne scholde noght come oute,
But gon amased al aboute.
Gower, Confessio Amantis 5.5286, 5289—5296

N THE medieval period even more than in classical and early

Christian times, the idea of the labyrinth depends on visual as

well as verbal witnesses. Interrelationships between art and the
written word can vary greatly. The two witnesses may be virtually inde-
pendent in status if not in inspiration: an unnamed turf-maze adorns an
English field, for instance, or an account of the Cretan myth exists in
manuscript with no illuminations and no clear indebtedness to any visual
model. Frequently, however, the visual and the verbal interact: the con-
text of a visible labyrinth (on a baptismal font, at the beginning or end-
ing of a manuscript text) suggests an interpretation; an accompanying
legend or related records suggest the meaning of a church- or turf-
maze; visual mazes illustrate texts by representing the physical object
mentioned or by denoting the complexity of a concept; written records
describe lost real labyrinths; a literary idea such as Christ-Theseus’s har-
rowing of hell stimulates, or perhaps is later attached to, labyrinths in
cathedral naves. This chapter deals with visible, or once visible, mazes as
they shape, enlarge, and clarify the broader medieval idea of the laby-
rinth in both art and literature. It examines how medieval people might
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have known, thought about, and attributed significance to labyrinths as
real places they might enter or as artistic designs they might see. This
discussion necessarily skims over ground charted in greater detail by
Kern, Santarcangeli, and Matthews, to whom I refer the reader for
background, additional documentation, and plates. But despite their
explorations, there is more to be said, so I consider some important
implications of these visible mazes in themselves and in their interactions
with literature, focusing always on the meanings of the maze, where
determinable, and their confirmation and expansion of the idea of the
labyrinth.

Visual materials and related texts are particularly important because
they provide the strongest medieval testimony to the classical view of the
labyrinth as an artistic work of magnificent complexity, proof of its archi-
tect’s skill and its commissioner’s exalted status just like ancient laby-
rinths in historical-geographical accounts. True, bewilderment and even
terror may lurk within some visual mazes: labyrinths are inherently dual,
potentially good or evil, highlighting product or process, order or chaos.
But visual mazes, so far as we can reconstruct their meaning, seem most
commonly to emphasize the brilliant conception and execution of the
domus daedali, which create first confusion and then admiration.

The ability of the visual labyrinth to signify elaborate artistry certainly
owes something to its typical design and presentation. Most mazes in
medieval art are diagrammatic and unicursal, as in classical times. If the
observer’s eye becomes too involved in the pattern’s circuits, the tempo-
rary confusion common to any “restless figure” results. But because the
path is unicursal, one’s eye eventually finds rest and stability at the cen-
ter: confusion leads to certainty, for a unicursal labyrinth’s structure and
process are fixed. And because the maze is diagrammatic, it offers us a
privileged God’s- or artist’s-eye view of the whole. Eventually our eye can
take it all in, seeing where, how, and why confusion is converted to order.
The diagrammatic labyrinth is thus a superbly effective image of simul-
taneous and perspective-dependent order/chaos, of an organizing total-
ity controlling complexly organized parts. Like a Gothic cathedral or
scholastic summa, it is, in Jesse M. Gellrich’s words, one of “many medi-
eval forms that are so determined to clarify their own method of con-
struction that they reveal every joint and seam.”! Because the diagram-
matic unicursal labyrinth exposes its structure and solves itself, it
betokens controlled artistry; but because it achieves its end through dis-
orientation and confusion, it differs from cathedral and summa: it repre-
sents also the difficulty of attaining clarity for artist and observer alike,
whose eventual success is thereby rendered more impressive.

1. Gellrich, The Idea of the Book in the Middle Ages, p. ‘74, discussing Panofsky, Gothic
Architecture and Scholasticism.
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A second feature of the labyrinth in the visual arts is at least as impor-
tant in defining some of its metaphorical potential iz bono. Most medi-
eval (and many ancient) labyrinths are not merely diagrammatic and
unicursal; they are also round, constructed—usually by compass—on
the basis of a series of concentric circles (cf. plate 5). These circles are
generallybisected twice, by radii in the sign of a cross; thus it is the cross’s
axes that break the circles, turning them into labyrinthine patterns. Typ-
ical medieval mazes thus consist of a perfect form, the circle—the shape
of the world, the universe, eternity.2 They are stamped with the cross,
perhaps suggesting the impact of Christ on the world (see the discussion
of Augustine’s De civitate Dei in Chapter 3) or, less favorably, indicating a
disruption of perfect order.3 They combine two important principles:
the path defines linear progress (the march of time, of Christian history,
of human life); the whole pattern illustrates circular perfection (the
cosmos, eternity, liturgical and seasonal repetition and renewal). In this
context, as we shall see, labyrinths in churches or other sacred contexts
may fitly represent not only human but divine artistry or even the inter-
section of human and divine perspectives and actions.

These introductory comments are intended merely to suggest that the
typical medieval labyrinth has certain features that make it a particularly
apt sign of complex artistry; we will return to other formal aspects of the
medieval labyrinth as they arise. First, however, we turn from the typical
to the atypical: the three-dimensional labyrinth, distant descendent of
the historian-geographers’ aristocratic triumphs of architecture.

* The Three-Dimensional Labyrinth (Buildings and Gardens) -

What did medieval people think about the labyrinth as a three-
dimensional structure? One major source of information, Pliny the El-
der’s praise of the four ancient labyrinths, was known to the Middle Ages
both directly and through paraphrases. Pliny himself provides ample
incentive for later writers to associate mazes with sublime art; but Isidore
of Seville and his followers replace Pliny’s description of the Egyptian
labyrinth as an incomparably splendid building with selective and evoca-
tive descriptions more fruitful for moralists than for architects. Isidore
treats labyrinths under the rubric “public buildings,” along with gym-
nasia, circuses, amphitheaters, and towers. He begins not with Egypt but
with the Cretan maze and myth, and he defines a labyrinth as a building

2. On the popularity of rotae or circular diagrams in the Middle Ages, see Murdoch,
Album of Science, pp. 52—61, and plates 46—58. I would suggest that the labyrinth is a
variation on the theme of the rota, often used in similar contexts.

3. The importance and possible significance of these broken circles is discussed in chap.
10.
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with intricate walls whose exit one cannot discover without a ball of
string. The building is so constructed that when the doors are opened
terrible thunderings rumble within, and, after descending more than a
hundred steps to enter, one finds many strange statues and dark, mis-
leading passages that make a return to the light seem impossible. The
three other ancient labyrinths are mentioned almost as an afterthought,
though their most terrifying classical attributes have been ransacked for
the Cretan description.4 Egyptian artistry—indeed, any artistry—almost
vanishes; presumably medieval imitators of Daedalus took their cues
directly from Pliny, not from Isidore, whose emphasis on the myth trans-
forms Pliny’s objectivity into sensationalism. Visualizing the structure
from Isidore’s lurid facts is problematic: might the Isidorean maze look
something like a cathedral crypt? Illuminators may have been baffled:
no manuscripts of the Etymologiae illustrate the labyrinth in its proper
place in the text, and three illuminated manuscripts of Isidore’s imitator
Raban Maur offer a diagrammatic unicursal maze. One decks the dia-
gram with a more or less three-dimensional gateway, thereby acknowl-
edging the text’s reference to a building, and two manuscripts show a
rather sketchy three-dimensional amphitheater above that might con-
ceivably be interpreted as an exterior view of a maze (see plate g).> Only
a few illuminators show any kind of three-dimensional labyrinth until
the fifteenth century, so readers of Isidore and indeed of most other
manuscripts were left to use their imagination in mentally reconstruct-
ing the buildings so suggestively described in the texts but visually repre-
sented, as in classical mosaics, by a unicursal floorplan if by anything at
all. I have found no illustrations of the Cretan labyrinth as a tower (as
Laurent de Premierfait envisages his “maison Dedalus”) or as a cave,
whether manmade (Lydgate, Boccaccio) or natural (the Venetian trav-
eler Giovanni Barzizza).6 The three-dimensional challenge of the classi-

4. Isidore, Etymologiae 15.2.36; cf. Raban Maur’s virtually identical account in De univer-
so 14.12 (PL, 111, 387—388), and Ralph Higden, Polychronicon, ed. Churchill Babington,
Rolls Series, 41 (London, 1865—82), 1.311 and 2.385, describing mazes as inextricable
“turnenges” full of thundering noises.

5. See also Kern, plates 155 and 158—-160. The association of maze with amphitheater
exists in a Carolingian eulogy of Verona, describing its Roman amphitheater as “a vast
labyrinth, great in circumference, from which an ignorant intruder can find no way out,
unless with the aid of a lamp or a ball of thread”—*“Versus de Verona,” in MGH Poetae lat.
aevi carol., 1, ed. Ernest Duemmler (Berlin, 1881), 119. The similarity between amphithe-
aters and medieval labyrinths—both designed in concentric circles broken by radial axes,
both without easily recognizable internal reference points—is obvious. Order and chaos
are inherently conjoined in both images.

6. See Laurent, Des cas des nobles hommes et femmes 1.7.14, ed. Patricia May Gathercole
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1968), p. 129; John Lydgate, The Fall of
Princes, 1. 873 and 1. 4338, ed. H. Bergen, EETS, e.s. 121 (1918), pp. 24 and 118; Boccaccio,
Comento alla Divina Commedia, 2, 108; Santarcangeli, p. 115; and Kern, pp. 41—42. Oddly
enough, Lydgate is translating Laurent, who is translating Boccaccio, and Lydgate else-
where (l. 2681 ff.) describes the labyrinth much more conventionally as “an hous . ..
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9. Illustration of “Otfrid”-type labyrinth with gate (below) and amphitheater
(above) from Raban Maur’s De rerum naturis. Berlin (West), Staatsbibliothek
Preussicher Kulturbesitz MS. lat. fol. ggo (late fourteenth century), fol. 64r. By
permission.
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cal maze seems to have defeated the ingenuity of most medieval il-
luminators (for exceptions, see plates 10, 18, 19).7

Medieval architectural claimants to the style of Daedalus were not so
easily demoralized. Despite the paucity of visual evidence, some real
buildings and gardens in the Middle Ages were conceived, or conceived
of, as labyrinths; unfortunately, we must rely on skimpy verbal descrip-
tions to try to reconstruct them. In the twelfth century a self-conscious
imitation of antique architecture was apparently built at Ardres for
Count Arnold of Guines by one Louis of Bourbourg, who, “with a skill in
woodwork very little different from that of Daedalus,” executed not only
a palace but also “a nearly inextricable labyrinth, containing recess with-
in recess, room within room, turning within turning.”8 It is pleasing to
find the architect’s name preserved, although more information about
the purpose and nature of his work would have been useful; perhaps
this labyrinth was a spectacular gazebo gracing the gardens at Ardres,
propagandistic testimony to the count’s taste, classicism, and wealth, an-
ticipating the Renaissance programmatic gardens and living labyrinths
of Carlo Emanuele near Turin or Ippolito d’Este at Tivoli.?

Roughly contemporary with Arnold’s labyrinth is the most famous
medieval maze of all, Rosamund Clifford’s camera, that curving and im-
penetrable Daedalian creation allegedly constructed by Henry II at
Woodstock to shield his mistress from his wife, Eleanor of Aquitaine.
The legend is first mentioned by the thirteenth-century chronicler John
Bromyard, and later historians repeat and embellish both the bower’s
description and the narrative of Eleanor’s vengeance. Unfortunately, the
historicity of this labyrinthine building is dubious: medieval chroniclers

dyvers and vnkouth, / Full off wrynkles and off straungenesse, / Ougli to know which is
north or south.” Possibly the inconsistencies reflect not textual variants in the manuscripts
but the difficulty of visualizing the Cretan maze. William of Conches’s commentary on
Boethius also reports that the labyrinth is a kind of cave (domus subterranea): London BL
MS. Royal 15 B 3, fol. 86v.

7. For reproductions, see Kern, plates 155 and 158—-160. For other illuminations hint-
ing at a third dimension, see Kern, plates 184, 203, 205, and 207, the last three illustrating
the city of Jericho as a labyrinth. Plates 174—175 and my plate 10 show mid-fifteenth-
century three-dimensional labyrinths. Earlier, only three illuminators of the Histoire an-
cienne jusqu'a César attempt exterior views of a three-dimensional spherical labyrinth (see
plates 18 and 19 and Buchthal, Miniature Painting in the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem, plates
113b and 151c; and Appendix, MSS. 4-6).

8. Reported by the chronicler Lambert of Ardres, Historia comitum Ardensium et Guisnen-
sium, A.D. 800—1200, in Petrus de Ludewig, Reliquiae manuscriptorum (1727), p. 549 (as noted
by Matthews, pp. 111 and 233). Kern (p. 248) thinks Lambert’s reference to the building as
a labyrinth is purely metaphorical, but the description accords rather well with Boccaccio’s
comments on the original Cretan maze, cited above in chap. 2.

9. See Elisabeth Blair MacDougall, “Imitation and Invention: Language and Decora-
tion in Roman Renaissance Gardens,” Journal of Garden History, 5 (1985), 119—134, here
120—121, and Kern, plate 443 and chap. 15. On the popularity of gloriettes and other
elaborate garden buildings, see John Harvey, Medieval Gardens (London: B. T. Batsford,
1981), pp. 106—107 and plates 56—59 and 62.
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so exultantly invented bloodcurdling accusations against Eleanor that
the labyrinth story may be yet another piece of character assassination.
In any case, John Harvey concludes from Woodstock records that the
bower was simply an orchard. Nevertheless, it is significant that such
medieval chroniclers as Ralph Higden accepted unquestioningly the idea
that a royal labyrinth, a summerhouse of sin designed for lust and end-
ing in murder, had once existed; perhaps more authentic examples lent
credibility to the legend.10

In the later Middle Ages, aristocratic French gardens contained other
dédales, and here the distinction between labyrinthine garden buildings
and true horticultural labyrinths made of hedges blurs. In 1338 workers
were paid to maintain pergolas, rose gardens, and a maison dédalus at the
castle of Hesdin; Charles V of France (1364—1380) had a maison de
dédale, along with pavilions, orchards, and tunnel arbors, in his gardens
at the Hétel Saint Pol in Paris; accounts of the dukes of Burgundy
mention a maison dédalus at Rouvres in 1372; in 1431 John, duke of
Bedford, tore up the hedges of a dédale at the Hotel des Tournelles in
Paris to make room for a stand of elms; and in 1477 King René of
Anjou’s dedalus in the gardens of Baugé was rebuilt. The duke of Bed-
ford’s unwanted dédale was presumably a true hedge-maze, but the na-
ture of the others is unclear: hedge-mazes, mosaics, turf-mazes, and
labyrinths covered by pergolas have all been proposed.!! Given the pre-
cedent of Louis de Bourbourg, the medieval assumption that the Wood-
stock maze was a building, and the general popularity of summerhouses
and other buildings in medieval gardens, however, I think we cannot
discard the possibility that some of these later mazes were ornate build-
ings, labyrinthine in artistry if not in groundplan. Boccaccio’s descrip-
tion of the mazes familiar in mid-fourteenth-century Italy, quoted in
Chapter 2, clearly suggests that his contemporaries built three-
dimensional mazes, but whether of stone or plants he does not say. Some
illustrations of the Cretan maze from the mid-fifteenth century show a
roofless stone building that fits Boccaccio’s description and that might
possibly represent some actual Italian construction (see plate 10).12

Thus itis impossible to tell when hedge-mazes of the Hampton Court
(169o0) variety first appeared in medieval Europe and whether the dédale

10. See Matthews, p. 165; Higden, Polychronicon 7.22; Virgil B. Heltzel, Fair Rosamund: A
Study of the Development of a Literary Theme (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1947);
and Harvey, Medieval Gardens, p. 11.

11. See Matthews, p. 112; Frank Crisp, Medieval Gardens, 2 vols. (London: Bodley Head,
1924), 1, 70; Marie Luise Gothein, A History of Garden Art, 2 vols. (London, 1928; repr. New
York: Hacker Art Books, 1979), 1, 188; Harvey, Medieval Gardens, p. g2; Santarcangeli, pp.
325—326; Kern, pp. 329—330; and Marguerite Charageat, “De la maison Dédalus aux
labyrinthes, dans I'art des jardins, du Moyen-Age a la Renaissance,” Actes du XVII#me Con-
gres International d’Histoire de UArt, Amsterdam 1952 (The Hague, 1955), pp. 345—350.

12. See Kern, plates 174—175, and Bord, Mazes and Labyrinths, plate 56.
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10. Illustration of the Cretan legend with three-dimensional labyrinth. Italian
copperplate, ca. 1460, attributed to Maso Finiguerra. London, British Library
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Department of Prints and Drawings 197.d.3, fols. 2gv and gor. By permission of
the British Library.
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uprooted by the duke of Bedford was one of the earliest examples.13
Certainly by the time an anonymous English author wrote The Assembly of
Ladies (ca. 1450), these elegant, baffling playgrounds were well-known,
and treading the maze was an attractive if frustrating recreational ac-
tivity. Chapter 6 considers the significance of this labyrinth at some
length; here, we simply look at what it tells us about the nature and uses
of medieval hedge-mazes. Having nothing better to do one afternoon, a
group of ladies enters the labyrinth:

Som went inward and went [thought] they had gon oute,
Som stode amyddis and loked al aboute;

And soth to sey som were ful fer behynde

And right anon as ferforth [well advanced] as the best;
Other there were, so mased [bewildered] in theyr minde,
Al weys were goode for hem, both est and west.

Thus went they furth and had but litel rest,

And som theyr corage [spirits] dide theym so assaile

For verray wrath they stept over the rayle.!4

Maze-walking seems to be a normal aristocratic diversion, but responses
to the experience are highly individual: one group is completely disori-
ented; the second, poised in mid-maze, is either enjoying a pleasant view
or hesitating between one path and another; the third group, seemingly
far behind the rest, has in fact proceeded just as near the goal, presum-
ably by a different path. The fourth group is thoroughly confused, and
the last group of angry spoilsports climbs the rails to get out. The narra-
tor, in contrast, is so exhausted that she seeks a “streyte [narrow; direct]
passage” (1. 47) leading to an arbor, where she falls asleep. Presumably
all the ladies enjoy treading the maze, but just as clearly the physical and
emotional endurance required may be rather taxing.

If this poem gives a comprehensive early account of the three-
dimensional maze experience, it also suggests some features of the
garden maze’s construction. It must be large, or the narrator would not
be so tired; and if a lady can step over the rails in medieval costume, the
walls or hedges cannot be very high. Neither can they be so low that one
can easily see the design from within, or the frustration experienced by

13. In chap. 6 we will consider two texts—the Gesta romanorum (ca. 1300) and Les Echecs
amoureux (ca. 1370—1380)—that contain gardens seen as moral labyrinths; conceivably
these texts reflect the actual existence of hedge-mazes in the fourteenth century, much
earlier than most garden historians would allow.

14. Lines 34—42, The Floure and the Leafe and The Assembly of Ladies, ed. D. A. Pearsall
(London: Thomas Nelson, 1962). While finding the language consistent with a mid-
century dating, Pearsall assumes the presence of the maze would place the poem later,
perhaps in the 1470s; but given the dating of the duke of Bedford’s maze, 1450 seems
plausible as a date for the poem.
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11. Painting of a garden maze, ca. 1550, once attributed to Tintoretto and now to
Pozzoserrato. London, Hampton Court. Copyright reserved to Her Majesty
Queen Elizabeth II.

several strollers would be unlikely. Finally, it seems probable that the
maze is multicursal, involving choices among paths, and, if so, this is a
very early example of that design. In many respects, then, and except
for its probable multicursal design, the maze of the poem resembles
waist-high hedge-mazes depicted in numerous works of art from rough-
ly 1550 to 1650 (see plate 11, a painting at Hampton Court once at-
tributed to Tintoretto).!> Entertaining places of dalliance, conversation,
and exercise, hedge-mazes presumably served many of the same func-
tions as any other garden while intensifying the normal garden’s formal
artistry and adding an element of challenge.

15. The painting is now attributed to Pozzoserrato: see Rodolfo Palluchini and Paola
Rossi, Tintoretto: Le opere sacre e profane, 2 vols. (Milan: Alfieri, 1982), plate 669.
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Despite the pejorative moral connotations of many literary labyrinths
and despite the grim descriptions of real mazes in Isidore and others,
then, there was a different, secular aristocratic tradition in the Middle
Ages. We cannot begin to determine whether such architectural wonders
as Louis of Bourbourg’s confection at Ardres were inspired by Pliny’s
descriptions of the creations of ancient kings, by Ovidian playfulness, or
by something else entirely. Nor can we tell whether horticultural mazes
might be a refinement of the more democratic English turf-maze, to be
discussed shortly. But clearly these three-dimensional maisons de dédale,
whether as buildings or as horticultural extravagances, were flamboyant
works of art fit for a king’s garden, intended to confuse and dazzle,
creations of complex artistry and baffling intricacy, medieval status sym-
bols harmonizing order and chaos. That most of these mazes are named
for Daedalus suggests that architectural intricacy and ingenuity were
salient features, and, like some cathedral labyrinths, noble dédales may
well have served as sublime artificial symbols of the designer’s Daedalian
craft, as excellent a quality in a gardener or secular architect as in the
founder of a cathedral. Since, as we shall see, most medieval literary
references to labyrinths link them with sin, error, confusion, and dam-
nation, it is all the more important to remember what the aristocratic
three-dimensional labyrinth teaches: that in a parallel courtly tradition, a
maze, like a garden, might be a palace of pleasure, beguiling nothing but
the time. These mazes may be as close as the Middle Ages come to art for
art’s sake; if literature can be justified as recreation, so can labyrinths.16

- Diagrammatic Labyrinths -

If three-dimensional mazes represent an attractive if atypical variation
on the theme of the labyrinth, diagrammatic mazes are the medieval
norm. Here I include medieval mazes that are either quite flat (the great
cathedrals’ pavement labyrinths, for example) or, while minimally three-
dimensional, so low that their design can be seen clearly by anyone
standing inside them (the turf- or stone-mazes). I separate them from
three-dimensional mazes because these two-dimensional labyrinths in-
trinsically highlight the orderly albeit circuitous design of the labyrinth
by affording a comprehensive overview. All save one (the graffito in
Poitiers—see Chapter 2, n. 3) are indisputably unicursal, so that it would
be impossible for anyone to get lost even were the design extended into
three dimensions. If the three-dimensional mazes owe a good deal to the
classical literary tradition, diagrammatic mazes are akin to the floor

16. See Glending Olson, Literature as Recreation in the Later Middle Ages (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1982).
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mosaics of classical art. If architectural and horticultural mazes were
rare and associated with the aristocracy, many diagrammatic labyrinths
were visible to thousands in churches or fields. Although not every view-
er would have understood their potential metaphorical significance,
knowledge of their existence and form at least would have been common
in much of western Europe. Whoever designed them, and for whatever
reason, they became part of medieval popular culture and thus repre-
sent our only chance to see what illiterate people might have known
about the idea of the labyrinth. Since a great deal has been written about
them, I limit my comments to necessary background and new interpreta-
tions or speculations.

Turf-Mazes and Stone-Mazes

What architectural and horticultural labyrinths were to the aristocracy,
turf-mazes may have been to English medieval peasants: places of aes-
thetic delight and slightly arduous recreation.!? Or such, at least, is one
of their generally mysterious functions. The English countryside is dot-
ted with earthwork labyrinths or turf-mazes (see plates 12 and 13): uni-
cursal mazes, often circular and about forty feet in diameter, cut in the
ground to a depth of six to twelve inches. These mazes have fascinated
antiquarians since the seventeenth century. Several, particularly those
with elaborate designs unparalleled in demonstrably medieval mazes,
date from the Renaissance or later, but a goodly number are generally
assumed to be very old. As so often happens with manifestations of early
popular culture, facts about these mazes are hard to come by: local oral
history and late records are usually the only source for their antiquity,
names, and uses. Speculations abound, of course. For example, Edward
Trollope noted that turf-mazes usually are found near churches and
concludes they may have had ecclesiastical functions;!8 but no place in
England is ever very far from a church, and no medieval accounts sur-
vive of religious uses of the turf-maze. The earliest record of a turf-maze
and its use apparently dates from 1353: Matthews describes the treading
of a “Shepherd Ring” near Boughton Green, Northamptonshire, during
the annual June Fair chartered by Edward III in that year.!9 But does
the treading of the maze date from official recognition of the fair, or
might it have been an earlier or a later practice? Other problems raised
by turf-mazes are equally insoluble. Nevertheless, I join Matthews, Kern,

17. See Matthews, chaps. 10—12; Santarcangeli, pp. 340—353; Edward Trollope, “No-
tices of Ancient and Medieval Labyrinths,” Arch], 15 (1858), 216—235; and Kern, chap. g,
which includes a map showing the distribution of turf-mazes and a full catalogue with
illustrations.

18. Trollope, Arch], 15, 227—228.

19. Matthews, p. 75.
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12. Turf-maze at Wing, Rutland, England. Photograph courtesy of the Royal
Commission on the Historical Monuments of England.

and others in assuming that turf-mazes and the treading of them were
known in England in the Middle Ages. First, the patterns of many turf-
mazes are very old, resembling those of French cathedral labyrinths or
prehistoric mazes carved on rocks, as at Rocky Valley in Cornwall (see
plate 1).20 Second, Shakespeare mentions treading the maze as an estab-
lished folk custom, and folk memory often goes back a long way.2! As we
have seen, Chaucer and Gower may have assumed that their listeners
knew the word mase and its confusing design because of a widespread
familiarity with turf-mazes, whatever their function. On balance, then,
we may tentatively include turf-mazes and assorted playful if obscure
festivities involving them as part of the labyrinth lore available to English
medieval writers and readers. The idea of the labyrinth as a challenging
game, so familiar today, presumably played its part in the Middle Ages in
dédales and turf-mazes alike.

One of the most intriguing features of turf-mazes is their names. Here

20. Kern (pp. 221—222) discusses the theory that early turf-mazes in England were
Christianized by the imposition of cruciform axes and designs borrowed from French
cathedrals. I do not think the evidence permits a tracing of influence from France to
England or vice versa.

21. See Midsummer Night's Dream, 2.1.99—100, and Tempest, 3.3.2 and 5.1.242.
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13. Diagram of Julian’s Bower, turf labyrinth at Alkbor-
ough, Lincolnshire, England. Drawing by Robert Ouellette
after W. Matthews and G. Yorke.

again, we are on somewhat uncertain ground: none of the names is
firmly documented before the Renaissance. But if the names are indeed
older, as they may well be, they can tell us something about popular
medieval interpretations of mazes. At least three Lincolnshire turf-
mazes were called Julian’s Bower, and although the name is clearly at-
tached to the maze only in 1544, local tradition dates an Alkborough
example to 1200. Conceivably, as several writers have suggested, the
name refers to Julius Ascanius’s Trojan Ride; however, it is likely that in
the Middle Ages the name would suggest Saint Julian, patron saint of
hospitality. If so, the name is either an ironic allusion to the troublesome
journey any maze involves or a more straightforward reference to wel-
come rest at the maze’s center.22 But the Trojan connection is unam-
biguous elsewhere: eight turf-mazes are called “Troy,” “Walls of Troy,”
or, in Wales, “Caerdroia” (“walls of Troy” or, perhaps, “city of turnings”).
Since the labyrinth on the Tragliatella wine-pitcher is also “truia,” and
since the seigneur de Caumont in 1418 described the Cretan labyrinth as

22. For the Alkborough dating, see Kern, p. 224.
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“called by the vulgar the City of Troy,”23 a continuous tradition seems to
link the maze design with Troy and perhaps with the Trojan Ride of the
Aeneid and Roman custom. This ancient tradition, along with the Trojan
names for some turf-mazes, offers tentative evidence that turf-mazes
nominally associated with Troy did indeed exist in medieval England. If
so, given the tremendous interest in Troy in a country allegedly founded
by descendents of Trojan Aeneas, the labyrinth and related rituals might
have had special importance for English writers.24

Turf-mazes were common only in Britain, though a few existed in
Scandinavia and Germany. Norway, Sweden, Finland, Iceland, and Rus-
sia, however, contain more than five hundred labyrinths of the pre-
historic Cretan pattern (see plate 1) whose paths are outlined by stones.
Many of these apparently date back to the Middle Ages, and many are
called “Troy-town” (“Trojaburg”); others are named “Jerusalem,”
“Babylon,” “Nineveh,” “Jericho,” or “Wayland’s House.”25 These place
names (except Nineveh) also occur in connection with mazes in medieval
manuscript illuminations or literature.26 The striking overlap between
learned and popular labyrinth names lends credence to claims that the
names of turf- and stone-mazes are medieval in origin.

It is obvious why mazes might be associated with the legendary Way-
land, the Daedalus of the north; but why are they linked with cities?
Santarcangeli speculates that since Troy was the archetypal city for many
medieval people, the labyrinth associated with Troy (via the lusus Troiae)
might come to denote other cities as well. Kern believes that the Trojan
Ride was performed at the foundation of Roman cities, and that the
maze-city association is based on that ritual.2? There are still closer paral-
lels between labyrinths and Jericho: the Hebrews circled that city for
seven days, the number of circuits in many mazes, and Rahab, like
Ariadne, helped the Hebrew spies escape from the city with the aid of a
scarlet thread.28 Babylon, linked by Petrarch with the labyrinth that is

23. Matthews, p. 156.

24. Later we shall see how the Assembly of Ladies and House of Fame link Saint Julian and
the maze, and Chaucer’s poem brings Aeneas into the equation as well.

25. See Matthews, chap. 17; Santarcangeli, chap. 6; Kern, chap. 16. These authors also
report connections between Trojaburgs and dancing, although the function of the stone-
mazes is as mysterious as that of turf-mazes. John Kraft’s definitive study of Trojaburgs
may be enlightening in this regard.

26. Constantinople is linked with the maze in medieval art, though not in folk tradition.
See Batschelet-Massini, MSS. Agb, A14, A15; Santarcangeli, p. 251; Kern, plates 200-207;
Petrarch, Liber sine nomine (Book without a Name), trans. Norman P. Zacour (Toronto: Pontifi-
cal Institute of Medieval Studies, 1973), letters 8 and 10.

27. Santarcangeli, pp. 69—73, and Kern, pp. 26—27 and g3—101. W. L. Hildburgh ar-
gues that turf, stone, and probably church mazes had an apotropaic function, in them-
selves and for anyone who ran their course: see “The Place of Confusion and Indeter-
minability in Mazes and Maze-Dances,” Folklore, 56 (1945), 187—192.

28. Santarcangeli, pp. 68 and 275. See Kern, pp. 171-182, for a full if occasionally
problematic discussion of the Jericho-labyrinth tradition and its possible relationship to the
Trojan Ride.
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Avignon, is continually associated with confusion in the Middle Ages, so
that city and the maze are appropriately likened to each other.29

I suggest, however, that the origins of the link between maze and city
return us to the idea of the labyrinth as a complex artistic whole com-
posed of confusing parts. Isidore of Seville tells us that “urbs” is derived
from “orbis,” since ancient cities were always circular in form.3° So too
are all mazes named after cities. What could be more complicated and
simultaneously more artistically put together than a great ancient city?
One round, complex, artistic entity is fitly designated by another. The
metaphoric equivalence stresses yet again the maze’s characteristic ten-
sions between order and chaos and defines another significance of the
image in medieval literature, a significance fusing objective admiration
for elaborate design with recognition of subjective, process-induced con-
fusion. Popular as well as aristocratic culture may have been fully con-
scious of the artistic magnificence of the maze as artifact and the be-
wildering consequences of the maze as process.

Labyrinths in Churches

If secular labyrinths in aristocratic and popular culture alike tend to
glorify the artistry of man, ecclesiastical labyrinths generally celebrate
the triumphs of divine artistry and of human ingenuity in the service of
God. Here too the labyrinth usually operates in bono and offers an occa-
sion for joy, either in itself or as the locus of festive ritual; labyrinthine
complexities in this context represent an aesthetic hallmark of artistry or
an intellectual and moral challenge to be overcome with divine aid.

England had turf-mazes and other northern countries had stone laby-
rinths to familiarize their inhabitants with the characteristic form of the
unicursal maze (and perhaps with some aspects of the labyrinth as meta-
phor), but northern France and northern Italy located their diagramma-
tic mazes in churches and cathedrals. Before we consider the signifi-
cance of these labyrinths, a little background information is useful.3!
Except for some early Christian labyrinth mosaics in Africa, the earliest
church mazes existed in Italy (Pavia, Piacenza, Ravenna—all dated vari-

29. Petrarch, Liber sine nomine, letters 8 and 10. According to one possibly relevant
tradition, Nimrod, builder of the Tower of Babel, had a son named Icarus who later went
to Italy: Brunetto Latini, Li Livres dou tresor 61.134 ff., ed. Francis J. Carmody, University of
California Publications in Modern Philology, 22, (Berkeley, Calif., 1948).

go. Isidore, Etymologiae 15.2.3.

g1. For lists, drawings, and descriptions of church mazes, see Matthews, chap. g; Saptar—
cangeli, pp. 282—301; Kern, chap. 8; L. Deschamps des Pas, “Le Pavage des égllses',”
Annales Archéologiques, 12 (1852), 137—153; Julien Durand, “Les Pavés-Mosaiques en Italie
et en France,” Annales Archéologiques, 15 (1855), 223—231, and 17 (1857), 119—127; Jules
Gailhabaud, L'Architecture du V™ au Xviéme siécle, vol. 2 (Paris, 1858); Emile Amé, Les Car-
relages emaillés du Moyen-Age et de la Renaissance (Paris, 1859), pp. 31-53; Hans Reinhardt,
La Cathédrale de Reims, pp. 75—82; and Batschelet-Massini, pp. 59—61. Many French church
labyrinths were destroyed around the time of the Revolution.
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ously from the tenth to twelfth centuries). By the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries they had spread widely, particularly in major cathedrals of
northern France (e.g., Auxerre, Sens, Chartres, Reims, Amiens). Except
for the Poitiers graffito, which might be minimally multicursal (see
Chapter 2, n. 3), these labyrinths are all unicursal; most are circular (one
is square and four are octagonal) and have the cruciform axes appropri-
ate to a church. Those in France tend to be large (thirty or forty feet in
diameter), those in Italy smaller (ten or so feet in diameter); a few small
mazes are found on walls, but most are set in the nave pavement. It is
often impossible to determine their exact dates or which came first, but
their tendency to cluster in certain areas (within a hundred miles of
Paris, for instance, or in the related cathedrals of Sens, Chartres, and
Auxerre) indicates that architects or their clerical commissioners readily
adopted an attractive feature of a neighboring church for their own use.
Nor is it clear why England should have had no pavement labyrinths, or
whether the existence of turf-mazes has anything to do with this lack.32
There are, however, fourteenth-century roof bosses (at South Tawton,
Devon, and Saint Mary Redcliffe, Bristol—plate 14) and a Norman bap-
tismal font (Saint Martin’s, Lewannick, Cornwall—plate 15) with laby-
rinth designs.

The purposes and symbolism of church labyrinths concern us here,
for thus do these mazes exemplify and extend the idea of the medieval
labyrinth. Although little conclusive information is available, a good deal
of contextual evidence survives on which to base informed speculation.
Medieval art historians have long known that virtually every detail of a
church might have a symbolic purpose, or at least an appropriate sym-
bolic interpretation, as William Durand (1230-1296) shows so inge-
niously in the Rationale divinorum officiorum.33 Unfortunately, Durand
offers no commentary on the great pavement labyrinths that existed in

32. Matthews (pp. 69—70) cites The Dictionary of Architecture (London: Thomas Richards,
1867), s.v. maze, as evidence for a pavement labyrinth at Canterbury Cathedral, but Francis
Woodman, author of The Architectural History of Canterbury Cathedral (London: Routledge &
Kegan Paul, 1981), kindly confirmed in personal communication that there is no basis in
fact for such a claim.

If turf-mazes were habitually used for secular diversions, one can see why the labyrinth
design might be left of f cathedral floors lest they be abused, especially during services. No
such practical objections could be raised to nontreadable mazes.

33. Book 1 is translated as The Symbolism of Churches and Church Ornaments, trans. John
Mason Neale and Benjamin Webb (Leeds: n.p., 1843). For a judicious assessment of the
caution necessary in finding symbolic meaning in medieval architectural structure, see
John Leyerle, “The Rose-Wheel Design and Dante’s Paradiso,” UTQ, 46 (1977), 280—308,
here 290—291. Since labyrinths are decorative rather than structural features, we may
safely assume they were intended to have symbolic import. For studies of church symbol-
ism, see, inter alia, Adolf Katzenellenbogen, The Sculptural Programs of Chartres Cathedral
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1959); Emile Male, The Gothic Image: Religious
Art of France of the Thirteenth Century, trans. Dora Nussey (New York: Harper & Row, 1958);
and Panofsky, Gothic Architecture and Scholasticism.
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14. Roof boss, north aisle, Saint Mary Redcliffe, Bristol (fourteenth—fifteenth
century). Photograph courtesy of the Royal Commission on the Historical Monu-
ments of England.

his day: all we learn is that the pavement per se is either humility (1.16)
or the foundations of the faith (1.28). What, then, were the pavement
labyrinths intended to represent? Not, surely, what countless authors
since 1817 have assumed despite the utter lack of supporting medieval
evidence: that the feeble, the sick, and stay-at-homes during the crusades
performed token pilgrimages on their feet or knees in these church
labyrinths in lieu of undertaking a real voyage to Jerusalem.34 This

34. The original perpetrator of the theory seems to have been J. B. F. Gérusez, Descrip-
tion historique et statistique de la ville de Reims, vol. 1 (Reims, 1817), pp. 315—316. Among
modern literary critics reluctant to discard the hypothesis are D. W. Robertson, A Preface to
Chaucer (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1962), p. 373; B. G. Koonce, Chaucer and the
Tradition of Fame (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1966), p. 251; Donald R. Howard,
The Idea of the Canterbury Tales (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), pp. 325—
330; Diehl, “Into the Maze of Self,” pp. 283—284; and John G. Demaray, Dante and the Book
of the Cosmos, Transactions of the American Philosophical Society, 77, pt. 5 (1987), pp. 21—
23, 99. Even Kern seems to endorse the penitential use of church labyrinths, as though
something that may be traversed on foot was necessarily intended to be traced in a reverent
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15. Face of octagonal baptismal font (probably Norman) in Saint Martin’s,
Lewannick, Cornwall. Photograph courtesy of the Royal Commission on the
Historical Monuments of England.

tenacious fantasy has meager roots in reality. A few church labyrinths
were known as “chemins de Jérusalem,” but documentation of the name
is post-Renaissance.35 As classical and early Christian writings show, life
can be compared to a labyrinthine journey; since life may also be com-

spirit. He suggests that the placement of most church mazes at the western part of the nave
indicates their function as “a buffer zone. The faithful had first to interiorize the idea of
the labyrinth—with all its implications—by physically tracing its windings; only then were
they permitted to proceed further, to advance towards the Holy Sacrament” (p. 128). The
hypothesis is attractive if rather difficult to put into practice, and it rests on conjecture
alone.

35. See Matthews, p. 60, and Kern, pp. 194—195.
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pared to a pilgrimage, the argument would go, a pilgrimage must be a
labyrinth, and vice versa: an elementary if faulty syllogism, plausible
enough in the abstract. But although a labyrinth might sometimes have
represented a pilgrimage, I have found no indisputable medieval ex-
amples of the metaphor, and in the absence of the tiniest shred of
evidence that pavement labyrinths were used for real or substitute pil-
grimages, the hydra-like hypothesis should be dismembered for good.
Fortunately, we can reconstruct the symbolism and function of several
church labyrinths, even though that reconstruction necessarily involves a
certain amount of speculative interpretation of the existing medieval
evidence.36

First, the labyrinth may be a sign of the aesthetic magnificence of
Christian architecture. Labyrinths at Reims (1240; plate 16), Amiens
(1288), and possibly Chartres (ca. 1194—1220; plate 17) contained
effigies of the chief architects and founding bishops, as Jules Gailhabaud
showed in 1858; the labyrinth is thus “synonymous with all great enter-
prises, that is to say, a kind of seal placed by the architect to consecrate
his work.”37 Accomplished medieval sculptors sometimes signed their
works rather boastfully: in the Last Judgment tympanum at Autun,
Gislebertus (fl. 1125) places his “hoc fecit” directly below the feet of
Christ; at Saint Etienne, Toulouse, the sculptor Gilabertus (fl. 1125)
signs his name with the addendum “vir non incertus [not an vnsteady
man; or, a man of respected lineage]”; the Italian Niccolo claimed credit
for four cathedrals; and Wiligelmo, working at Modena, ensured his
reputation with an inscription reading, “Among sculptors, your work
shines forth, Wiligelmo. How greatly you are worthy of honors.” A
gifted Spanish illuminator, Florentius (fl. 945), signed an exceptionally
rich manuscript even more extravagantly, if with verbal modesty: the
text “Florentius indignum memore [Florentius, remember you are un-
worthy; or, perhaps, Remember the unworthy Florentius]” constitutes
an elaborate letter-labyrinth like that at San Reparatus: begin at the top
center of the page, read the letters either horizontally or vertically, and
the scribe’s prayer takes shape. This labyrinth is set in a maze-like inter-
laced frame and faces the monogram of Christ on the opposite page.38 If

36. For a range of other speculations, as well as an argument that church labyrinths
betray Norman influence, see Kern, chap. 8.

87. Gailhabaud, L'Architecture, n.p. For Reims, Amiens, and Chartres, see also Matthews,
figures 50, 48, and 47, and Kern, plates 247—248, 218-219, and 224—226. Reinhardt,
Reims, gives a good account of scholarship on these architects’ labyrinths. One other maze
perpetuates fame: in Saint Etienne, Caen, the abbey guard chamber contains a labyrinth
including coats of arms of illustrious Norman families (Matthews, p. 65).

38. George Zarnecki, Art of the Medieval World (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall,
and New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1975), pp. 285, 271, and 270; and John Williams, Early
Spanish Manuscript Illumination (New York: George Braziller, 1977), pl 6. Williams notes
that such “commemorative labyrinths” were common in Spain but generally were plays on
the name of the commissioner.
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16. Drawing of labyrinth with figures of architects in the nave of Reims Cathe-
dral, by Jacques Cellier. The labyrinth dates from 1240. Paris, Bibliothéque
Nationale MS. fr. g152, fol. 77r. By permission.

sculptors and illuminators wanted due fame, it is hardly surprising that
the builders of Amiens and Reims should claim credit for their work, or
that, like Florentius, they should do so in a way that blends theoretical
humility with justifiable pride. The church labyrinths are, after all, set in
the lowly pavement, and they do not include signatures; but they im-
plicitly equate the medieval architect with that master builder, Daedalus.
The pavement dédale, then, suggests that a great Christian structure, the
complex High Gothic cathedral, is fully as magnificent in design and
execution as any Cretan monument: indeed, the Christian work quite
literally stands far above the Cretan. Like the great ancient labyrinths
described by Pliny, these architects’ labyrinths bear grandiose witness to
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the genius of the builder and serve as emblems of magnificent design.39
Even when a church labyrinth did not include specific reference to the
architects, the aesthetic message might persist: Christian art surpasses,
or at least rivals, the ancient labyrinths; the temple of Christ triumphs
over the labyrinth-decked temple of Apollo at Cumae and offers a safer
passage to the afterlife. The inherent ambiguity of the maze as complex
artistry and confusing chaos would thus resolve itself in the direction of
artistry, perhaps with a glance at the labor involved in the creation of so
richly articulated a building as the Gothic cathedral.

Almost any church labyrinth, then, might be interpreted as signifying
the marvelously articulated complexity of the building that contains it,
but other legitimate interpretations based on medieval evidence exist as
well. If the architects’ labyrinths, or indeed any church labyrinth as a
visible ornament, make an aesthetic statement, the liturgical uses of
pavement labyrinths sometimes assert moral-doctrinal truths, as the laby-
rinth ritual of the Cathedral of Saint Stephen at Auxerre demonstrates.
During the Middle Ages, a number of dioceses practiced Easter rituals
involving dances, ball-throwing, or both together. John Beleth (fl. 1182)
reports (and discourages) such rites at Reims and elsewhere, and there
may also have been Easter labyrinth dances during the later Middle Ages
at Sens, Chartres, and Amiens.#0 The most complete records are from
Auxerre, whose pavement labyrinth was the site of a fascinating Easter
ceremony.4! From at least as early as the fourteenth century until 1538,

39. So I would also interpret the roof boss labyrinths at South Tawton, Devon, and Saint
Mary Redcliffe, Bristol (plate 14). An interesting variation on this theme occurs at Saint
Mary Redcliffe: a roof boss in the north transept illustrates the vaulting design for the
nave. Demaray (Dante and the Book of the Cosmos, p. 22) interprets these mazes differently.

40. Beleth, Rationale divinorum officiorum cap. 120, PL, 202, 123; Batschelet-Massini, p.
61; Kern, pp. 190—192; Yvonne Rokseth, “Danses cléricales du XIlle siecle,” Mélanges
1945, 1II: Etudes Historiques (Paris, 1947), pp. 93—126. Trollope reports post-medieval
Easter festivities at the Comberton, Cambridgeshire, turf-maze: Arch ], 15, 232. The exis-
tence of a dance at Chartres is questioned by Yves Delaporte in his edition of L'Ordinaire
chartrain du XIIle siécle (Chartres: Société Archéologique d’Eure-et-Loir, 1953). Delaporte
suggests that the “chorea” occurring at vespers for several days after Easter was not a dance
but a second (and therefore differently named) chorus singing in organum (pp. 256—257).
Usually, however, chorea means “carol”—a danced song—and so I believe it should be
interpreted in the Chartres ordinary. I have not been able to obtain Wolfgang Kronig's
study of an Easter dance at Sens Cathedral (Kern, p. 131, n. 33).

41. The texts are published by Du Cange, Glossarium, s.v. pelota. The Auxerre dance has
been widely discussed: see E. K. Chambers, The Medieval Stage, 2 vols. (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1903), 1, 128—129 and n. 4; Louis Gougaud, “La danse dans les églises,”
Revue d’Histoire Ecclésiastique, 15 (1914), 229—245 (for Auxerre, 235—236); Edith B.
Schnapper, “Labyrinths and Labyrinth Dances in Christian Churches,” in Festschrift Otto
Erich Deutsch, ed. Walter Gerstenberg, Jan LaRue, and Wolfgang Rehm (Kassel: Barenrei-
ter, 1963), pp. 352—360; Erwin Mehl, “Der Ausweg aus dem Labyrinth,” in Volkskunde:
Fakten und Analysen, ed. Klaus Beitl (Vienna: Selbstverlag des Vereines fiir Volkskunde), pp.
402—428 (410—418); E. L. Backman, Religious Dances in the Christian Church and in Popular
Medicine (London: Allen & Unwin, 1952), pp. 66—73; Santarcangeli, pp. 296—298; and
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the Auxerre canons assembled in the nave at vespers for Easter Monday,
when the dean would take in his left hand a large ball (pilota) presented
by one of the new canons. He then danced a tripudium in the center of
the circular pavement labyrinth while the others joined hands and
danced “circa daedalum”: whether they followed the course of the laby-
rinth or simply danced around the outside is unclear, but the description
of the dance as “garland-like” suggests that either the dean or the canons
may have traced the labyrinthine path, its turnings resembling the inter-
lacings of a garland. This dance was accompanied by Wipo’s famous
Easter sequence Victimae Paschali laudes, sung by the dean and presum-
ably by the dancers in antiphon. All the while, the pilota was thrown back
and forth between the dean and the canons. The sequence and its ac-
companying dance completed, all repaired to a communal meal.
Describing the ludus is one thing, but interpreting it is quite another;
since this is our fullest account of the actual use of a church labyrinth,
however, the attempt must be made. Noting the general medieval disap-
proval of paschal dances, Erwin Mehl thinks the ritual must be pre-
Christian in overtone; Werner Batschelet-Massini traces Easter dances to
Victorinus’s account of the ancient labyrinth dance, discussed in Chap-
ter g, that betokened the harmony of the spheres. There is also a re-
semblance between the Auxerre ritual and the carol, a circle-dance per-
formed hand in hand with a leader who sings the verses as the others
sing the chorus.42 Attempts to determine the origins of the Auxerre
ludus would be not only fruitless but ultimately irrelevant: what we need
to discover is the significance of the markedly Christian performance.
Perhaps the best starting point is the Easter sequence itself, one of
most popular sequences in the Middle Ages and a standard feature of
the Easter liturgy.43 The first three stanzas praise Christ, the paschal
lamb who redeemed his sheep, reconciled sinners to God the Father, and
now, having defeated death, reigns as Lord of Life. The next two stanzas
are a rudimentary dialogue: the disciples ask Mary Magdalene, “What
did you see on the way?” to which she responds that she has seen the
tomb of the living Christ and his resurgent glory; Christ has risen and
goes before his followers into Galilee. The final stanzas profess faith in
the resurrection. The dialogue provides dramatic opportunities that

references in the previous note. None of these discussions has provided a fully satisfactory
explanation of the ritual. My article “The Auxerre Labyrinth Dance,” Proceedings of the
Society of Dance History Scholars, 1985, pp. 132—141, examines the ritual in greater detail and
from a different point of view.

For a labyrinth design from Auxerre, see pl. 5; the cathedral labyrinth may well have had
an identical pattern.

42. On the carol, see Richard Leighton Greene, A Selection of English Carols (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1962), pp. 2—9.

43. The Oxford Book of Medieval Latin Verse, ed. F. . E. Raby (Oxford: Clarendon Press,

1959), pp. 184—185.
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were soon exploited: the whole sequence was pressed into service in
Easter plays, and even in other contexts a dramatic disposition of roles
and corresponding gestures was employed.44 It is thoroughly appropri-
ate, then, for the sequence to be performed as a kind of dramatic action
at Auxerre, perhaps as a dialogue between dean and canons.

The general significance of the Auxerre ludus is clear from its date of
performance and sung text. The dance must be a celebration of the
harrowing of hell and the resurrection: although the harrowing is not
specifically mentioned, the conflict between life and death referred to in
the third stanza traditionally takes place in hell, where Christ is “dux
vitae mortuus,” the dead Lord of Life. Why, then, the labyrinth, the
dance, and the ball? The first two elements are easy enough to account
for. As we have seen and will see again, the labyrinth sometimes signifies
inextricable hell, solved by Christ-Theseus whose footsteps define the
unicursal course to salvation through theoretically multicursal paths to
torment.45 As for the dance, as Batschelet-Massini claims, the Auxerre
play may draw on Victorinus’s linking of circle dances with Theseus’s
triumphant labyrinth dance on Delos and the music of the spheres, an
image of restored cosmic harmony; twelfth-century commentaries on
tripudia interpret round dances to sung accompaniment as cosmic order
or the dance of the blessed in heaven, with the leader of the carol often
Christ himself.46 Labyrinth and dance together, then, constitute a
celebratory dance performed by religious saved by Christ-Theseus from
the labyrinth of hell through the mysteries of Easter, a dance that inci-
dentally imitates and invokes cosmic order and eternal bliss.

But what about the ball? Most writers fall back on Chambers’s folklore-
inspired assumption that the ball represents the sun, which in turn rep-
resents Christ, but this interpretation is dubious, not least because how-
ever vaguely appropriate it may be in connection with Easter, it has
nothing to do with the labyrinth myth.47 For a more plausible interpreta-
tion, we must turn to medieval literature. According to the Ovide moral-

44- Karl Young, The Drama of the Medieval Church, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1933), 1, 273-296.

45. The fact that Christ has unraveled the labyrinth of hell once and for all and estab-
lished the proper path may provide partial justification for the unicursal design of church
labyrinths; the greater visual stability of the unicursal design, already discussed, may also
be involved.

The Christ-Theseus tradition, encountered in Gregory of Nyssa, receives further atten-
tion in chap. 6.

46. See James Lester Miller, “Choreia: Visions of the Cosmic Dance in Western Litera-
ture from Plato to Jean de Meun” (diss., University of Toronto, 1979), pp. 477—-511.

47. See Chambers, The Medieval Stage, 1, 128—129 and n. 4. Chambers’s speculation is
followed by Backman, Schnapper, Mehl, and Kern: Backman, for example, claims that the
ball represents “Christ as the Sun of Righteousness or the Sun of Resurrection,” and the
dance “the exit from the kingdom of the dead” (p. 73); Kern sees the ritual as a Chris-
tianized version of a pagan dance: the ball is a “victorious paschal sun” and the dance
neutralized the evil power of the labyrinth (pp. 191-192).
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usé, when Christ-Theseus entered the labyrinth of hell to save his people
from eternal death, he destroyed the deadly Minotaur with the aid of
two significant props: two pelotons or balls. One was a ball of pitch, to be
rammed into the Minotaur’s gullet so he could not bite, and the other
was a ball of thread to guide Theseus back through the maze’s deceptive
windings. Thus the two great dangers of the labyrinth—the monster
within and the maze’s entangling inextricability—could be overcome. In
Christ’s entry into the maze of hell, the ball of pitch was Christ’s human-
ity, which deceived the devil into thinking Christ was guilty of original
sin and hence subject to death and hell; by allowing the sinless Christ
into hell, Satan violated the conditions of his infernal realm and lost his
power over the just, and thus Christ’s peloton of humanity disarmed
Satan.48 The ball of thread was Christ’s divinity, which permitted a safe
retracing of the labyrinth and the rescue of just souls within—the har-
rowing of hell and the resurrection.49

This information makes the possible meanings of the Auxerre ball-
tossings clearer and more firmly grounded in medieval tradition:
through their actions, each canon assists in the slaughter of the devil-
minotaur and the triumph over hell by throwing the dean the helpful
pilota. Further speculation is possible but depends on the actual pattern
of the dance. If the dean dances in the center and the others wind in and
out of the maze, the dean might symbolize the devil-minotaur (perhaps a
rather appealing and festive role-reversal!). The canons would then si-
multaneously imitate the heroic deeds of Christ-Theseus and anticipate
symbolically their own release from hell through the mysteries of Easter.
If, on the other hand, the dean traces the labyrinthine path while the
others dance around the outside, it is he who imitates Christ-Theseus
while the canons mimic the revolving spheres of cosmic order and the
circle dance of the blessed in heaven, thus embodying the context and
consequences of Christ’s penetration of the labyrinth. The hymn they
sing provides a vocal imitation of the music of the spheres to comple-
ment the danced visual imitation of planetary and spiritual harmony.

Whatever the actual choreography of the dance as it was performed in
the Middle Ages—and that we shall never know—the symbolic depth
afforded the Auxerre labyrinth rite by medieval connotations of the
maze, the dance, and the pilota is impressive. Through the dance and
ball-throwing, the canons celebrate the harrowing of hell and the resur-
rection by a joyful song and dance that mimics not only the central truths

48. For an overview of medieval theories of the atonement, see Hastings Rashdall, The
Idea of Atonement in Christian Theology (London: Macmillan, 1920).

49. See Pierre Bersuire, Ovidius moralizatus (Reductorium morale XV), ed. J. Engels,
Werkmateriaal 2 (Utrecht: Instituut voor Laat Latijn der Rijks-universiteit, 1962), pp. 125—
126; the poetic Ovide moralisé, ed. C. de Boer, Verhandelingen der Koninklijke Akademie, no. 30
(Amsterdam, 1931), 144—145; and Ovide moralisé en prose, pp. 226—227.
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of the Redemption but also Theseus’s memorial dance of deliverance on
Delos, the dance of the blessed spirits in Christian tradition, and the
harmony of the universe. We do not know who invented this ritual, of
course; but whoever did must have interpreted the myth of the labyrinth
in much the same fashion as Victorinus, Gregory of Nyssa, and the
mythographers. Only thus could the elements of the labyrinth dance
and the ball develop strikingly appropriate Easter associations.

If Easter dances and ball games were indeed fairly common, many of
them probably carried the same meaning as the Auxerre rite, and other
church labyrinths may have been used in similar celebrations of the labor
intus of Christ-Theseus and, implicitly, the perfect order of the theologi-
cal cosmos, a theme we return to shortly. Whether some mazes were
created for this purpose or were simply adopted as the appropriate
ecclesiastical site remains in doubt. In any case, the Auxerre labyrinth
ritual was a triumphant reenactment of a central portion of the creed.
For anyone who understood this symbolism of the church labyrinth,
then, the pavement maze could indeed represent Durand’s foundation
of faith and serve as a reminder of the chief reason for being a Christian:
the promise that the labyrinth of hell might not be inextricable after all.

Other church mazes corroborate the interpretation of the labyrinth as
a symbol of the harrowing of hell, redemption, and resurrection. First,
although most church mazes are circular, four thirteenth-century exam-
ples (St. Quentin, Arras, Reims, Amiens) are octagonal. The number
eight traditionally signifies rebirth and resurrection in Christian symbol-
ism (many baptismal fonts are octagonal as a result), and so it seems
fairly likely that the alteration of design in some church labyrinths after
about 1200 may reflect a desire on the part of the builders to bring the
symbolism of resurrection into greater prominence.5? Second, several
early church labyrinths had inscriptions or etchings alluding to the har-
rowing of hell. San Michele, Pavia, contains a labyrinth with eight circles,
the number of resurrection; in the center Theseus slays the Minotaur,
and an encircling inscription reads “Theseus intravit monstrumque bi-
forme necavit [Theseus entered and killed the Minotaur].” The redemp-
tive symbolism is heightened by adjacent depictions of David slaying
Goliath and a man killing a dragon, both incidents typologically linked
with the harrowing of hell. A labyrinth at Lucca Cathedral showed
Theseus and the Minotaur at the center; the inscription stated that no
one could leave the labyrinth except Theseus, with Ariadne’s aid.
Though not explicitly Christian, in an ecclesiastical context this inscrip-

50. For the significance of the number eight, see Vincent Foster Hopper, Medieval
Number Symbolism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1938); Male, The Gothic Image, p.
14; and Glossa ordinaria on 1 Kings 17:14, PL, 113, 556. The labyrinth at Lewannick,
Cornwall (plate 15), is on an octagonal baptismal font.
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tion could well suggest Christian truth foreshadowed by pagan myth.
Finally, the maze at San Vitale, Ravenna, has a pathway decorated with
triangles pointing from the center to the outside; the movement implied
is from confinement to freedom, and anyone seeing this maze may well
have supplied the appropriate Christian interpretation.5!

So far, then, we have established two medieval reasons for placing
labyrinths in churches: as a sign of the enclosing cathedral’s magnifi-
cence and the architects’ genius, and as a sign of hell made extricable
through the labors and unicursal footsteps of Christ-Theseus—a sign of
redemption as well as a warning to those who will not follow Christian
doctrine. The first meaning reflects the labyrinth’s artistry, the second its
nearly inextricable nature; the first makes an aesthetic statement, based
on the coherence of the labyrinth as a grand whole composed of elabo-
rate parts, the second asserts moral-doctrinal truths (with aesthetic over-
tones of cosmic order) and demonstrates how Christ-Theseus’s complex
linear, unicursal path gives artistic and moral fixity and a sure goal to a
potentially confusing and unstable process. Neither meaning, of course,
need be exclusive, any more than the pavement must, for Durand, mean
only humility or only faith.

The third and potentially most important meaning of the church laby-
rinth fuses aesthetics with theology and involves the artistry of God, the
cosmic labyrinth. Literature provides ample evidence for seeing God as a
kind of Daedalus and the universe as his labyrinthine masterpiece—we
have seen examples in Chapter g and will see more in Chapter 6—but
attributing such meanings to cathedral mazes involves speculation, for
no convenient labels or records attest to this interpretation. Instead, we
work from the formal implications of the labyrinth and its placement in
certain cathedrals. I have already noted that most church mazes were
circular and that they were placed in the nave of Gothic cathedrals. In
context, this circularity is surprising: as Erwin Panofsky notes, “the very
concept of an isolated circular unit conflicted with the ideals of Gothic
taste.” Hence the presence of a circular maze in a Gothic cathedral may
be an example of the Gothic and scholastic interest in reconciling op-
posites: in concordia discors, in sic et non.52 This possibility is oddly appro-
priate because the labyrinth itself embodies concordia discors, reconciling
subjective confusion with magnificent design, constructing circular de-
sign from linear progress, showing how apparently endless circuitous-

51. For a diagram of the San Michele maze, see Matthews, fig. 144, and Kern, plates
239—241. Durand reports that Saint Gereon, Cologne, also combined the labyrinth and the
David and Goliath motif: Annales Archéologiques, 17, p. 121. For the typology of David and
Goliath, see Glossa ordinaria on 1 Kings 17:21, PL, 113, 556—557; and Biblia pauperum 28,
ed. J. Ph. Berjeau (London: John Russell Smith, 1959). For Lucca and Ravenna, see Mat-
thews, p. 56 and fig. 46, and Kern, plates 233—234 and 245—246. Kern argues for a very
late dating of the Ravenna mosaic.

52. Panofsky, Gothic Architecture, pp. 64—71.
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ness inevitably leads to the center if the labyrinth, like those in cathe-
drals, is unicursal. When Panofsky writes about the circle, however, he is
concerned not with labyrinths but with that far more obvious violation of
the Gothic arch, the rose window, which was so important that Gothic
builders adjusted their principles, and sometimes their architecture, to
include it. In labyrinth and rose window, then, we have two manifesta-
tions of inappropriate forms incorporated into the grand design. Given
the equally Gothic love of symmetry of parts, perhaps we can trace some
enlightening symmetries between rose window and labyrinth, forms that
coexist in several cathedrals (Sens, Auxerre, and Chartres, to name three
with round labyrinths; four octagonal mazes also were placed in
churches with rose windows).

John Leyerle’s ingenious study of the rose window at San Zeno, Ver-
ona, provides the key: that rose window, like some others, is character-
ized by doubleness and hence is in itself a kind of concordia discors.
Viewed from the outside, the window outlines a rota fortunae, the familiar
wheel of fortune; viewed from within, it is a rose of light: “the design of
these windows produces two patterns, coincident and inseparable, but
not the same: the stone tracery forms the wheel, the rota, and the pierced
openings form the rose.”53 Leyerle’s interpretation of this already dou-
ble image is dual: initially the wheel of fortune seems to contain the rose
of earthly love; but, from a different mental perspective, the wheel of
fortune is an emblem of the round world, thoroughly subject to God’s
providence and part of the cosmic scheme of concentric circles reaching
from earth to the Empyrean, and the rose is Mary, symbol of divine love.
Thus, “the two-sided, coincident design showed the world and heaven in
their differences and, more important, in their connections. The rota-
rosa window . . . was simple in its physical pattern, but extremely com-
plex in its significance; it was based on the circle, the most perfect of all
shapes, and yet presented a multiple visual statement about the
coherence, harmony, and mystery of the medieval Christian world pic-
ture.”>4

As with the rota-rosa, I would argue, so with the labyrinth, most intrin-
sically dual of images, another circular design fusing complexity and
simplicity, another example of coincidentia oppositorum. From one per-
spective, the labyrinth may represent the treacherous course of human
life on its way to an uncertain goal. A legend on the maze at San Savino,
Piacenza, for example, equated the labyrinth with the world, large of
entry but narrow of exit; trapped by the world, weighed down with sins,
humankind can return to the doctrine of life only with difficulty.55

53. Leyerle, UTQ, 46 (1977), 287; see also Bruce Knapp, “A Note on Roses and Wheels,”
Comitatus, 1 (1970), 43—45.

54. Leyerle, UTQ, 46 (1977), 303.
55. The Latin text is given by Matthews, p. 57, and Kern, p. 211.
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Taken in malo, then, the labyrinth may represent the entanglements of
this deceitful world, fatal unless God is one’s guide. The moral of this
reading of the maze is very like the moral conveyed by the wheel of
fortune: commit yourself to earthly things and they will enchain you.
But just as fortune turns out to be an aspect of providence as viewed
from a limited terrestrial perspective, so the seemingly inextricable laby-
rinth is not necessarily a chaotic prison: it is simply what divine order
looks like when viewed from within time, where a linear and sequential
perspective is natural. What seems like a maze to us as we move through
it darkly is in fact a vision of order to God in eternity, just as fortune is
what providence looks like to people bound on earth and in time. From a
more enlightened point of view, one that considers the underlying prin-
ciple of structure, the confusing maze is really the perfect order of
creation, as fortune is really an aspect of the perfect justice of eternity.>6
The maze-world that entraps us is simultaneously the ordered cosmos;
as always with mazes, interpretation depends on point of view, and the
true view of the cosmic labyrinth reveals aesthetic order and magnificent
design—divine artistry, in short, superior in kind and degree to the
human artistry paid tribute in the architects’ labyrinth. In most cathe-
drals, the labyrinth imitates the concentric circles of the cosmos and is
stamped with the sign of the cross; the unicursal path may, as at Aux-
erre, represent the path to freedom traced by Christ-Theseus, or it may
suggest a tour through cosmic circles, charting the course that a celestial
voyager like Dante would follow. As God creates the circular cosmos with
his compasses in so many illuminations, so too is the labyrinth con-
structed.?” Moreover, it is presumably not by chance that virtually all
French labyrinths have twelve concentric circles, possibly alluding to the
zodiac that occasionally accompanies the design and measures human
time, within whose constraints the world only seems to be confusedly
labyrinthine.>8 The labyrinth in the Gothic cathedral, then, may well

56. These concepts will be illustrated at greater length in Part Three, in connection with
various literary texts.

57. For the motif of God with compasses, see John Block Friedman, “The Architect’s
Compass in Creation Miniatures of the Later Middle Ages,” Traditio, 30 (1974), 419—429.
Most medieval circular mazes seem to have been drawn with compasses, a fact with interest-
ing connections to the Ovidian myth in which Daedalus’s nephew invented the compasses
and thereby provoked his uncle to kill him. If God used compasses (metaphorically at least)
to create the cosmos and man uses them to create the labyrinth, the cosmos-labyrinth
analogy might have struck many who saw or constructed a maze.

58. Zodiacs and labyrinths coincide at Pavia, Cologne, and Saint Bertin, Saint Omer. I
arrive at the figure twelve by counting the central circle as well as the eleven circles through
which a wanderer would pass before reaching the central goal. Others (see Kern, p. 186)
count only the eleven external circles, a number often associated with transgression and
sin, suggesting that the labyrinth represents hell or the fallen world. Probably medieval
observers would have counted eleven or twelve as their interpretative predilection moved
them, but in strictly formal terms it seems more appropriate to view these mazes as having
twelve circles.
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serve a symbolic function analogous to that of the rota-rosa. First, both
circular forms must be harmonized with the aesthetic of the pointed
arch, and in the process the concordia discors intrinsic to labyrinth and
rota-rosa alike is reduplicated in the concordia discors of the cathedral
itself. Second, both architectural features make a statement about the
perfection of God’s design in relation to the mundane and moral limita-
tions imposed on human perception of that design, limitations that lead
us to see providence as fate or fortune and the universe as a bewildering
labyrinth, misperceptions we can transcend through the teachings of
the church, the imitation of Christ, and the right perspective. Only by
following the right process, footsteps, or guiding thread can we see
divine creation and justice truly; morality, epistemology, and aesthetics
coincide.

The symmetries are manifested most clearly at Chartres (see plate 17),
where the pavement labyrinth is set in the nave so that the great west
rose Judgment window would, if folded down, almost overlap it.59 The
outside of the maze, completely enclosed in a lead circle, has little projec-
tions so that the maze resembles a Catherine wheel; the axes of the
labyrinth suggest the wheel’s spokes (as well as the Cross). Perhaps the
wheel of fortune is an instrument of Christian testing and shows itself in
the labyrinth as well as in the window. At the maze’s center is the outline
of a six-petaled flower, echoing the facing window: wheel, rose, and
maze all coincide in one form. Entering the cathedral from the west and
moving along the nave, in imagination or in reality one might encounter
labyrinthine error, labyrinthine life, to be rescued and guided by Christ’s
footsteps. Standing between the altar and the maze and looking west-
ward, one could, like Boethius in the Consolation of Philosophy, raise one’s
eyes from the confusion and limited perceptions of earth to the uncom-
promised concentric circles of divine order and justice in the rose, which

Neoplatonic cosmology, known to the Middle Ages through Macrobius’s Commentary on
the Dream of Scipio, would also have twelve divisions: earth, the seven planets, the fixed stars,
the World-soul, Mind (mens, nots), and god; this fact, along with the correspondence at
Chartres to the twelvefold West Rose, is noted by Keith Critchlow, Jane Carroll, and
Llewylyn Vaughn Lee, “Chartres Maze: A Model of the Universe?” Architectural Association
Quarterly, 5, 2 (1973), 11—20. Critchlow et al. argue that the Chartres maze is a diagram of
“not only the structure of the universe but also in Neoplatonic terms . . . the ‘shells of
reality’ through which the wanderer would imitate the soul-journey” (p. 18). Given
Chartrian philosophers’ interest in Neoplatonism, the suggestion is plausible, although
other speculations in the article—the division of the maze into sections reflecting lunar
months, for instance—seem less so. Many manuscript mazes and classical mazes, though
few church mazes, have seven circuits plus a center, the eighth circle: see Batschelet-
Massini’s and Kern’s catalogues. This design would correspond more closely to the com-
mon medieval design of the cosmos, with the eighth circle representing the fixed stars.
Batschelet-Massini, who relates many manuscript labyrinths to the idea of cosmic harmony,
surprisingly does not find the number of circuits significant (56-57).

59. Critchlow et al., p. 16.
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17. Diagram of the labyrinth in the nave of Chartres Cathe-
dral (ca. 1194—1220). Drawing by Robert Ouellette after
Gailhabaud.

portrays the wounded Christ at the Last Judgment. At the right time of
the day and year—perhaps at Easter?—the light from the window might
illuminate the maze, just as, at the harrowing, Christ as Light entered the
gates of hell. Such might be some of the meanings of the pavement
labyrinth at Chartres and elsewhere, and the rich significance of the
rota-rosa-labyrinth as complicated interrelated emblems of perspective-
dependent divine order would more than justify the violation of typical
Gothic form.60 In itself and in juxtaposition with the rota-rosa, then, the

60. Batschelet-Massini offers a somewhat different reading of the Chartres labyrinth
(59—61). Having discovered that a number of manuscript mazes appear in connection with
Easter or the Easter computus (an aid to finding the date of Easter in any year), noting that
Easter is of ten seen as the first Sunday of creation, and citing the use of the maze in paschal
dances, he concludes that the maze was most frequently a symbol of cosmic harmony and
that this meaning would be especially marked at Chartres, given the iconography of the
porta regia. His conclusions are complementary to mine, although I allow for a moral level
of interpretation which he, working chiefly from manuscript illuminations, finds improb-
able. Medieval literary sources, combined with a slightly different analysis of the manu-
script material, have persuaded me that the moral interpretation of mazes is always a
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labyrinth is the incarnation of duality. A symbol of worldly error, it
defines a sure path through error and suffering. A magnificent artistic
whole, it describes and transcends the fragmentary complications, the
partial views and subjective confusions, that are intrinsic to any sub-
limely comprehensive work of difficult human or divine art. Divinely
teleological, it represents the moral and perceptual confusions to which
humanity is born and points the way to fullest comprehension.61

In summary, then, the church labyrinths, which made the circular
unicursal design familiar to many thousands of medieval people, had
several complementary functions and meanings, any or all of which
might be understood in any single example. They bestowed honor and
fame on human architects of genius and founding bishops of vision by
implicitly comparing them to Daedalus. They affirmed the superiority
of Christian art to pagan craft. As a setting for paschal dances, they
encouraged the reenactment of the central events in Christian time:
Christ’s harrowing of hell and resurrection. They taught the similarities
and differences between God’s cosmos and man’s world, between God’s
vision and man’s, and asserted forcefully if ambiguously that what may
seem chaotic to man’s limited perspective is really perfect though com-
plex order, part of the divine plan of salvation. With Christ, the true
Theseus, as guide, humankind can trace confusing ambages to discover
that the mythically multicursal and unstable labyrinth—of life, of the
world, of hell—is in fact unicursal, stable, and extricable, and that its
baffling complexity is a necessary and beautiful part of the intelligible
concentric-circular design superbly articulated by God, the perfect ar-
tifex, whose creative ingenuity is only faintly imitated by Daedalus and
his descendents. As Gregory of Nazianzus asked, what is Daedalus’s work
compared with God’s?

Labyrinths in Manuscripts

If thousands gained some familiarity with the form and meaning of
the labyrinth through church and turf-mazes, comparatively few saw
illuminations in manuscripts. Yet these manuscript mazes constitute an

possibility. For additional readings of the Chartres labyrinth, see Painton Cowen, Rose
Windows (San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 1979), pp- 98—99, and Demaray, Dante and the
Book of the Cosmos, pp. 22—24.

61. Leyerle notes that rose windows were sometimes called oculi, eyes (pp. 292—295). As
the eye itself was seen as a series of concentric circles (see chap. g above and pl. 7), we may
draw further analogies between rose window, eye, and labyrinth, which share a concentric
circular design with the cosmos: in the traditionally dark labyrinth, the eye at first is almost
blind, seeing a complex path rather than a divine pattern; but through Christ, the sacra-
ments, and learning, one comes to see that pattern as what it is: a chart of human passage
through the perfect creation of God, manifest in the rose oculus.
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important visual witness to the medieval idea of the labyrinth: sometimes
texts and labyrinths gloss each other, and it is fascinating to see just
where medieval scribes thought the labyrinth an appropriate illumina-
tion. Since Batschelet-Massini and Kern have extensively catalogued and
interpreted manuscript labyrinths, I treat the subject very selectively,
focusing on how the manuscript tradition confirms and anticipates ideas
encountered elsewhere in this book.62

First, some background. There are some seventy-four known illustra-
tions of the labyrinth in about sixty medieval manuscripts. Even when
the text clearly alludes to a multicursal maze, such as that at Crete by
describing the building or the combat between Theseus and the
Minotaur or Ariadne’s thread, diagrammatic illuminations, which are in
the vast majority, are unicursal. Obviously this time-honored version of
the visual labyrinth satisfied medieval expectations so thoroughly that no
modifications in the direction of multicursality were deemed necessary.
This is not to say there were no changes at all in the pattern inherited
from ancient times, however. Diagrammatic mazes took several forms, as
we have seen in this chapter, varying in the number of circuits surround-
ing the center (occasionally six or seven but usually eleven, creating a
pattern with seven, eight, or twelve circuits if the center is counted as
one); the external shape of the maze (circular, octagonal—in cathedral
mazes only—or square); and the number of axes dividing the maze into
more or less separate sectors. Most manuscript and cathedral mazes
conform to what Kern calls the Chartres type (e.g., plates 5, 17): they are
circular with eleven corridors plus a central medallion and have four
internal sectors created by the superimposition of a cross on the con-
centric circles.53 This predominant circularity, in conjunction with the
labyrinth’s diagrammatic presentation, strengthens the association be-
tween the labyrinth and divine order noted in the church maze; that
most manuscript mazes have either eight or twelve circles, including the

62. Kern’s chap. 77 catalogues over sixty illustrations and summarizes a good deal of
current scholarship, including two works I have been unable to obtain: Helmut Birkhan,
“Laborintus—labor intus: Zum Symbolwert des Labyrinths im Mittelalter,” in Festschrift fiir
Richard Pittioni zum 70. Geburtstag (Vienna, 1976), pp. 423—454, and Wolfgang Haubrichs,
“Error Inextricabilis: Form und Funktion der Labyrinthabbildung in mittelalterlichen
Handschriften,” in Test und Bild: Aspekte des Zusammenwirkens zweier Kunste in Mittelalter un
[rither Neuzeit, ed. C. Meier and U. Ruberg (Wiesbaden, 1980), pp. 63—174.

Several illuminations cited by neither Kern nor Batschelet-Massini are listed in the
Appendix.

63. Kern's typology (see pp. 125—127), based on the number of circuits and axes, also
includes the Cretan (circular, seven corridors plus a central medallion, one radial axis: see
plates 1, 2) and the Otfrid (circular, eleven corridors and a central medallion, one radial
axis: see plates g, 20, 21). Batschelet-Massini, discounting the significance of the number of
corridors, also describes three categories: A (circular, one radial axis); B (the square Ro-
man maze with four quadrants, each joined to the next by a single passage); and C
(circular, four quadrants, each penetrated by paths from other quadrants at more than one
place).
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central medallion, further supports a labyrinth-cosmos identification.
And, as Kern suggests, the superimposed cross may lend an overtly
Christian form to the Chartres type, though Christian meaning need not
necessarily follow in any given example. If there are, then, some formal
changes in the diagrammatic maze over the years (the Cretan and Otfrid
types tend to be earlier than the Chartres type, which predominates in
the Middle Ages), those changes loosely support the idea of the labyrinth
as a work of Christian art and a potential model of the cosmos of a
Daedalian God or the path of a Christ-Theseus.

Such other pressure as there may have been to alter the representation
of the maze worked in the direction of a three-dimensional model as
illustration of the Cretan legend. Two French manuscripts of the late
fourteenth century emphasize the idea of the labyrinth as a prison for
the Minotaur by depicting the maze as a barred cage. Two thirteenth-
century manuscripts of the Histoire ancienne show a minotaur standing in
front of a spherical building covered with windows and doors (plate 18
and Appendix, manuscripts 4 and 5), and two Florentine prints from the
fifteenth century, perhaps better considered as Renaissance documents,
illustrate Theseus’s entry into a roofless chest-high stone building similar
to the contemporary mazes Boccaccio described (plate 10). Most extraor-
dinary of all is an illumination in another manuscript of the Hiustoire
ancienne, BN fr. 20125 (plate 19), which represents an attempt, however
clumsy in execution, to project the traditional circular unicursal diagram
onto a three-dimensional sphere whose whole surface is apparently cov-
ered by a winding path that circles out of our line of vision. Though
divided into four quadrants like most medieval mazes, this maze lacks a
clear center at the midpoint of the design: instead, the innermost part of
the path extends upward and simply stops. Some classical and medieval
illustrations—see plates § and g—add towers or gates or crenellations as
if to hint at the labyrinth’s three-dimensionality, but BN fr. 20125 is the
only pre-fifteenth-century medieval manuscript to present a diagram-
matic maze as if it were completely three-dimensional. The indepen-
dence and creativity of these late medieval illustrations reflect a wish to
link illumination and text more closely, although it would be some time
before that wish would generate true multicursal designs.64

What most concerns us now is the context of labyrinth illuminations:
where did medieval artists think the embellishment appropriate? What
kinds of texts made them think about labyrinths? Naturally, many laby-
rinths are literal illustrations of the historical Cretan maze in texts con-
cerning Aeneas, Theseus, or Troy, even though the illustration may not

64. See, respectively, Kern, plates 171—1%2; Appendix, MSS. 4 and 5, and my plate 18;
Kern, plates 174—175, and my plate 10; Appendix, MS. 6, and plate 19. For mazes with
towers, etc., see also the classical examples listed in chap. 2, p. 42, and the Jerichos men-
tioned in chap. 5, n. 7.
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~

18. Architectural depiction of the Cretan labyrinth, the Minotaur at the center.
From a manuscript of the Histoire ancienne jusqu'a César, from Acre, 1250—1275.
Dijon, Bibliothéque municipale MS. 562 (323), fol. 115r. By permission.

appear at the most appropriate place in the text.65 Several manuscripts
of Raban Maur’s De universo use a diagrammatic maze to clarify the
discussion of the ancient labyrinths (plate g).66 In the Hereford Mappa
Mundi (late thirteenth century) the labyrinth marks Crete, and in such

65. See Kern, plate 186 (Servius's commentary on the Aeneid); plate 165, from a collec-
tion of Trojan histories; plates 169—173 and my plates 18 and 19 (Appendix, MSS. 4-6),
from the Histoire ancienne; and my plate 25, Dante’s Divine Comedy. See also Jacques
Monfrin, “Les translations vernaculaires de Virgile au Moyen Age,” in Lectures Médiévales de
Virgile, Collection de I’Ecole francaise de Rome, 8o (Rome, 1985), pp. 189—249, and chap.
8, n. 4, below.

66. See also Kern, plates 158—160. Raban Maur’s source, Isidore’s Etymologiae, is also
associated with labyrinth illuminations, though they do not occur where the text describes
mazes: a tenth-century manuscript (Paris BN lat. 13013, fol. 1r) from the monastery of
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19. Labyrinth from a manuscript of the Histoire ancienne jusqu'a César, French,
thirteenth century, in which a diagrammatic design seems to be projected onto a
sphere. Paris, Bibliothéque Nationale MS. fr. 20125, fol. 158r. By permission.
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works as the Liber floridus it illuminates the mythical history of Minos and
Pasiphae.67

Often manuscript mazes have more figurative connotations, either in
themselves or in context. Sometimes the labyrinth implicitly connotes
complex artistry. That artistry may be spatial, architectural: a twelfth-
century manuscript (Munich Clm 14%731) containing various historical
and theological texts juxtaposes a map of the world, a ten-circuited maze
containing the combat between Theseus and the Minotaur, and a seven-
circuited labyrinth representing Jericho, explicitly likened to the moon
(plates 20, 21).68 The juxtaposition might suggest to the sophisticated
reader analogies between labyrinth and world, great city, and cosmos, all
of them elaborate creations consisting of disparate but ordered parts,
even though the Thesean maze, taken on its own, represents chiefly
itself. The maze-city equation, familiar in turf and stone labyrinths, of-
ten occurs in other manuscripts as well. Usually the city involved is
Jericho, whose special relationship to the labyrinth we have already dis-
cussed, but Constantinople is also depicted as a maze.59

The complex artistry to which a visual maze alludes may also be verbal
and intellectual, following the same logic that led Eberhard of Germany
to name his rhetorical treatise Laborintus. Of the sixty manuscripts with
mazes, sixteen include labyrinth drawings at critical junctures: the begin-
ning or ending of a work.7® Noting only the presence of initial laby-
rinths, Kern (p. 128) suggests they may reflect some “subliminal intui-
tion of the labyrinth’s initiatory function in classical antiquity.” Instead, I
propose two other possible meanings: first, the labyrinth might hint at
the complexities of the preceding or following text in the spirit of Marius
Mercator’s recommendation of marginal mazes as a sign of difficulty;
and, second, the labyrinth might function as it does in the cathedrals of
Reims and Amiens, as a seal of approval for work craftily constructed.

Saint-Germain-des-Prés opens with such a drawing, accompanied by the relevant text from
Isidore (see Kern, plate 153), and an eleventh-century manuscript (Paris BN MS. nouv. acq.
lat. 2169, fol. 17r—Kern, plate 155) includes a maze near a passage on the computation of
the date of Easter; above it is a cross overlying concentric circles with a text arguing
contempt of the world, of oneself, etc. This second example obviously has moral-
theological connotations rather than literal historical or geographical ones.

67. See Kern, plates 179 and 161-163.

68. See also Batschelet-Massini, Ag, and Kern, plates 178 and 202. Other manuscripts
(e.g., Rome Vat. lat. 1960, fol. 264v—Kern, plate 170) also juxtapose maps of the world
and labyrinths.

69. See Kern, plates 180 and 200-214, and pp. 166—171.

70. See Kern, plates 150, 152, 153, 157, 164—167, 177, 182, 184, 188, and 203, as well as
MSS. 1, 2, and g in my Appendix (and plates 22, 23, and 25). I include in this category
mazes at the beginning or ending of complete texts within manuscripts or of manuscripts
themselves. Obviously some of these illuminations may be later additions, but they are all
apparently medieval, and even—especially>—a late addition may serve as critical
commentary.
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Thus it is not surprising to find that labyrinths appear in five manu-
scripts of Boethius’ Consolation of Philosophy. In one manuscript (St. Gall
825), a maze appears in Book g, prose 12, where Boethius accuses Phi-
losophy of weaving inextricable dialectical labyrinths. This maze may be
simply the visual gloss of a verbal reference. But in four other manu-
scripts the labyrinth appears at the work’s end, as if it were a fitting
emblem of the labyrinthine artistry and intellectual complexity of the
composition, woven as it is of intricate meters and interlocking,
rigorously argued prose sections.”! We return to the more thematic as-
pects of the Consolation illuminations shortly.

Other figurative manuscript labyrinths have moral or religious signifi-
cance. Sometimes the maze appears in malo: given the frequency with
which heresy and the labyrinth are linked, it is not surprising that a maze
should decorate Paris BN MS. lat. 1745, a manuscript from Auxerre
whose focal interest is heresy (plate 5). Similarly, the image occurs in a
tenth- or eleventh-century miscellany, possibly from Auxerre, illustrat-
ing the Cretan myth with a labyrinth drawing and adding Caelius Sed-
ulius’s lines comparing pagan philosophy to a maze.”2 Other pejorative
connotations of the maze occur as well. In a copy of Serviuss commen-
tary on the Aeneid there is, appropriately enough, a labyrinth, although it
appears in Book 10 rather than Book 5 or 6; written along the windings
of the path in a later medieval hand is a Latin distich likening the maze
to hell and the Minotaur to the devil, a most un-Servian equation. The
added text may be a product of the medieval literary tendency to deni-
grate the labyrinth per se. An alchemical treatise is only slightly less
negative: it contains a labyrinth accompanied by a Greek poem naming
Solomon as builder and suggesting an analogy between the complexities
of life and the convolutions of the maze, in which Death is the
Minotaur.”3 All these examples play on the maze’s dangerous inex-
tricability, although the illustrations feature the usual unicursal design.

Sometimes Christ seems to figure as guide to the maze, even if its exact
significance is not easy to determine. For instance, a thirteenth- or
fourteenth-century Icelandic manuscript shows one of the Magi kneel-
ing at the entrance to a labyrinth; is this perhaps a reference to Christ-
Theseus, or an acknowledgment that Christ has descended to the laby-
rinth of this world?74 Similarly, Oxford Bodley Auct. F. 6.4 ( Appendix,

71. For the Boethius manuscripts, see Kern, plates 183 (St. Gall 825, p. 176), 184
(Munich Clm 800, fol. 55v), and 185 (Cambridge Trinity Hall 12, fol. 5or); and my plates
22 (Oxford Bodley Auct. F. 6. 4, fols. 61av and 61bv) and 23 (Florence Bibl. Laur. Plut.
78.16, fol. 58r).

72. See Kern, plate 166, and, for Sedulius, chap. g above.

73. See Batschelet-Massini, A6, and Kern, plate 186; and Batschelet-Massini, pp. 34—40
and C1o, and Kern, plate 197. Cf. also Jerome’s implicit association of Solomon with
labyrinths in chap. g above.

74. See Kern, plate 151.

139



140

The Labyrinth in the Middle Ages

20. Illustration of the Cretan labyrinth. The inscription reads, “Cum Mino-
thauro pugnat Theseus laborinto.” Libellum de septem miraculis mundi, Saint Em-
meram, Regensburg, Germany, late twelfth century. Munich, Bayerische
Staatsbibliothek MS. Clm. 14731, fol. 82v. By permission.
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21. Illustration of the city of Jericho as a labyrinth, facing the illumination here
reproduced as plate 20. The text reads, “Urbs Iericho lune fuit assimilata fig-
ure.” Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek MS. Clm. 14731, fol. 83r. By
permission.
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1b), containing the Consolation of Philosophy with Trevet’s commentary,
places a labyrinth next to a hymn to Christ, describing the miraculous
cure of a blind man (cf. Mark 8:22-25). The juxtaposition may be coinci-
dental, but those who added the maze and text may have wished that
Christ might serve as guide to the dark maze of Boethian complexity
rather like Theseus or Philosophy.75

The most fascinating labyrinth illuminations in bono, as Batschelet-
Massini has pointed out, occur in manuscripts linking the labyrinth with
Easter or with the cosmos. Drawings of the labyrinth may accompany the
computus, a formula for determining the date of Easter according to the
phases of the moon. A maze in a copy of Isidore’s Etymologiae occurs
in the context of Easter, and an autograph manuscript of Otfrid of
Weissenburg’s Gospel Harmony apparently links the labyrinth at the
manuscript’s beginning with an illustration of the Crucifixion.”¢ These
examples may assume an equivalence between Theseus, solver of the
labyrinth, and Christ, harrower of hell. Cosmic rather than strictly theo-
logical labyrinths are found in several manuscripts: a ninth-century St.
Gall codex containing a poem about the planets, stars, and seasons jux-
taposes a diagram of the planets in their concentric circles with a seven-
circuited maze; Bodley Auct. F. 6. 4 (plate 22) combines a maze (albeit
one of thirteen circuits plus a medallion) with verses on the zodiac; and
an eleventh-century manuscript containing Martianus Capella’s Marriage
of Mercury and Philology and Remigius of Auxerre’s commentary divides
books 1 and 2 of the Marriage, just before a discussion of the music of the
spheres, with the image of a maze.”” These three manuscripts may well
assume a connection between God’s architecture and that of Daedalus.

This Easter-cosmology group suggests two possible interpretations of
the labyrinth, both of which we encountered in the discussion of church
mazes: first, that the labyrinth is a sign for God’s art, the magnificent if
complex order of the cosmos (the planets are, after all, errantes—
wandering as opposed to fixed stars—and their apparent retrograde
movements complicate the tidy pattern of concentric circles); second,
that Christ’s actions at Eastertide—the descent into hell, the harrowing,
the resurrection—are analogous to, and signified by, the deeds of
Theseus in the maze. The illuminations in the Consolation of Philosophy
may well support the idea that God’s handiwork is a labyrinth of appar-
ent confusion but actual clarity: Philosophy’s labyrinthine circular argu-
ment on the nature of God turns out to lead to circles of divine simplicity,
and Boethius moves from the prison-labyrinth of the world to the com-

75. See Appendix, 1b, for the text.

76. See Batschelet-Massini A7, C1, and Cs, corresponding to Kern, plates 154, 153, 156;
and see Kern, plates 153 (Isidore) and 150 (Otfrid).

77. See Batschelet-Massini A4 and Kern, plate 152; Appendix; and Kern, plate 157, and
Batschelet-Massini, p. 6o.
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22. Labyrinth from a fourteenth-century manuscript of Boethius’s Consolation of
Philosophy. Oxford, Bodley Auct. F. 6. 4, fol. 61av. By permission.

prehensive perspective from eternity. For him, the confusion of the
maze transforms itself into the order of God’s perfectly constructed
concentric universe once he has risen above the purely mundane per-
spective, as I discuss at length in Chapter g. So too representations of
cities as labyrinths strengthen our sense of the maze’s dual nature as a
sign of complex artistic order and of the bewilderment experienced by
someone so immersed in that order he cannot see its abstract pattern.

Thus illuminations in medieval manuscripts confirm some familiar
ideas; interesting in itself as a place of historical and mythical impor-
tance, as fact and as story, the labyrinth easily extends itself into meta-
phorical dimensions. As an artifact, it indicates human craftsmanship
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and divine cosmic artistry; as a process, it describes moral and intellec-
tual confusion, but it also occasions the Thesean intervention of Christ
(or the Boethian ministrations of Philosophy).

We have seen that the labor in a labyrinth may represent error, confu-
sion, sin, and struggle. But that same labor is also artistry, a meaning
highlighted by that common synonym for the maze, domus daedali. The
visual witnesses we have examined in this chapter may include labor in
both senses, yet by and large they resolve the labyrinth’s characteristic
duality affirmatively. The architectural models with which this chapter
began stress the pleasures of complex structure and hence are appropri-
ately called dédales; the two-dimensional models intrinsically place great
weight on the design that underlies confusion. Testimony to the fame of
the architect and the surpassing skill of the guide, the church labyrinths
apparently signify the triumph of order, whether in the aesthetic or the
moral sphere, at the same time as they suggest the relativity of the
perception of that order, which depends on the beholder’s perspective.
The manuscript mazes often have the same significance in bono, and
hence they too are orderly, describing a fixed path, concentrically circu-
lar and unicursal in design. That artistic representations of the maze
often signify the marvels of sophisticated pattern should not surprise us:
after all, art makes order out of chaos all the time, and anyone who has
drawn a maze knows the rich pleasure of taming difficulty and defining
structure through complexity. In art, then, the labyrinth, whatever its
moral implications, is intrinsically a thing of pleasure, an image of per-
fect human and divine creation; its dangers are far more evident in the
literary tradition, to which we now turn.



CHAPTER SIX -

Moral Labyrinths in

Medieval Literature

Quod evenit in labyrintho properantibus; ipsa illos velocitas inplicat.

This is what happens when you hurry through a maze: the faster you
go, the worse you are entangled.
Seneca, Epistulae morales 44

F THE medieval visual arts typically stress the artistic labor in-

volved in the domus daedali as an artifact in bono, many literary

texts, influenced by the context of the Cretan myth, take the
labor intus completely or partially in malo. The labyrinth becomes preemi-
nently a temptation to moral error, an emblem of the world as an almost
inextricable occasion of sin. Medieval meanings of error, reflected in
vernacular cognates, suggest many pejorative possibilities, all of which
we will encounter: instability and incertitude; sin; madness; false opin-
ion or culpable ignorance; heresy; a straying from the right path.!
Whether its architect is God or sinful man, whether it is really or only
superficially attractive, whether its metaphorical transformations are
based on the essential qualities of the labyrinth itself or on the mythical
plot that surrounds it, the moral maze is intensely perilous, to be trod-
den carefully, avoided entirely, or escaped as quickly as possible. As with
the visual mazes of Chapter 5, we are dealing here with rather a mixed
bag of examples: not all moral mazes are completely evil any more than
all visual mazes embody only admirable labyrinthine artistry. When the
labyrinths that are moral arenas are created by God, they may be para-
gons of art like so many mazes discussed in Chapter 5, but when they are

1. See Thesaurus linguae latinae (Leipzig: Teubner, 1goo— ); R. E. Latham, Revised
Medieval Latin Word List from British and Irish Sources (London: Oxford University Press for
the British Academy, 1965); MED; Frédéric Godefroy, Lexique de U'ancien frangais, ed. J.
Bonnard and A. Salmon (Paris: Librairie Honoré Champion, 1976).
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built by men or women, their artistry is more deceptive. In either case,
danger is more prominent than artistry, even when that danger is dis-
guised by beauty (and therefore the more treacherous). Like the intellec-
tual labyrinths of Chapter 7, moral mazes may teach valuable lessons, but
their chief purpose is not instruction. The labyrinthine quality most
emphasized here, as in early Christian mazes in malo, is inextricability:
moral mazes are fatal prisons unless special guidance or exceptional
virtue circumvent their entanglements, and if learning is involved, it is
moral rather than intellectual. These labyrinths accent moral choice,
either at the point of entry or within. Although medieval writers seldom
envisage moral mazes as specifically multicursal or unicursal, some com-
pletely bad mazes (mazes of heresy, for instance) are inherently unicur-
sal, entailing only the choices to enter and then to persist or retreat,
whereas more polyvalent mazes (e.g., mazes representing the world cre-
ated by God) involve repeated internal choice.2 The duality characteris-
tic of all mazes is present here as well. The most perilous prisons may
seem most enchanting. If moral confusions lead to desperate ends, di-
vine order is thereby asserted. If God builds a complex and multicursal
world, men define their own course through it. If sinners become em-
broiled in means, paths, and processes, authors and readers have a priv-
ileged vision of ends, of the whole maze as complex pattern and product.
These dualities, dependent on point of view, will become especially
marked in some of the texts examined in the last part of this chapter.

I have divided this chapter into three sections. The first describes
some particularly interesting mythographic texts—moralistic interpreta-
tions of the story of the Cretan labyrinth read in the context of other
classical myths. Accounts like these would have been familiar to most
medieval writers, and it is against this quasi-commentarial background
that some of the more creative developments of the idea of the labyrinth
can best be read. The second section offers a representative survey of
nonmythographic texts that illustrate, with greater or lesser degrees of
skill, common literary associations and uses of the maze. At worst, these
examples illustrate labyrinthine clichés and give us a sense of what
middle-brow audiences might have understood in the way of labyrinth
references; at best, they show major writers treating the idea of the
labyrinth with considerable originality, but usually fairly briefly or inter-
mittently. The final and longest section offers readings of four texts that
develop the idea of the labyrinth creatively and in a sustained fashion.
Here the idea of the labyrinth begins to serve as a guide to our under-
standing of a work of art as a whole.

The mazes encountered in these three sections are metaphorical.

2. In La Queste del Saint Graal, we shall see a rare occurrence of a hierarchy of mazes:
pathless, multicursal, and unicursal.
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Therefore itis important to recall that some medieval literary references
to the labyrinth do not involve metaphor; especially in the later Middle
Ages, there was a healthy concern with the literal status and interpreta-
tion of texts.3 Especially in commentaries on and retellings of the Cretan
myth, the labyrinth is often simply itself, an historical building. Thus
medieval commentators frequently gloss “labyrinthus” in Aeneid 5.588 in
Servius’s terse words: “Labyrinth: a place in Crete with intricately en-
tangled walls built by Daedalus, in which the Minotaur was enclosed.” If
some literally minded commentators such as Anselm of Laon fleetingly
raise the possibility of metaphor by adding that laborintus is derived from
the ambiguous labor intus, they spell out no metaphorical elaborations.4
A similarly literal reduction of the labyrinth to a mere physical prop
occurs in Chaucer’s Legend of Ariadne, which shares Ovid’s empnasis on
the heroine’s misery after her abandonment.> Chaucer gives a full de-
scription of the “hous . . . krynkeled to and fro” (l. 2012) but only to
show how important Ariadne’s help was to the ungrateful Theseus: the
maze is mere scenery, even though it might easily have symbolized the
intricacies and dangers of passionate love, and even though Chaucer
elsewhere uses the metaphorical potential of the maze with inventiveness
and subtlety. Some commentaries derived from Servius, who believed
that the Minotaur was really a pair of twins fathered by Minos and his
scribe Taurus, demythologize the story, getting rid of the mysterious
labyrinth altogether: glossing Juvenal’s first satire, William of Conches
(ca. 1080—ca. 1154) tells of Pasiphae’s love for the bull, Daedalus’s assis-
tance, and the building of the labyrinth; but “this is the truth of it”: all
Daedalus really built was a thalamus (bedroom or marriage-bed) for the
queen and her paramour Taurus, by whom she had a child reputed to be
Minos’s and hence called Minotaurus. When Minos found out, Daedalus
was simply thrown in prison.6 So much for art! The debunking Servian
tradition might have reduced the labyrinth to insignificance, but for-
tunately such was not the case, and many commentators who report
Servius’s interpretation, if not William’s still more rationalistic reading,
go on to find moral import in the myth: the story isn’t true, but we can
still learn from it.

After all, many medieval writers shared a passion for exegesis, trying

3. See A. J. Minnis, Medieval Theory of Authorship, esp. chaps. 3 and 4.

4. Servius Grammaticus, In Aeneidos, 1, 635; Anselm of Laon’s gloss reads, “laborintus:
the house of Daedalus where the Minotaur was imprisoned, called laborintus from labor
intus” (BL MS. Add. 33220, fol. 48r). Christopher C. Baswell’s dissertation, “‘Figures of
Olde Werk’: Visions of Virgil in Later Medieval England” (Yale University, 1983), is an
invaluable study of explicit and implicit Virgil commentaries.

5. Chaucer, The Legend of Good Women, 1886—2227. Gower’s version of the story (Con-
fessio Amantis 5.5231—5495) is similar in emphasis and treatment. Both works follow Ovid’s
Heroides 10 closely.

6. William of Conches, Glosae in Iuvenalem, pp. 110—111.
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to find some scientific, philosophical, theological, or exemplary truth
hidden beneath every item in the lexicon of the books of nature and
authority, although exegetical attitudes and practices varied widely from
century to century and even from author to author. In general, as Jud-
son Boyce Allen notes, “medieval people . . . tended to be more inter-
ested in the mythologization than in the fact, more interested in the
meaning of an event than in its bare material existence.”” More inter-
ested in mythical than in historical labyrinths, in fact. Thus most medi-
eval mazes, visual or literary, carry heavy symbolic potential, functioning
as a clue to a splendid array of meanings.8 Fascinating to medieval artists
and writers as an historical object, the maze is still more captivating as a
sign—in texts discussed in this chapter, a sign of the dangers of earthly
life. In these examples, the maze functions metaphorically both as prod-
uct and as process. Sometimes the labyrinth is a sign in itself, a meta-
phorically potent object, as we saw so often in Chapter 5; more often, it is
the myth of the labyrinth, the story, that elicits the continuous meta-
phorical transformation of allegory.

- The Mythographers -

By far the richest store of explicit interpretations of the maze lies in
the vast body of mythographic writing, including the many commen-
taries on classical and certain medieval texts (Dante’s Divine Comedy, for
one) that mention the labyrinth. These commentaries tend to fall into
the two categories described by Brian Stock in discussing approaches to
myth in the twelfth century: literal commentaries cover such matters as
grammatical sense, etymology, historical background, and rhetorical de-
vices; allegorical interpretations emphasize moral and philosophical sig-
nificance, demythologize the text (as in euhemeristic readings), and un-
wrap cosmological or natural truths from their mythical integumentum by

7. Judson Boyce Allen, The Ethical Poetic, p. 253. Allen’s and Minnis’s complementary
treatments of medieval literary critical practice are invaluable to an understanding of how
medieval people read literary or biblical texts.

8. For an example of the medieval symbolic mentality, see Alan of Lille, Liber in distinc-
tionibus, PL, 120, 687—1012. Although any physical object might be interpreted allegorically
in an astonishing number of ways, however, it need not be so interpreted. Just as the
distinctiones show there were no set meanings for any item, so too no set formula, mechan-
ically applied, would decode texts correctly: see Brian Stock, Myth and Science in the Twelf th
Century: A Study of Bernard Silvester (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1972), chap. 1;
Edouard Jeauneau, “L’'Usage de la notion d'Integumentum a travers les gloses de Guillaume
de Conches,” Archives d’Histoire Doctrinale et Littéraire du Moyen Age, 24 (1957), 35—100; and
V. A. Kolve, Chaucer and the Imagery of Narrative (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
1984), for a brilliant demonstration of how medieval people may have read visual images.
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means of “scientific” interpretation.® Later we will consider how allegory
itself constitutes a kind of labyrinth and embodies a labyrinthine aesthet-
ic, but here I show briefly how a few fourteenth-century mythographers
deal with the Cretan story as moral allegory. I do not pretend to offer a
comprehensive survey of interpretations. Nor will I discuss the develop-
ment of the mythographic tradition, its preoccupations, techniques, and
practitioners.!0 Instead, I have chosen a few influential texts to illustrate
what kinds of significance the labyrinth might have within the larger
context of the myth that engendered it—in other words, how the plot
within which the labyrinth figures suggests and defines its metaphorical
meaning. It is worth remembering that many medieval writers using the
labyrinth metaphorically in their own works would have first come upon
its story in a classical or mythological text (the Aeneid, the Metamorphoses,
the Eclogue of Theodulus) with an accompanying commentary either in
the manuscript itself or in the person of a teacher. As the visual form of
the labyrinth helps shape its transferred meanings, so does mythological
commentary.

Boccaccio (1313—13%75) was an exceptionally learned secular my-
thographer whose monumental Genealogy of the Gentile Gods, Book 14,
mounts an impressive defense of poetry and the allegorical approach he

9. See Stock, Myth and Science, pp. 32—33. Baswell (“‘Figures of Olde Werk’”) divides
medieval Virgil commentaries into three groups, subdividing Stock’s second category:
“humanizing” commentaries, the most numerous group, provide background information
that helps a reader perceive Virgil in his own historical setting; allegorical commentaries
see the Aeneid as an exposition of the ages of man or the stages of virtue; and moral
commentaries see Aeneas as an exemplary model for human life and the classics as, among
other things, a source of exempla for preaching; one thinks of the classicizing friars so
sensitively analyzed by Beryl Smalley (English Friars and Antiquity in the Early Fourteenth
Century [Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1960]) and Judson Boyce Allen (The Friar as Critic
[Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 1971]). Especially in the later Middle Ages, all
three approaches may coincide, as in the third commentary in London BL MS. Add. 27304
(Baswell, chap. 3).

10. Among the more interesting mythographers whose work I will not discuss here are
the following: Hyginus (second century), Myths, ed. Mary Grant (Lawrence: University of
Kansas Press, 1960); Fulgentius (fifth century), Opera, ed. R. Helms (Leipzig: Teubner,
1898); the Vatican Mythographers, Scriptores rerum mythicarum latini tres, ed. Georg Henry
Bode (Celle, Belgium, 1834); the ninth-century Ecloga Theodoli (see Bernard of Utrecht,
Commentum in Theodolum [1076—1099]), ed. R. B. C. Huygens [Spoleto: Centro Italiano di
Studi sull’Alto Medioevo, 1977]); Odo Picardus’s commentary, Liber Theoduli cum commento
(London: Richard Pynson, 1505); Arnulf of Orléans (twelfth century), in Fausto Ghisalber-
ti, “Arnolfo d’Orléans: un cultore di Ovidio nel secolo XII,” Memorie del Reale Istituto
Lombardo di Scienze e Lettere, 24 (1932), 157—234; John of Garland (thirteenth century),
Integumenta Ovidii: poemetto inedito del secolo XIII, ed. Fausto Ghisalberti (Messina and Milan:
Giuseppe Principato, 1933); John Ridewall (fourteenth century), Fulgentius metaforalis, ed.
Hans Liebeschiitz, Studien der Bibliothek Warburg, 4 (1926); Giovanni del Virgilio (four-
teenth century), in Fausto Ghisalberti, “Giovanni del Virgilio: espositore della ‘Metamor-
fosi,”” Giornale Dantesco, 34 (1933), 1—110; Thomas Walsingham, De arcana deorum, ed.
Robert A. van Kluyve (Durham: Duke University Press, 1968); and Palaephaetus, De non
credendis histortis.
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deemed necessary to penetrate its praiseworthy obscurities.!! Drawing
on some hundred and seventy-five sources, Boccaccio varies his ap-
proach to each myth as he sees fit; usually he provides humanistic histor-
ical and literary background, and his interpretations may be euhemeris-
tic, moral, theological, and even naturalistic/scientific. The large
exegetical repertoire at his disposal makes it significant that Boccaccio
chooses to emphasize the Cretan legend’s moral and psychological im-
port. Having pondered the story and its interpretations for some time,
Boccaccio tells us, he finally realized its true purpose: to teach us how
bestial vice is begotten in the soul, signified by Pasiphae. Minos the law-
giver is reason, who sets the soul on the right path, but Venus, or con-
cupiscence, causes their separation: no soul can be a friend both to
reason and to carnal desire. Pasiphae’s passion for the bull shows how the
soul wrongly loves mundane pleasures, which God meant us to use prop-
erly. Guided by Venus-sensuality, however, we abuse these gifts, fall prey
to bestial lust, and couple with the bull, trusting more in ingenious craft
(Daedalus) than in nature. Thus minotaurs are begotten as tokens of
vice; the monster’s dual form signifies that while sinners seem human,
their acts reveal their true animal nature. Like the Minotaur imprisoned
in a winding labyrinth, the wicked human heart is entangled in unspeak-
able desires. Only Theseus can kill this monster of depravity: he is the
prudent man whose virility (Ariadne, on etymological grounds) teaches
him to root out diabolical vice.12

Clearly Boccaccio was sensitive to Virgil's and Ovid’s hints that the
labyrinth was built to cover the shame of lust and to the early Christian
notion that the true path contrasts with the labyrinth’s winding ways (cf.
Ambrose and Prudentius); these ideas underlie his own reading of the
myth. But Boccaccio’s rather humanistic interpretation makes the laby-
rinth an emblem of the circuitous ways of sin in opposition to the “rec-
tum iter” dictated not by God but by Reason (Minos). Implicitly a work of
corrupt art as opposed to healthy nature, the heart’s maze is inextricable
for sinners but penetrable to the prudent, manly man. Later we shall see
how Boccaccio develops this moral-psychological interpretation of the
myth, blaming sinners for entrapping themselves in mazes of their own
creation, as the thematic and narrative basis for the Corbaccio.

Writing at roughly the same time, Pierre Bersuire (ca. 1290—1362) was

11. For the complete text, see De genealogia deorum gentilium, ed. Vincenzo Romano
(Bari: Laterza, 1951); for a translation of the preface and books 14 and 15, see Charles G.
Osgood, Boccaccio on Poetry (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1956). The work was begun be-
fore 1350, and revisions continued throughout Boccaccio’s life: see Vittore Branca, Boccac-
cio: The Man and His Works, trans. Richard Monges and Dennis J. McAuliffe (New York:
New York University Press, 1976), p. 109. We return to Boccaccio’s defense of poetry in
chap. 7.

12. Boccaccio, De genealogia 4.10.
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a somewhat controversial Benedictine prior and friend of Petrarch, with
whom he discussed matters mythological. Bersuire’s immensely popular
Ouidius moralizatus, which went through several recensions, views classi-
cal mythology as a compendium of useful exemplary and allegorical
knowledge, a guide to daily conduct in the courts of kings or popes and
in moral and spiritual realms as well.13 His comprehensive explication of
the Cretan myth is at once more practically and more theologically ori-
ented than Boccaccio’s; almost a summa of allegorical commentary, Ber-
suire’s exegesis deserves extensive paraphrase. First he recounts the tale
of Pasiphae and the bull, the Minotaur, and the labyrinth, twisted with
ambages, created to entrap all comers as fodder for the rapacious beast
within. In typically clerical fashion, Bersuire uses Pasiphae as an excuse
to rail against female lasciviousness; he then proceeds from sociological
editorial to moral reading. Pasiphae is the human soul married to Christ,
who is estranged by her sinfulness; she couples with the devil and con-
ceives monstrous affections. Alternatively, in the sphere of ecclesiastical
government, Pasiphae is the Church, Minos an absent prelate, and the
bull the devil, who leads the Church into sin and error; the Minotaur
represents evil, which devours human flesh.

Next, Bersuire describes Theseus’s arrival, Ariadne’s love, and
Daedalus’s advice to take balls of pitch and of string into the maze to
prevent the monster from biting when attacked and to help Theseus
unwind (explicare) the labyrinthine ambages. The Minotaur signifies the
devil, hell, and death, which have devoured human souls and bodies
since time began: thanks to Adam, we are all Athenians subject to Minos-
Lucifer. The maze of ambages is the abyss of hardships (difficultatum) so
constructed that no one can return to its gates. But Theseus, a king’s son,
is Christ, who also accepted the lot of common humanity and therefore
descended to the Minotaur; with the thread of divinity and the pitch of
humanity, he overcame death, hell, and the devil, freeing himself from
the maze of hell in the resurrection and taking with him Ariadne, or
human nature. More practically, Theseus is any ungrateful person who
casts off his benefactor (or abandons Ariadne); but she, deified by Bac-
chus (God), earns a heavenly reward.

After suggesting various interpretations of Theseus’s return to Athens
and his father’s misguided suicide, Bersuire returns to Crete and the

13. On the complicated textual tradition, see Pierre Bersuire, De formis figurisque deorum,
ed. J. Engels, Werkmateriaal g (Utrecht: Instituut voor Laat Latijn der Rijksuniversiteit,
1966), pp. iii—xx, which suggests that Bersuire was an incessant reviser and that the text
went through at least four fairly comprehensive recensions. In his edition of chaps. 2—-15
of the Reductorium morale, the Ovidius moralizatus (Werkmateriaal 2, 1962), Engels prints the
latest (post-1350) recension, which includes materials from the poetic Ovide moralisé and
from John Ridewall’s Fulgentius metaforalis. 1 follow this version here (pp. 123—-130). An-
other recension is printed by Fausto Ghisalberti, Studj Romanzi, 23, 5—136. See also Smalley,
English Friars and Antiquity, pp. 261—264.
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industrious Daedalus, whose construction of the labyrinth is described in
some detail. Ironically, Daedalus himself is imprisoned in his own work
of art for having helped Pasiphae and Ariadne. With characteristic inge-
nuity, he concocts wings to flee the labyrinth and Minos’s tyranny. Here
Daedalus is the sinner whom the devil-Minos imprisons in the labyrinth
of vice and worldly goods, encircled by so many crimes that he cannot
find the way out. There is only one way to escape the labyrinth of world
and sin: don wings of contemplation and head for celestial realms,
scorning the sea of worldliness and the labyrinth of time (saeculi). More-
over, Bersuire notes, Daedalus’s imprisonment shows that people who
build labyrinths and nvolutiones for others will fall into them themselves.

Bersuire then discusses the fall of Icarus and the poetic justice of that
fall (Daedalus had murdered his nephew Perdix by pushing him off a
cliff). The story of Icarus teaches us to pursue the via media, depicts the
disobedience of rebellious youth, and warns against earthly delights (the
sea) and pride (the sun), which ruin spiritual wings (virtues) as well as
mundane ones (earthly power and nobility). Perdix, clever inventor of
the saw and compass, was saved by Athena, who honors intelligence; he
now flies close to earth as a partridge (perdix), fearing another fall. Thus
he rightly mocked Daedalus after Icarus’s death, when Daedalus dedi-
cated his wings at the temple of Apollo at Cumae. This part of the story
teaches that those who climb high through ingenuity will fall through
envy; the wise man seeks humble station and welcomes the security of
poverty.

Like all his other mythological interpretations, Bersuire’s readings of
the various segments of the Cretan myth thus include practical, if cyn-
ical, advice for daily life as well as theological commentary; he treats
mores, morals, and allegory in the strict sense. Compared to Boccaccio’s
less ambitious and more coherent interpretation, however, Bersuire’s is
full of inconsistency: Minos can be Christ or the devil, Theseus an un-
grateful wretch or Christ, and Daedalus an envious craftsman or a true
contemplative. It is as if the ambages of the labyrinth had become ambi-
guities in the text, or as if Bersuire had taken every interpretive path
presented in Ovid’s multicursal textual maze. To use modern terminol-
ogy, the myth of the labyrinth affords a network of gaps or indeter-
minacies to be filled in by preacher or reader at will in an attempt to
generate a morally useful interpretation. Boccaccio interprets the myth
as a whole (to be fair, he tackles less of the myth than Bersuire); Bersuire
focuses on a series of quasi-independent episodes, each interpreted ac-
cording to its immediate narrative context. But if Boccaccio’s single read-
ing is selective and consistent, Bersuire charts a richer, more evocative
course, suggesting how, in its Ovidian context, the labyrinth as a sign can
appropriately convey multiple meanings in malo: shameful love, sin and
vice, hell, death, the world and worldliness, time, and—to be utterly
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pedestrian—any elaborate plot. These meanings take shape partly from
Bersuire’s ingenuity, partly from the mythical context, and partly from
essential labyrinthine qualities: ambages and involutions; the psychologi-
cal and moral confusion they engender; and, most clearly, inextricability,
although Bersuire makes much of the possible ways out—the help of a
guide (Christ), careful instruction (by Daedalus, who helps both Theseus
and Icarus), the wings of contemplation. Bersuire even hints at the con-
nection between labyrinths and learning we saw in early Christian writ-
ings when he describes the labyrinth as difficulty requiring explication.
Few single texts show the scope of the moral labyrinth’s metaphorical
potential iz malo so well as Bersuire’s, although none of his interpreta-
tions is unique.

Perhaps because Bersuire took the labyrinth so thoroughly in malo in
his last recension of the Ovidius moralizatus, he hints only obliquely at the
maze’s admirable artistry, a concept that was present, if downplayed, in
the Metamorphoses. That artistry is highlighted in one of Bersuire’s
sources, the anonymous French Ovide moralisé, which suggests other fac-
ets of the labyrinth’s metaphorical potential (8.1-1928). This early
fourteenth-century poetic version of the Metamorphoses, presumably in-
tended for aristocratic lay audiences, spends much more time recount-
ing and embellishing the Ovidian stories than did Bersuire or Boccaccio,
who wrote in Latin for the learned. Thus the Ovide moralisé offers a long
description of Pasiphae, extended laments for Ariadne, and so on, more
for dramatic impact than for moral instruction. But there are also didac-
tic summaries of the lessons to be learned from antiquity, which, if they
are less colorful than the poet’s brilliant evocation of Pasiphae’s de-
ranged love for the bull, nevertheless concern us more. According to the
moralization, God was so distressed at the presumption of the rebel
angels that he created for them

I'infernal cage
Qui tant et horrible et obscure
Et pleine de male aventure. (8.1418-1420)

This cage is the labyrinth of hell from which none can depart, and so
Daedalus is a figure for God, “li bons charpentiers / Qui est maistres de
touz mestiers” (8.1431-1432). After the fall, man too was dispatched
there as tribute to another horned beast, the devil. To ransom mankind,
God fought fire with fire: against the double devil-minotaur he sent
Christ-Theseus of “double-nature” (8.1476). The divinity and humanity
that Bersuire represents by the two pelotons here reside in Christ-
Theseus himself, whose divinity is “couverte / Souz 'ombre de 'um-
anité” (8.1480-1481). Thus Christ-Theseus is able to destroy the monster
and lead his people to safety. This Theseus, however, is no ingrate: he
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abandons Ariadne because she signifies the Jews whom God loved until
they betrayed him, and Phaedra represents the faithful Gentiles.

This author’s consistency in interpretation, contrasting with Bersuire’s
eclectic approach, leads us to expect a novel handling of the flight of
Daedalus, and here too we are not disappointed. We are reminded that
Daedalus signifies the Creator of heaven and hell, of sky, earth, air, and
sea; Daedalus’s imprisonment in Crete signifies Christ’s stay in hell, after
which he longed to see his homeland. God-Christ-Daedalus chose to
return in such a way that mankind could follow, escaping the trammels
of the labyrinth-world-hell. Thus God-Christ-Daedalus made wings, the
right one indicating the love of God and the left, love of one’s neighbors;
thus we too can fly to heaven.

The poet’s interpretation of the myth is consistent chiefly because he
interprets the story in the light of the ransom theory of the atonement,
whereby the fall of man gave the devil just title to human souls until such
time as the devil should overstep his bounds by letting the sinless Christ
die and enter hell under the cover of his human flesh (hence the signifi-
cance of Bersuire’s pelotons and our poet’s “double nature”). But con-
sistency has its downside: there are fewer interpretations than in Ber-
suire, who probably expected the preachers for whom he was writing to
create their own coherence by using only part of the story at a time; and
the poet gets into minor difficulties by equating both God the Father and
Christ with Daedalus and having both Theseus and Daedalus signify
Christ. He does, however, provide a marvelous vision of God the Good
Carpenter, whose cosmos is implicitly a labyrinth containing the smaller
prison-labyrinth of hell—a remarkable instance of the inherent dualism
in bono and in malo of the maze. That a Daedalian God created a cosmic
labyrinth, an idea we have already met in Gregory of Nazianzus and in
the discussion of the Chartres maze, is highlighted in the fifteenth-
century Ovide moralisé en prose (pp. 226-229). Or, as Bersuire put it in an
early recension, “Daedalus the architect is God, who built the mund:
machinam.”'* As these examples show, even in the generally pejorative
Ovidian context the maze may figure as product of divine artistry, but it
is a dangerous piece of art all the same, a place where error is possible,
indeed virtually inevitable.

In this brief account of several fourteenth-century mythographic mor-
alizations of the Cretan story, then, we have seen how the legendary
context and the author’s purpose combine to shape the labyrinth’s meta-
phorical meanings. Writers interested in the plot as a coherent and mor-
ally significant entity, like Boccaccio and the author of the poetic Ovide
moralisé, create consistent interpretations by limiting the labyrinth’s con-
notations to one or two major meanings—the toils of sin and lust in
Boccaccio’s comparatively humanistic interpretation or, for the more

14. In Ghisalberti, “L’Ovidius Moralizatus,” pp. 129—130.
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theologically minded poet, the divinely ordered but dangerous cosmos
containing an inextricable prison for those who fall prey to sin. On the
other hand, Bersuire, providing a full array of the legend’s moral uses,
sacrifices allegorical consistency in order to expand the symbolic poten-
tial of each important element in the story. Interest in the maze as story,
as process, as syntax, generates one kind of retelling, and interest in the
maze as object, as an item in a metaphorical lexicon, generates quite
another. Both approaches contribute to the labyrinth’s metaphorical po-
tential, which includes meanings based on mazy inextricability (lust, sin,
hell, death, crime, vice, worldliness, the world, life, time), on complex
artistry (the world, the cosmos), and on the moral and psychological
confusion created by the maze’s ambages and errores. In most cases, the
maze functions as a place where moral error is almost inevitable, an
inextricable prison unless special aid intervenes. As in Virgil (Aeneid 6)
and Ovid, the mythical context—the focus on story—virtually demands
an interpretation in malo. Even if the labyrinth-world is God’s creation,
full of the highest artistry, noble and attractive in its own right, it poses
infinite dangers for the unwary, who may easily make the wrong choice
and fall into that inner labyrinth of hell without the guidance of Christ-
Theseus, the reason of Minos, or Daedalian wings of contemplation.

- Moral Labyrinths in Other Literature -

If the Cretan labyrinth’s explicit mythological context elicits a good
deal of mythographic interpretation in malo by highlighting the maze’s
seamy moral history and its dangerous inextricability, that same empha-
sis predominates in nonmythographic medieval works, whether they
allude to the myth or simply to the maze as an image. This section briefly
surveys representative passages where the labyrinth appears more or
less casually as an image of potentially inextricable mundane errores;
later we will examine several texts that make more extended, and often
more innovative and allusive, use of the labyrinth and the Cretan myth
as process and plot.

We have seen how often the maze signifies the vagaries of earthly life
for medieval mythographers as well as classical and early Christian writ-
ers. This meaning of the maze is popular in other medieval literature as
well. For example, Lydgate’s “Calendar” includes a prayer for aid in
labyrinthine confusion: “Teche us to lyue wel, o bysshop Seynt Blase, /
For bis wrecchid lyfe is but as a mase.” An inscription, probably from a
tombstone, sees the world as a maze from which death offers rescue:
“The beginning of April seized me from this labyrinth.”15 Both exam-

15. See The Minor Poems of John Lydgate, Part I, ed. Henry MacCracken, EETS, e.s. 107
(1911), p. 3864, ll. 34—35, and Durand, Annales Archéologiques, 17, 126—127.
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ples envisage escape from the world-labyrinth, Lydgate’s by intercession
and right conduct, the tombstone by death and, perhaps, the salvation of
Christ-Theseus. In a lighter vein, the rhetorician Eberhard of Germany
sees the teacher’s life as an inextricable maze: “He sits in the snare of the
labyrinth, the clamorous prison and mournful house,” plagued by re-
calcitrant students who, perhaps, see their magister as a minotaur.16

The view of the world as an attractive but dangerous moral labyrinth is
handled far more subtly and pervasively in Langland’s Piers Plowman.17
Because I intend to discuss the poem’s labyrinthine nature more exten-
sively elsewhere, here I merely skim the surface. An allegorical lady,
Holy Church, advises Will, the dreamer, how to proceed safely through
the mundane labyrinth. Baffled by his dream of the fair field of folk who
are “wandrynge as pe world askep” (B. Prol. 1g9), most of them up to no
good in their pursuit of wealth, Will is in sore need of the exegesis that
Holy Church can provide. She begins by asking, “sestow bis peple, / How
bisie pei ben aboute pbe maze? (B. I.5-6). The maze is worldly life, dedi-
cated to the pursuit of Lady Meed, and the labyrinth image is appropri-
ate: the people on the field, immersed in the complexities of life, cannot
see where they are really going, as one cannot see the end of a maze
from within. It is only Will, looking down on the scene from the Malvern
Hills, who notices on one hand the Tower of Truth and on the other the
Dungeon of the Devil, and who sees that most people are moving toward
hell. From this elevated perspective, Holy Church offers a clue to the
labyrinth, but Will all too quickly forgets what he has learned once he is
embroiled in the maze on the plain, subject to its bewildering profusion
of temptations.

In a sense, the whole poem deals with the problems of a mazed charac-
ter so confused by the moral ambages and apparently contradictory
guides repeatedly confronting him that he cannot sustain the privileged
vision from above the labyrinth that would allow him to orient himself:
such are the intense difficulties of living in the world, difficulties Lang-
land refuses to dismiss lightly. The quest in Passus 8 through 12 for
Dowel, Dobet, and Dobest (the triad itself representing a maze-like tri-
furcation of a concept initially presented simply as Do Well) is particular-
ly maze-like and bewildering, as Will journeys through the labyrinth of
the mind to be directed by an overabundance of seemingly authoritative
characters, each speaking according to his or her own perspective and

16. Eberhard of Germany, Laborintus 835—836, in Faral, p. 366. The idea of school-
teacher as minotaur corresponds to the possible dean-minotaur comparison in the Aux-
erre ritual, discussed in chap. 5.

17. Citations are to Piers Plowman: The B Version, ed. George Kane and E. Talbot Don-
aldson (London: Athlone Press, 1975). The maze appears in all three texts, which date
from ca. 1367—1386: see the parallel text edition by Walter W. Skeat (London: Oxford
University Press, 1886). For the idea of the labyrinth of the world in medieval Persian
poetry, see Henry Corbin, En islam iranien, vol. 2 (Paris: Gallimard, 1971), pp. 326—331.
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most offering too many (and too inconsistent) definitions of the exem-
plars Will seeks; as we shall see, excessive data that cannot easily be
aligned create a mental maze of the worst sort. In many respects, it is this
mental maze of the fallen mind that generates the perceptual handicaps
and limited, fragmentary vision that make the world itself seem laby-
rinthine and so forcefully create the need for a reliable guide to help
Will see where his true journey lies. It is only when Will runs a breathless
race to find Jesus in Jerusalem (passus 15-18) that the myriad paths of
the mundane and epistemological mazes become a straight path to
Truth. But in the movement from clarity to confusion so obsessively
repeated in the poem, the clear vision of Jesus—the way, the truth, the
light, significantly shown freeing the just souls from hell—disintegrates
all too quickly in the real world to which Will returns, and Will’s (and the
reader’s) senses of direction, and of the order of the actual and moral
universe, cannot endure. The poem ends where it began, in the maze of
the world. Langland may have been a visionary who saw the cosmic
labyrinth whole, but he was also a realist well aware that living creatures
can never escape mortal mazes for long, whatever moral fables and
classical myths claim.18

Sometimes, as in the rota-rosa cathedral labyrinths, the world-labyrinth
is closely connected to Fortune, a harsh and irrational mistress with
inexplicable ways. Thus, for De Guilleville and his translator Lydgate,
Fortune has a great tree (the world) on which influential people nest
while those below “Loke vp-ward, and al day gaze, / As yt wer vp-on A
maze.” Juan de Mena’s Laberinto de Fortuna tells of the narrator’s voyage
through Fortune’s great palace, where, without order but with apparent-
ly absolute power, she rules the “orbe universo / con toda la otra mun-
dana machina,” the five zones of the earth and the seven circles of the
planets, in which the narrator, safely guided by Providence, sees a num-
ber of the Cretan characters as well as a Dantean galaxy of others.19 In
both instances, the unpredictability of Fortune, the complexity of her

18. It would be impossible for Langland not to have known this, entangled as he was
throughout much of his life in systematic revisions and retracings of the labyrinth of his
own text.

19. See De Guilleville, The Pilgrimage of the Life of Man, ed. F. J. Furnivall (London:
Roxburghe Club, 19os), 1. 19571-19572, and Juan de Mena, Laberinto de Fortuna, ed.
Louise Vasvari Fainberg (Madrid: Alhambra, 1976); the quotation is from stanza g2. The
connection between fortune and labyrinth may also be expressed by a pun in stanza 63,
which refers to “los muchos reveses del grand Laberinto,” where “reveses” can mean
turnings or temporal reverses. The twelve areas of the cosmos correspond to the most
common number of circuits in a medieval labyrinth. Juan de Mena lived from 1411 to
1456.

See Nepaulsingh, Literary Composition in Medieval Spain, pp. 109—124, for more extensive
discussion and bibliography on the Laberinto de Fortuna, a work whose structural complexity
in some ways exemplifies labyrinthine literary structure, and whose borrowings from
Dante and Virgil indicate that its author was consciously working in the labyrinthine
tradition to be examined in Part Three.
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realm, and the inextricability of her prison for anyone without divine
assistance and perspective are the qualities linking her with the laby-
rinth. Particularly in the Laberinto de Fortuna, where Fortune’s complex
realm is simply one misleadingly confused face of the perfectly ordered
kingdom of Providence, there may be an assumption that what mun-
dane folk, with their imperfect vision, see as a labyrinth is in reality the
splendid artistry of the cosmos. The contrast between providential and
time-bound views of the world, implicit in cathedral mazes, as we have
seen, will receive further attention later.

One of the most elegant and creative moral applications of the laby-
rinth myth, here referring not to the whole world but to the disreputable
papal world of Avignon, comes in Petrarch’s Liber sine nomine, a collection
of satirical letters, written between about 1342 and 1359, that condemn
Avignon as the third Babylon and fif th labyrinth.20 Thematically unified
by a continuing contrast between Avignon and Rome as cities of chaos
and order, the collection repeatedly returns to the labyrinth as a perfect
sign for the corruption and confusion that characterize the papal city of
Avignon, where the Church lay in Babylonian captivity from 1305 until
1378 and where Petrarch felt himself imprisoned for scattered years
throughout his life. Appropriately, the labyrinth myth threads its way
through the letters, with constant indebtedness to Virgil, Ovid, and
Pliny: “Whatever you may have read of the Babylons of Assyria or
Egypt, of the four labyrinths, of the portals of Avernus and the forests
and sulphurous marshes of the lower world, is all child’s play compared
with this hell. . . . ‘here is Pasiphae coupled with the bull,’ to quote Ver-
gil, ‘and the mongrel offspring and two-formed progeny, the Minotaur,
memorial of her foul love.’ Finally, you may see here every disorder,
gloom, or horror to be found or imagined anywhere” (267-68/Dg4-96).
The image is most thoroughly developed in the tenth letter, where Pe-
trarch offers an extended justification of his chosen metaphor:

You can indeed be surprised by five labyrinths when other authors, I be-
lieve, mention only four. They know of those in Egypt, Lemnos, Crete and
Clusium in Italy, but they say nothing of the labyrinth of the Rhone, the
most confusing and by far the worst of all, either because it did not yet exist,

20. Parenthetical page numbers marked Z refer to Zacour’s translation, cited in chap. 5,
n. 26; numbers marked D refer to the Latin text edited by Ugo Dotti (Rome: Laterza,
1974). The Liber sine nomine includes many more labyrinth references not noted here.

For an argument that “the labyrinth and its variations [e.g., images of the “difficult
journey,” the Pythagorean Y, wandering, captivity, hell] constitute an important nucleus of
Petrarchan imagery” throughout Petrarch’s work, see Cipolla, Labyrinth: Studies on an Arche-
type, chap. 2 (previously published as “Labyrinthine Imagery in Petrarch,” Italica, 54
[1977], 263—280). Cipolla’s discussion, which amply demonstrates Petrarch’s literary obses-
sion with the labyrinth, could have profited from a wider knowledge of the literary tradi-
tion; his Jungian bias prevents as careful an analysis of the texts as one might wish.



Moral Labyrinths in Medieval Literature

or because it was not yet known. I constantly refer to it—how justly, anyone
who wishes to know may learn by coming here. Here is the dreadful prison,
the aimless wandering in the dwelling place of shadows, tyrannical Minos,
and the voracious Minotaur, memorial of forbidden love—but no healing
medicine, no love, no charity, no promises worthy of trust, no friendly
counsel, no thread as a silent guide to mark the twisted path, no Ariadne,
no Daedalus. There is only one hope of salvation here, gold. Gold placates
the savage king and overcomes the frightful monster; the guiding cord is
woven of gold; gold reveals the forbidding doorway, shatters the bars and
stones, bribes the stern doorkeeper, and opens the gates of heaven. What
else? Christ is sold for gold. (Z72—73/ D110-112)

The image of Avignon as a labyrinth from which only Christ can guide
one (letter 8) is too obsessive and too richly evocative for all its elements
to remain stable in Petrarch’s interpretation any more than they did in
his friend Bersuire’s comparably rich if slightly less classical reading.
Letter 11, for instance, transforms the evil guiding thread of bribery into
the more admirable “thread of a noble contempt” (Z76/D122). Avignon’s
sexual perversions are fitly imaged by the Minotaur’s maze, but the idea
to which Petrarch constantly returns is the futile inextricability of the
place, an idea often enriched by other images of entrapment:

That’s the one place on earth where there is no room for thoughtful coun-
sel, where everything goes round aimlessly and without purpose. And
among all the miseries of that place, there is this final trick: that everything
is smeared with birdlime, and is covered with hooks and nets, so that just
when you think you have escaped you find yourself more tightly held and
bound. There is no light anywhere, no one to lead you, no sign to guide you
along the twisted paths, but only gloom on all sides and confusion every-
where. (Zg1/D156-158)

Yet finally, as the stories of Theseus and Daedalus show, escape from this
classically dark prison, which Petrarch likens to the underworld in the
Aeneid, is possible: in 1357, Petrarch writes to his friend Francesco Nelli,

You have escaped; you have broken out; you have swum to safety; you have
flown free. Well done! . . . I knew that the “descent to Avernus was easy,”
the gate of the labyrinth was wide, and that the way out was hard and
difficult to find. . . . As soon, therefore, as you return to this soil [Milan]
which had lent you to the lower world, you will consecrate your propellant
wings to Christ—not Phoebus, as Daedalus did—and take heed never to
look again upon Knossos. (Z118/D218)

For Petrarch, then, the labyrinth of Avignon is a blind cesspool of sin,
home of two-formed lust (lechery and avarice), especially confusing to
the innocent, a place of error and danger, an earthly hell from which
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escape is impossible without countless attempts and divinely inspired
contempt for the world—or at least, for that world. Despite Petrarch’s
reliance on Pliny, there is no artistry in this maze: Daedalus appears only
as a potential guide who flew above the maze on wings of contemplation
and celebrated his escape by dedicating his wings to a god. The labyrinth
as sign for the endless corruption of earthly courts overcomes its poten-
tial significance as artistic order, as in Bersuire’s last recension, which
also blends morality with political cynicism. True order, for Petrarch, is
the antithesis of the labyrinth. In this he is typical of many medieval
writers, for whom the labyrinth had developed so many connotations in
malo, thanks to its mythical context, that it was hard to accept the more
positive idea of the labyrinth as splendidly ordered complexity that con-
fuses us only when we cannot comprehend its underlying system.
Worldly labyrinths are often labyrinths of sin, as many of the texts
here and in Chapter g suggest. Two kinds of moral error are most com-
monly seen as labyrinthine: lust, which engenders minotaurs and mazes,
and heresy, which entraps the ignorant first in errores and finally in
damnation. Both kinds of sin involve serious mental confusion and im-
pairment: earthly love is often a kind of madness, medieval writers tell us
time and again,?! and heresy implies a more intellectual and systematic
confusion. We turn now to several representative texts describing these
mazes of sin. Later we will study the most extensive and vitriolic medi-
eval development of the labyrinth of love, Boccaccio’s Corbaccio; for the
moment, less extreme and far more graceful examples must suffice.
We have seen how Petrarch associates the maze with sexual and moral
corruption in the Liber sine nomine; he uses the image much more deli-
cately in the Canzoniere, as is appropriate to his ambivalence toward love
there. The Canzoniere describe Petrarch’s progress through the labyrinth
of earthly love from his “first youthful error”22 through the succeeding
prisons, nets, knots, and entanglements of love, to the liberating knowl-
edge, fostered by his spirit-guide, the dead Laura, that he must “repri-
mand my soul / For that error of mine that nearly slew / The seed of
virtue” (364) and turn from his beloved to the Virgin (366). Although
the idea of entrapment in error is recurrent in these sonnets, the laby-
rinth appears explicitly only toward the end of the sonnets in vita. In
sonnet 211, Petrarch describes his dependence on Love, who is “treach-

21. See John Livingston Lowes, “The Loveres Maladye of Hereos,” MP, 11 (1914), 491—
546, and Penelope B. R. Doob, Nebuchadnezzar’s Children: Conventions of Madness in Middle
English Literature (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974). Error sometimes means mad-
ness in medieval Latin and French.

22. Canzoniere 1; except for sonnet 224, I quote Anna Maria Armi’s translation in the
dual-language Petrarch: Sonnets and Songs (New York: Grosset & Dunlap, 1968). For the
Italian, I follow Le rime, ed. G. Carducci and S. Ferrari, introd. G. Contini (Florence:
Sansoni, 1899). For a psychoanalytic reading of the labyrinths of the Canzoniere, see also
Cipolla, Labyrinth, chaps. 2 and 3; the latter chapter equates Laura with the Great Mother
archetype, seeing both as mistresses of the labyrinth.
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erous and blind,” who makes the senses rule reason, who fastens the
lover to limed boughs. The cause of all this?

In thirteen hundred twenty-seven, I

At the first hour, in April’s sixth day,
Entered the labyrinth and lost my way
[Nel laberinto intrai: né veggio ond’esca].2?3

After some twenty years (see Canzoniere 212), the poet finally recognizes
the true nature of his prison: his life has been “a long wandering
through the blind labyrinth” (224; my translation). Why love should be a
labyrinth is clear, especially in the context of these poems with their
endless images of entrapment: love is blind, futile, filled with error,
seemingly inextricable; that is the moral equation. Yet Petrarch, human-
ist that he is, seems also to draw on Pliny’s description of the labyrinth as
admirable art and witness to fame, connotations avoided in the darker
world of the Liber sine nomine. Read as a moral and psychological narra-
tive process, the Canzoniere constitute a guiding thread through the dan-
gerous labyrinth of love, from obsession with an earthly woman to devo-
tion to a heavenly Ariadne, the Virgin. Seen entire as a work of art,
however, they resemble the labyrinth as magnificent artifact, for they
constitute a complex, well-structured monument: to the fame of the lady
so ornately described and metaphorically entombed within, and to the
glory of the Daedalian poet seeking laurels. Filled with complex poetic
structures and characterized by oxymorons and antitheses that mimic
stylistically the ambiguous choices within the maze, Petrarch’s magnifi-
cent, ordered artistry accomplishes what Pliny’s ancient labyrinths and
architectural cathedral mazes do: perpetuates the fame of the inspirer
and builder.24

23. It may be significant that Sonnet 211, composed earlier in Petrarch’s life, was given
final placement in the Canzoniere only in 1369. F. J. Jones suggests further that the
calendrical date of this sonnet within the sequence corresponds to November 2, All Souls’
Day; perhaps it is fitting that Petrarch speaks explicitly of his own entry into the labyrinth
on the day of the commemoration of the dead, when he might well be thinking of Laura’s
exit from the labyrinth of life. See Jones, “Arguments in Favor of a Calendrical Structure
for Petrarch’s ‘Canzoniere,”” MLR, 79 (1984), 579—588, esp. 581—582.

24. On the Canzoniere and the theme of fame, see Mariann S. Regan, “The Evolution of
the Poet in Petrarch’s Canzoniere,” PQ, 57 (1978), 23—45; on the elaborate order of the
work, see Thomas P. Roche, Jr., “The Calendrical Structure of Petrarch’s Canzoniere,” SP,
71 (1974), 152—172, and Jones, “Arguments in Favor of a Calendrical Structure for Pe-
trarch’s ‘Canzoniere.’” Giuseppe Mazzotta also sees the labyrinth as structurally important:
“The Canzoniere and the Language of the Self,” SP, 75 (1978), 271—296: Mazzotta writes,
“It is the metaphor of the labyrinth . . . that best describes the Canzoniere: it designates a
monadic structure in which the parts are a series of communicating vessels simultaneously
proximate and disjointed and in which each partition leads to and separates from another.
The metaphor is particularly apt because it also suggests the poet’s experience of being
locked in a cosmos of his own creation from which there are no exits (as sonnet 89
dramatizes) and where the only thing left for the poet is to call and make his voice
resonate” (p. 295).
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Thus Petrarch’s labyrinthine works, probably quite unintentionally,
reflect the characteristic duality of the maze. The inextricable and
wholly immoral labyrinth of Avignon in the Liber sine nomine finds a
sweeter, more poignant counterpart in the Canzoniere’s labyrinth of
earthly love, through which the narrator finds the transcendent love of
God. And within the Canzoniere, there is a contrast between the maze as
process, a sequence of partial, limited views amid the errores, and the
maze as artifact, the whole sequence as a work of labyrinthine art and
grandeur. If Petrarch escaped the mazes of ecclesiastical corruption and
sensual passion, the man who sought laurels as ardently as he did Laura
may never have escaped the labyrinthine implications of the lust for
fame. Be that as it may, if most medieval moral labyrinths ignore the
maze’s artistry or replace it with specious artifice, the Canzoniere, far less
obtrusively moral, incorporates labyrinthine magnificence of form and
complexity of language.

Another use of the psychological labyrinth of love within a collection
of poems labyrinthine in their metrical complexity and linguistic
obscurity occurs in the fifteenth chanson of Richard of Fournival (1201—
1259), poet, surgeon, and chancelor of the cathedral of Amiens.25 The
chanson’s narrator avoids love because he knows full well that it is a trap in
which those who want to escape only entangle themselves the more
(stanzas 1 and 2). In stanzas 4 and 5, this trap is identified as the inextri-
cable “maison Dedalu.” Theseus had a thread to guide him out, the
poem says, but the narrator has none; far be it from him to be more
daring than Theseus! This graceful, lighthearted little lyric shows that
the labyrinth need not be sinful whenever it signifies the psychology of
love.

An equally graceful but more serious treatment of the labyrinth of
earthly love appears in the allegorical poem Les Echecs amoureux, written
by an anonymous early French humanist in 1370—1380.26 In this attrac-
tive work, the first French poem to receive a near-contemporary prose

25. See introduction and text in L'oeuvre lyrique de Richard de Fournival, ed. Yvan G.
Lepage (Ottawa: Editions de I'Université d’Ottawa, 1981); Lepage fully describes the
poem’s metrical sophistication and provides alternative readings of Richard’s rather cryptic
language.

26. The fullest discussion of Les Echecs amoureux, wpich survives in two manuscripts, is by
Pierre-Yves Badel, Le Roman de la Rose au XIV siécle: Etude de la reception de l'oeuvre (Geneva:
Librairie Droz, 1980), pp. 263—315; see also Ernst Sieper, Les Echecs Amoureux: Eine alt-
franzosische Nachamung des Rosenromans und ihre englische Ubertragang (Weimar: Emil Felber,
1898), which summarizes the first section of the poem; S. L. Galpin, “Les Echez
Amoureux: A Complete Synopsis with Unpublished Extracts,” Romanic Review, 11 (1920),
283—307; Christine Kraft, Die Liebesgarten-Allegorie der “Echecs Amoureux”: Kritische Ausgabe
und Kommentar (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1977); and, for Lydgate’s somewhat amplified
translation, ca. 1410, Reason and Sensuality, ed. Ernst Sieper, EETS, e.s. 84, 89 (1901, 1903),
which I quote. The substantial prose commentary on the poem, extant in five manuscripts,
was translated by Joan Morton Jones: “The Chess of Love” (diss., University of Nebraska,
1968).
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commentary in French, Nature advises the narrator to avoid the path of
sensuality, winding from west to east to west, and to choose instead the
path of reason, which twists in the opposite direction toward God. The
motif of choice continues when the poet meets Venus, Juno, and Pallas
and reconfirms the Judgment of Paris. Venus directs the narrator to the
Garden of Deduit, identified by the fifteenth-century commentator as
the garden of this world. On the way, Diana warns him against this
garden from which no man returns (I quote from John Lydgate’s
translation):

For thys the house of Dedalus

With the clowthy [clue?] and the threde,
Dedly perilouse, who taketh hede.

It is so wrynkeled to and froo

That man not how he shal goo,

For who hath onys ther entre,

To com ageyn yt wyl nat be. (3604—3610)

What the lover eventually finds in this garden, a direct descendant of the
gardens of the thirteenth-century Romance of the Rose, is labyrinthine in a
moral-psychological rather than a physical sense, although the images of
choice associated with multicursal literary labyrinths persist: for in-
stance, after being checkmated in the garden, the poet is urged to reject
sensuality and choose the path of Reason, itself double in that it leads to
the Contemplative Life of Pallas and the Active Life of Juno (marriage,
child-rearing, and so on). The poem is finally incomplete, and in a sense
it disproves the warning of Diana: with appropriate instruction, with a
guide to the larger labyrinth of life, one may return to the path of Reason
from the maze-like garden of which the commentator says, “as one did
not know how to get out of this house of Daedalus when one got too far
into it, so mad lovers cannot withdraw from the garden of Mirth when
they are too far involved” (p. 629). Les Echecs amoureux, like the Ovide
moralisé, seems to imagine a double labyrinth: worldly life is implicitly a
maze of choices for good or evil, and it contains the still more perilous
explicit labyrinth of love, from whose error and madness Reason offers
rescue—and more choice. The inherent duality of the maze reasserts
itself. One might also detect here the typical medieval reluctance to call a
good labyrinth by its proper name: although the world of the poem is
just as labyrinthine—as full of doubtful choices and winding paths—as
the dangerous garden, only the garden is explicitly called a labyrinth.
If sensual love is one avoidable maze of moral error, heresy is another,
as we saw in Chapter 3. Since error—wandering, deviating from the true
path—is the word most usually applied to heresy, what better image is
there than the labyrinth, whose very structural principle is continuous
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error? The labyrinth of love receives delicate treatment in many texts,
and that is appropriate: sensual love is most dangerous when most at-
tractive. Labyrinths of heresy, however, are presented more savagely.
Thus Abbo of Fleury (ca. g50—1004), schoolmaster turned abbot, com-
plains bitterly: “Under sheep’s skins wolves take refuge in the monastery,
hide themselves on the lower branches, and, whenever they find time, do
evil, agitating the more simple brethren with false circumventions, de-
ceiving the unwary with alluring smooth-tongued ruin, and casting those
corrupted by the poison of their iniquity into the labyrinth of their
error.”27 Such men are hard to root out, as Henry, abbot of Clairvaux
(late twelfth century), complains: heretics “have no certain paths and
walk in circular ways, and most savage monsters are hidden in the laby-
rinth of fraud.”28 Both the heretics and the damnation they teach seem
to be represented by the Minotaur here, and the “circular ways” are
heretical modes of argument which baffle unsophisticated listeners. The
most serious dangers lurk when these Daedalian heretics are themselves
great doctors, such as Berengar of Tours, whose “subtle speeches” drew
many other “perversi” into the “labyrinth of error,” as Durand of Troarn
(d. 1088) complained, or those whom Walter of Saint Victor (d. ca. 1190),
in a futile protest against Aristotelianism, labels the “four labyrinths of
France” (Peter Abelard, Peter Lombard, Peter Pictaviensis, and Gilbert
of Poitiers).29 In references like these (and there are many), the process of
the labyrinth—its complexities and ambiguities—is stressed; its victims
are confused by subtle arguments they cannot follow or refute, and their
chosen guides are deceptive. These mazes, in short, involve psychologi-
cal or intellectual error, like the philosophical mazes Augustine feared
he was creating for Licentius in the Contra academicos. Labyrinths of
heresy are dangerous for two reasons: they are practically inextricable
even though they are often conceived as unicursal in themselves, leading
inevitably to theological error; and their goal is damnation. I might have
discussed these labyrinths, involving the abuse of intellect, in the next
chapter, which focuses on verbal and intellectual mazes of difficult pro-
cess, but I include them here because labyrinths of heresy c