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The architectural and spiritual evolution of the labyrinth in the medieval Christian context 
reached its zenith in the early thirteenth century with the installation of the floor labyrinth in 
Chartres Cathedral. 

This transition marked a fundamental break with the millennia-old tradition of the classical 
seven-circuit labyrinth, also known as the Cretan type. 

While the classical labyrinth functioned primarily as a symbol of the natural order, seasonal 
cycles, and the geocentric cosmos, the eleven-circuit model of Chartres was designed as 
a complex instrument for spiritual purgation, astronomical calculation, and theological 
reflection. 

The reasons for this shift are deeply rooted in the intellectual culture of the School of 
Chartres, medieval number symbolism, and the socio-political reality of the Crusades.

The Legacy of the Classical Seven-Circuit Labyrinth
To understand the necessity of the transition to eleven circuits, a profound analysis of its 
predecessor is required. The seven-circuit labyrinth is an archetypal design at least 3,500 
years old and occurs worldwide, from the rock carvings in Galicia to the clay tablets of 
Pylos. The design is based on a "seed pattern" of a cross, four corners, and four dots, 
resulting in a single path that winds seven times around a center.

In ancient literature and the early Middle Ages, this design was seen as a reflection of the 
cosmos. The seven circuits corresponded to the seven known wandering celestial bodies: 
the Sun, the Moon, and the five planets visible to the naked eye. This made the labyrinth a 
"work of time art," an instrument to visualize the movements of the heavens on earth. 
According to the writings of Hesiod in Works and Days, such a structure served as an 
agricultural calendar. The path to the center was associated with the forty days and nights 
that the Pleiades were invisible, a period symbolizing a journey through the underworld 
before rebirth in the spring.

Feature Classical Seven-Circuit 
Labyrinth

Medieval Eleven-Circuit 
Labyrinth

Origin Prehistoric / Ancient 9th century (Otfrid of 
Weissenburg)



The Role of Otfrid of Weissenburg and the Ninth 
Century
The first documented step towards the eleven-circuit model took place in the ninth century, 
long before the foundations of the current Chartres Cathedral were laid. The monk Otfrid of 
Weissenburg, in his Liber Evangeliorum (ca. 863–871 AD), added four extra circuits to the 
classical pattern. While Otfrid did not explicitly write a technical manual on the reason for 
this addition, the context of his work suggests a conscious "Christianization" of the form.

By increasing the number of circuits to eleven, Otfrid created a break with the purely 
natural, planetary symbolism of the number seven. The addition of four paths—often 
associated with the four Gospels or the four cardinal directions—brought the labyrinth into 
the sphere of Christian salvation history. This "Otfrid-type" labyrinth spread through 
manuscripts across Europe and formed the direct geometric precursor to the great 
cathedral labyrinths of the thirteenth century.

The Symbolism of the Number Eleven: Transgression 
and Sin
The most compelling reason for the specific choice of eleven circuits in Chartres lies in 
medieval numerology, which was strongly influenced by the works of Saint Augustine and 
the Venerable Bede. In this tradition, numbers were not abstract quantities but carriers of 
divine truth and moral lessons.

The Intermediate Position of Eleven
In medieval exegesis, the number ten was considered the number of the Law (the Ten 
Commandments) and thus earthly perfection within the limits of morality. The number 
twelve symbolized apostolic fullness and heavenly perfection. The number eleven, situated 
between these two, was seen as a symbol of "transgression" or violation.

As the Venerable Bede wrote: "Eleven, which goes beyond ten but does not reach twelve, 
symbolizes the transgression of the Decalogue". By designing the Chartres labyrinth with 
exactly eleven circuits, the master builders forced the pilgrim to physically wander through 
a space of sin and moral disorder. Walking through the eleven rings was a meditative 
exercise in recognizing human fallibility. One exceeds the law (10) but is not yet worthy to 
enter the apostolic sphere (12).
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The School of Chartres: Mathematical Theology and the 
Quadrivium
The intellectual driver behind the transition to the complex eleven-circuit model was the 
School of Chartres, a stronghold of twelfth-century humanism and natural philosophy. The 
scholars of Chartres, the "Chartrians," sought a synthesis between Christian doctrine and 
the rational sciences of antiquity, particularly the works of Plato and Boethius.

Thierry of Chartres and the Heptateuchon
Thierry of Chartres, chancellor of the school, compiled the Heptateuchon, a monumental 
overview of the seven liberal arts (Artes Liberales). In his vision, God was the "Supreme 
Geometer" who had ordered the world according to measure, number, and weight. 
Geometry (geometria) and arithmetic (arithmetica) were means for the Chartrians to 
decipher the divine architecture of the universe.

The eleven-circuit labyrinth is a direct application of this mathematical theology. Unlike the 
folk-oriented seven-circuit labyrinth, the Chartres design is a masterpiece of geometric 
precision. It is divided into four quadrants by a cross, symbolizing the Christianization of 
worldly space and time. This structure reflects the belief that reason and mathematics are 
necessary to find the way to God in a chaotic, sinful world.

The Concept of Integumentum
The Chartrians frequently utilized the concept of integumentum—a "shroud" or veil where 
deep truths were hidden under poetic or visual forms. The labyrinth functioned as such an 
integumentum. For the uneducated pilgrim, it was a path for prayer, but for the initiated 
scholar, the design encoded the secrets of the harmony of the spheres and the structure of 
the soul. The fact that the path turns eleven times was a conscious intellectual puzzle 
inviting the walker to reflect on the nature of sin and the necessity of divine grace to reach 
the central rosette.

The Labyrinth as Astronomical Instrument and the 
Easter Computus

1 Unity, God, the Origin The center as the final goal

3 The Holy Trinity The spiritual dimension of the 
walk

4 The Earth, Elements, Seasons The division into four 
quadrants

6 Perfection of Creation The petals of the central 
rosette

10 The Law (Ten Commandments) The limit of human duty

11 Transgression, Sin The eleven circuits of the path

12 Apostolic Fullness, the Church The completion of the journey



An often-overlooked aspect of the transition to the eleven-circuit model is its astronomical 
functionality. Recent research indicates that the Chartres labyrinth functioned as a 
sophisticated "astronomical abacus" for calculating the date of Easter, the computus.

The 112 Lunations and the Metonic Cycle
Along the outer edge of the labyrinth are 112 "teeth" or lunations. This number is crucial for 
synchronizing the lunar and solar calendars. In medieval astronomy, the Metonic cycle of 
19 years was essential to reconcile the apparent irregularities of the lunar phases with the 
solar year.

The 112 lunations correspond exactly to four lunar months of 28 days ($4 \times 28 = 
112$). Furthermore, there are a total of 11 rings which, together with the center, form a 
twelve-part structure representing the twelve months of the year and the twelve signs of 
the zodiac. The seven-circuit labyrinth was too limited to contain this complex astronomical 
data. The eleven-circuit model provided the necessary geometric resolution to anchor time 
itself—both earthly and heavenly—in the floor of the cathedral.

The "Chemin de Jerusalem": The Labyrinth as Proxy 
Pilgrimage
The transition to the eleven-circuit labyrinth coincided with the period of the Crusades, a 
time when the journey to the actual Jerusalem was impossible or life-threatening for many 
believers. The Church responded by designating seven cathedrals in France, including 
Chartres, as "symbolic Jerusalems."

A Spiritual Journey on One's Knees
The labyrinth was given the name "Chemin de Jerusalem" (Way to Jerusalem). The eleven 
circuits provided a path of significant length (approximately 261 meters), which was long 
enough to serve as a physical ordeal. Pilgrims often traversed the path on their knees as 
an act of penance.

In this context, the seven-circuit labyrinth was no longer sufficient. It was too simple and 
too short to symbolize the weight of a pilgrimage. The eleven-circuit model, with its 
constant turns and the fact that the walker repeatedly comes close to the center only to be 
led away again, mimicked the emotional and physical ups and downs of an actual 
pilgrimage. It was a "sacred performance area" where the believer could complete their 
transformation from sinner (the 11 circuits) to redeemed (the center).

Geometric Unity with the West Rose Window
Another crucial reason for the shift to the specific Chartres design was the need for 
architectural harmony within the new Gothic language of form. The Chartres labyrinth 
stands in a unique geometric relationship to the cathedral's great West Rose Window.

The Mirror Image of Divine Light
Researchers have established that the distance from the western entrance to the center of 
the labyrinth is exactly equal to the height of the rose window above the floor. If the 



western facade were to be folded down like a hinge, the rose window would fall exactly 
over the labyrinth. The diameters of both are almost identical (approx. 12.6 meters).

The rose window depicts the Last Judgment, while the labyrinth represents the way of life. 
This "mirroring" between the heavenly sphere (the window) and the earthly path (the 
labyrinth) was only possible with a design that could accommodate the duodecimality (the 
12-part structure) of the window. The eleven-circuit labyrinth, which creates a 12-part 
system through its center and paths, was the only form that could ensure this deep 
geometric and symbolic unity.

From the Minotaur to the Rosette: The Transformation 
of the Center
With the transition to the eleven-circuit model, the iconography of the center also changed 
drastically. In the classical labyrinth, the center often symbolized danger (the Minotaur) or 
death. Although early medieval manuscripts like the Liber Floridus still placed the Minotaur 
in the center as a symbol of the devil, the center in the thirteenth-century cathedral 
underwent a radical reinterpretation.

The Six-petaled Rosette and Mary
The center of the Chartres labyrinth contains a six-petaled rosette, a shape reminiscent of 
a flower or a star. The six petals symbolize the six days of creation and the perfection of 
nature. In the Christian tradition of Chartres, however, the rosette was also associated with 
the Virgin Mary, the "Rose without Thorns," to whom the cathedral is dedicated.

The transition from the seven-circuit structure (which ended in an often blank or undefined 
center) to the eleven-circuit structure (which culminates in the rosette) marks the shift from 
a pagan myth to a Christian vision of enlightenment. The pilgrim walks through the eleven 
rings of sin to finally find rest and illumination in the "rose" of divine wisdom.

Evidence in the Literature of the Time
The transition to the eleven-circuit model is not only visible in stone but is also supported 
by literature and manuscripts from the ninth to the fourteenth century. These texts offer a 
window into the worldview that made this change necessary.

Otfrid's Liber Evangeliorum (9th Century)
As previously mentioned, this work provides the earliest visual evidence for the eleven 
circuits. The context of Otfrid's work, which sought to spread the Christian message in the 
vernacular and through accessible symbols, suggests that the extra circuits were intended 
to increase the meditative depth of the form.

Lambert of St. Omer's Liber Floridus (ca. 1120)
This encyclopedic work contains a detailed diagram of an eleven-circuit labyrinth nearly a 
hundred years before the construction of Chartres Cathedral. Lambert places the labyrinth 
in a context of cosmology and history, proving that the intellectual elite of the time already 



saw the eleven-circuit model as the standard for representing the worldly and spiritual 
journey.

The Heptateuchon and the School of Chartres
The works of Thierry of Chartres and his contemporaries, such as William of Conches and 
John of Salisbury, emphasize the importance of the Quadrivium. Their focus on geometry 
as a path to God provides the theoretical foundation for the complex design in Chartres. 
They argued that the physical world was a "book" that could be read through numbers and 
shapes.

Dante's Divine Comedy (Early 14th Century)
Although Dante wrote slightly later, his work serves as a literary confirmation of the 
numerology behind the Chartres labyrinth. Dante consistently uses the number eleven as 
the number of sin and pride in his Inferno and Purgatorio. In Canto 30 of the Inferno, he 
describes a circle with a circumference of eleven miles. This confirms that the association 
between the number eleven and the "maze" of human sin was deeply embedded in the 
medieval consciousness.

Conclusion: The Reason for the Transition
The transition from the seven-circuit to the eleven-circuit labyrinth in Chartres was no 
accident but a deliberate choice arising from the need for a more powerful, layered 
symbol. Where the seven-circuit labyrinth connected the pilgrim with the natural, planetary 
cycles of the ancient world, the eleven-circuit labyrinth connected the medieval individual 
with the complex reality of his own spiritual state.

In summary, the reasons can be defined as follows:

1. Moral and Numerological Significance: The number eleven symbolized 
transgression and sin, making the labyrinth a perfect instrument for penance and 
self-reflection on human fallibility.

2. Intellectual Synthesis: The School of Chartres sought to integrate the rational 
sciences (geometry and astronomy) into the sacred space, with the eleven-circuit 
model serving as a "cosmic encyclopedia."

3. Astronomical Necessity: The need for an instrument to calculate the date of 
Easter required a more complex design with 112 lunations and 11 rings to visualize 
the Metonic cycle.

4. Liturgical and Social Function: As the "Chemin de Jerusalem," the longer and 
more complex path of eleven rings offered a valid alternative to the physical 
pilgrimage to the Holy Land.

5. Architectural Harmony: The design created a unique geometric unity with the rose 
window, making the cathedral as a whole a symbol of the connection between 
heaven and earth.

The transition in Chartres thus marked the completion of the transformation of an ancient 
pagan symbol into an all-encompassing Christian icon, in which time, space, science, and 
faith were brought together into a single path. This path reminded the walker that, although 



the way through sin (the 11 paths) is long and winding, divine reason and grace always 
lead to the center of enlightenment.


