
travel destinations

edition ix 2011  109edition ix 2011  108

t seemed impossible, that an open piece of  earth, with a 
circular pattern in stone, could have any effect on you. Yet 
it did. entering the medieval-design labyrinth, encircled by 
mountains, brought with it a sense of  stillness. As i walked, 
my mind stopped rushing and switched down to neutral. 
the rhythm of  walking, the twists and turns following the 
circular design, lulled and relaxed me. A snapshot of  calm 
amidst craziness, the refreshed feeling after a lazy afternoon 

nap in the sun. 
Built in small city gardens and on spacious farms, on sandy beaches 
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twigged on to the benefits of  walking 
these historic gems.

terry de Vries is considered somewhat 
of  a expert, having been building 
labyrinths and hosting workshops on the 
topic, for over 10 years. She says: “the 
great thing about labyrinths is that they 
bridge countries, cultures and religions. 
But they have nothing to do with religion, 
and pre-date our current world religions. 
You don’t need to believe in anything 
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and in the mountains, there are easily over 
200 labyrinths sprinkled around South 
Africa today. Yet, labyrinths are nothing 
new; they’re just experiencing a revival in 
the modern world. 

For millennia they have been used 
as tools to relax, unwind and clear the 
mind. every continent has labyrinths, in 
countries from ancient egypt to norway. 
there are rock carvings of  labyrinths in 
Spain, morocco and italy. labyrinths 
appear on ancient Greek coins and in 
Roman mosaics. 

the earliest depiction of  one was found 
in Siberia, engraved into a mammoth tusk 
and dated at over 7 000 years old. 

Yet South Africans have only recently 

particular to walk a labyrinth and feel the benefits.” 
more and more families are walking them as a fun way to enjoy an 

outing together, because walking a labyrinth is good for both body 
and mind.

the first time terry saw a labyrinth, she had no idea what it was. 
“it was in 1997, when i was in the US with my son, who was five 
years old at the time. He was really a handful. one day while we were 
walking, we saw strange patterns laid out with sticks on the grass. 
We chased each other through the patterns, and within minutes he 
was relaxed and laughing. i was completely fascinated by the effect 
this pattern had on him. i only later found out that the design was 
a labyrinth.”

mazes and labyrinths are completely different, with opposite goals. 
one is designed so that you lose yourself, the other so that you find 
yourself. While mazes are built with hedges and plenty of  dead ends, 
labyrinths are laid out flat on the ground, and there is only one path 

to walk, so it’s impossible to get lost. “labyrinths have one path in 
to the middle and one path out; your only decision is whether to 
walk the path or not,” says terry. “this also means that labyrinths 
allow you to disengage your left-brain hemisphere – which has to 
be switched on, alert and analytical in a maze – and to engage your 
creative, intuitive, imaginative right-brain hemisphere, because you 
don’t need to think about where you are walking.” 

the design of  labyrinths is not random either; all are based on two 
main blueprints: either the classical or medieval design. “they are 
not just a pretty pattern of  circles,” adds terry. “they are circles in a 
set pattern that, when you walk them, encourage calmness in you. As 
if  walking towards the centre of  the labyrinth figuratively translates 
into walking to find your own centre.” 

And, of  course, when you are calm, you think, work, love, cope, 
function, sleep and feel better. Which may be why, in certain parts of  
india, people draw labyrinths in front of  their homes each new day, 
because they believe these provide a sacred, protected space.

Labyrinths have been around for over 7 000 years, yet they 
haven’t lost their appeal. In fact, they’re more popular than ever 
with anyone wanting a healthy body and mind. by KeRi HARVeY

Rietvlei farm, Estcourt

Baviaanskloof
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in South Africa there are quirky labyrinths built of  coloured 
bottles, and others of  cacti, but most often they are laid out using 
sticks or stones. definitely unique in the world is the Reconciliation 
labyrinth, at Slangkop lighthouse in Kommetjie, Western cape. 
it’s a contemporary design that has two paths. two walkers do the 
labyrinth together, walking halfway on their own, then crossing over 
and literally walking in the other person’s footsteps.

in ancient times, people walked labyrinths to welcome the new 
seasons, as a walking prayer meditation to ask for a rich harvest, 
and norwegian fishermen walked labyrinths to ask for a good catch 
and their safe return from sea. today people walk labyrinths to clear 
their minds and so find the answers to personal questions, to process 
grief, for self-discovery, to heal trauma and depression, work through 
divorce or addiction, to solve problems, live creatively and consciously, 
let go of  the past, set goals, get insight, or simply to calm down, 
breathe deeply and see the big picture. others walk labyrinths just 
for fun, for exercise, or to spend time outdoors with family. it doesn’t 
really matter why, whether you believe in meditation or not, because 
the outcome is the same: calmness and clarity of  mind, with very little 
effort. Just 10 minutes could feel like a mini holiday. 

Research on the effect of  labyrinths on people has turned up some 
interesting results too. Studies have shown that labyrinths calm children 
with AdHd, even though children generally prefer to run through 

them, rather than walk. Harvard medical School 
studies revealed that walking a labyrinth brings 
about the relaxation response: your pulse slows, 
blood pressure drops and you become more tranquil. 
other research indicates that people receiving 
chemotherapy react better to their treatment when 
they walk labyrinths. Possibly, labyrinths are healing 
because your mind stills and your body gets a chance 
to heal itself. 

terry says anybody can build a labyrinth. “Work with the 
environment, look what’s around you, and be sure your design fits into 
the surroundings. if  you use the environment to place the labyrinth, it 
will be more powerful.” You can use bricks, leaves, shells, flowers, stones 
or even shoes if  there are enough of  them available. 

the egyptians were walking labyrinths thousands of  years ago, and 
even though the idea may be just a few decades old in South Africa, 
it’s no less powerful now than it was then. Walking a labyrinth is an 
analogy for the journey through life, to find your centre and purpose 
as you work through the problems, humps and bumps. clarity of  
mind is just so much easier to realise when your analytical, critical 
brain hemisphere is quiet, and your imaginative, creative right brain 
can come out and play. Because often it’s when we are most relaxed 
and calm that our genius can shine through ‒ and life improves 
immeasurably.  ■
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•  Western Cape: Cape Town: St George’s Cathedral,  
Adderley Street, shop@sgcathedral.co.za, 021 423 4514.

•  eastern Cape: Hogsback: info@theedge-hogsback.co.za, 
045 962 1159, 082 603 5246.

•  Karoo: Oudtshoorn: danie@jamstreet.co.za, 082 510 0516.
•  KZn: Ashburton: shambhala.labyrinth@gmail.com, phone 

before visit, 033 326 1919, 082 650 4596.

•  Free state: Philippolis: 051 522 2569.
•  MpuMalanga: Between Machadodorp and Nelspruit:  

info@oldjoes.co.za, 013 733 3045, 083 229 3751.
•  gauteng: Vereeniging: magicgarden@lantic.net,  

016 428 3390/1116.
•  north West: Rustenburg: rainhill@intekom.co.za,  

014 592 8911, 082 336 1939.

Guidelines for 
walkinG a labyrinth
From Way of the Labyrinth by eve eschner 
hogan:
•  Let go of all your expectations. Just 

relax and enjoy the walk.
•  Clear your mind and become aware of 

your breath.
•  Be self-observant. Pay attention to what 

you experience as you walk.
•  Allow yourself to find the pace your 

body wants to walk. Some people will 
want to walk quickly, others slowly; 
some will run.

•  A labyrinth is a two-way street. It is 
okay to pass. Pay attention to where 
you are on the labyrinth, step aside, 
resume your position and continue to 
walk.

south african labyrinths open to the public

• For a comprehensive list of labyrinths in South Africa, visit www.rainbow-labyrinths.co.za.
•  Terry de Vries builds labyrinths and facilitates labyrinth walks, workshops and retreats in the Western Cape.  

Tel: 082 442 5623; email: terrydevries@mweb.co.za.

‘Mazes and labyrinths 
are completely different, 
with opposite goals. One 
is designed so that you 

lose yourself, the other so 
that you find yourself ’
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Celtis lodge


