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What is a labyrinth?
Labyrinths are ancient human symbols known to go back at least 
3500 years, and probably much farther.  They appeared on most
inhabited continents in prehistory with examples known from 
North and South America, Africa, Asia, and across Europe.  A 
Labyrinth is not a maze but a walking meditation device with a 
single winding path from the edge to the centre.  There are no
tricks, choices or dead ends in a labyrinth walk.  The same path
is used to return to the outside.

Health Benefits from Walking the Labyrinth
Walking the labyrinth is considered to be a ‘right brain’ activity 
(creative, intuitive, imaginative) that can induce or enhance a
contemplative or meditative state of mind.  It is a tool which can 
clear the mind, calm our anxieties during periods of transition or 
stress, guide healing, deepen self knowledge, enhance creativity, 
allow for reconciliation, and lead to personal and spiritual growth. It 
is a health practice that integrates body, mind, and spirit, and can be 
considered a legitimate approach to stress management that is 
complementary to traditional medicine.

Supportive Research
Studies showing the direct health benefits of walking  the labyrinth 
are few.  Physical activity and meditation are two characteristics of 
labyrinth walks that have been shown to have excellent health 
benefits.  This is especially true for those interested in brain health.

Physical Activity Can Grow Brain Cells
‘while aerobic exercise elevates neurotransmitters, 
creates new blood vessels that pipe in growth factors, 
and spawns new cells, complex activities put all that 
material to use by strengthening and expanding 
networks.  The more complex the movements, the 
more complex the synaptic (brain cell) connections.  
And though these circuits are created through 
movement, they can be recruited by other areas (of 
the brain) and used for thinking’  pg.55

Meditation Can Alter Our Mood States
‘different types of meditation and prayer affect different parts 
of our brain in different ways, and each one appears to have a 
beneficial effect on our neurological functioning and physical and 
emotional health . . . only human beings can think themselves 
into happiness or despair, without any influence from the outside 
world.  Thus, the more we engage in  spiritual (meditative) 
practices, the more control we gain over our body, mind, and fate’   
pg 63

The Alberta Children’s Hospital
Labyrinth Project

The Labyrinth project fits into the overall Therapeutic Arts Program at the Alberta 
Children’s Hospital.  According to Dr. Bruce Parry (Child Trauma Academy, Houston), 
exercises that are patterned, repetitive, and rhythmic have proven to improve brain 
function and overall physical well being. Therapeutic arts programs have had great 
success in improving academic  performance in school age children coming from 
backgrounds that have been socially challenging.  Music, art, and dance are among 
activities with proven success.  The use of the Labyrinth in engaging children with an 
array of health challenges can combine several therapeutic art strategies for the 
overall purpose of improving brain function and overall health and well being.

Labyrinths could possibly help patients self regulate by becoming 
more aware of body senses and what they are doing. This is done by 
teaching them to be aware of their own reactions, and to self limit 
stimulation. 

 Labyrinths bring with them a natural tendency to move.  
Sometimes it is hard to encourage children to move . . . this 
might help.

The image of the labyrinth projected on water would be a tool to use 
with children in their environment. They must learn to keep the 
water as still as possible so they can see the pattern – a natural way 
of giving feedback to the children. This also gives the child a sense of 
control . . ‘if I do this right, the pattern will come back’.

 At any given time there are a wide range of ability levels. The
labyrinth seems to be one of the rare activities that can bridge 
all these levels. All kids seem to love movement and ‘walking’.

 Doing patterned repetitive behaviour (like drumming) develops 
positive neuro networks that will benefit those who have
experienced trauma. Drawing labyrinths repeatedly can be 
calming.

 Perhaps it could be projected on the ceiling and the child could
‘walk through’ the labyrinth with a pointer.
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Establishing a “Labyrinth Culture’ at the 
Alberta Children’s Hospital
Jim Buchannan is a world renowned earthscape artist and labyrinth 
designer from Scotland with a special interest in the use of ‘light’ labyrinths 
in schools, hospitals, and other institutions.  In October 2010 he was hired 
to initiate discussions with several clinical teams to begin the work of 
exploring the use of ‘light’ labyrinths as a tool for continued rehabilitation.  
The goal was to educate staff and nest the use of labyrinth in the clinical life 
of the hospital, beginning with neuro-rehabilitation.  A long term goal is to 
use the accumulated experience and knowledge in the construction of an 
outdoor ‘hard’ labyrinth as a component of the Alberta Children’s Hospital 
‘Healing Gardens’. 

Several departments expressed interest in engaging in a trial experience
with the labyrinth.  Indoor spaces such as the gross motor room, 
swimming/therapy pool, gymnasium, and the lecture theatre have the 
necessary spatial dimensions and controlled settings.  A series of labyrinths 
could be presented for interested OTs – either as a planning exercise, or 
perhaps with population interaction to be experienced.

This would be an important stage for collaborative discussion about clinic
therapies to develop between the artist and occupational therapists.  These 
conversations can include reflections on available labyrinth research already 
undertaken and its potential application at Alberta Children’s Hospital.

One way to begin preparing for an outdoor labyrinth installation is  to 
prepare a feasibility study of all the potential locations. This draws together 
all the practicalities and opportunities of each space.  It can run in 
conjunction with an artist’s sketchbook, which proposes what types and 
form of labyrinth might be best suited.  This does not circumnavigate 
consultation with Alberta Children’s Hospital’s population, but is a way to 
inform people (through presentation) as to the wealth of opportunity and 
choices available.

Ultimately we are talking about walking the labyrinth (or other ways of 
moving, depending upon mobility ability), and this is a physical interaction 
best understood through experience.  Therefore, a series of perhaps three 
temporary labyrinths could provide the range of experience from which 
informed choice is made.

Next Steps
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