
In early Christianity in the area controlled by the Roman

Empire, worship was mainly in houses as public Christian

buildings were not allowed under Roman rule. But after the

Emperor Constantine granted Christianity—as well as most

other religions—legal status in 323, churches started to be

built. Many were on the site of Roman temples or other

Roman buildings and used the architectural techniques

already in use for other religious and monumental buildings.

The Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem is one of the

earliest, consecrated in 335 and built on the traditional site

associated with the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus.

This had a domed roof, an architectural technique which

created an indoor space unimpeded by pillars or columns

and thus suitable for community worship. The dome was

later widely used in mosque architecture.

Christianity spread east as well as west. Earlier churches

were built in areas not under Roman control, such as the

church of Kish near Sheki in north-western Azerbaijan.

According to tradition, this was founded in the 1st century by

the Apostle Eliseus. The present church dates from later and

its pointed dome on the tower is typical of the region. This

feature also spread into Islamic architecture.

The plan view of a church often formed a cross shape, with

the main stem forming the nave and the altar at its eastern

end beyond the crossing point. The first Celtic churches 

had a simpler plan, with no crossing. One of the earliest

examples in England is St Peter and Paul in Bradwell-on-Sea

in Essex, dating from 654. The church was built by St Cedd

on the site of a Roman fort defending England’s eastern

coast, and used some of this stone and brick in its

construction. 

The first churches built when the Vikings later started

converting to Christianity were also simple rectangular

buildings mainly built of wood, as shown in the Moesgaard

Museum reconstruction of the church at Hørning and dating

from about 1060. 

This church had a separate bell frame to mark the hours and

call the faithful to prayer. From the 5th century, Christian

churches had started using large bells which were housed in

separate towers. These became higher over time as building

techniques developed, and their height was further

increased by adding a spire. Norwich Cathedral exemplifies

this verticalisation, with the spire-topped tower reaching

315 ft (96 m)—the second tallest in England (after Salisbury). 

St Peter and Paul in
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Reconstruction of the church at

Hørning at Moesgaard Museum. 
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The Church

Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. 
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New religions often bring new architecture and Buddhism

was no exception. Just as church towers and spires

punctuated the Christian landscape, the stupa became part

of the Buddhist landscape. 

The stupa was to become perhaps the most striking of

monumental Buddhist architecture, yet it has its origins in a

simple earthen burial mound. After the cremation of

Sakyamuni—the historical Buddha—his remains (relics) were

divided and placed under such mounds. These became

objects of worship and places of pilgrimage. The simple

mounds soon started to take on a more structural form,

using wood, bricks and stone, as seen at Sanchi in northern

India. This is a simple hemispherical brick structure built over

a small chamber containing the relics and the enclosing soil

mound, and crowned is by a chatra—a parasol-like structure

symbolising high rank intended to honour and shelter the

relics. The stone or metal chatra are now often lost, but can

be seen in smaller votive stupa models.

As Buddhism travelled through central Asia with the

merchants, pilgrims and diplomats of the Silk Roads, they

became markers of a sacred landscape and of places to

rest. This is seen in the Swat Valley, in northern Pakistan,

where stupas are found in every side valley, such as at

Amluk-dara. The stupa have become more verticalised 

and are thus more prominent in the landscape.

As the stupa spread further east into China, its form was

adapted to fit local building techniques, namely the use of

wood and overhanging eaves and roofs. Although early

stone stupas are found in China, the wooden pagoda form

became dominant. It was this pagoda-stupa that was

transmitted to Korea, although sometimes also built of

stone. In such structures, the dome is depicted below the

chatra on the topmost roof. 

Stone stupas are seen in Korea from the 6th century, the

oldest being the western stupa at Mireuksa. It is now six

storeys high and 14.5m tall, but was originally believed to 

be nine storeys. 

By contrast, when the pagoda-stupa came to Japan in 

the 6th century, the wooden three or five storey stupa

became a focal point of the temple. Large stone stupas are

not seen in Japan: the use of wooden architecture was

preferred not least for its ability to withstand earthquakes.

The pagoda-stupa at Hōryūji in Japan is 33m high and can

be seen from a distance rising above the temple walls.

As the stupa travelled from northern India, arriving in Korea

and Japan almost one thousand years later, it had changed

form but largely retained its reliquary function. 

Mireuksa stupa, Korea. 

The stupa at Hōryūji in Japan. 

Mohra Muradu votive stupa showing

the crowning chattra, Taxila. 
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The Stupa

Sanchi stupa. 
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