
Landscapes of conversion

As new religions spread across Eurasia, their new converts and communities

needed places to meet for worship. They also increasingly sought to show 

their religious faith by marking the landscape. In the case of Christianity, churches

were built for worship and shrines and crosses were built along major routes. 

The churches were sometimes at places which had previously been used as 

sites of worship, such as Roman temples: their structures and building 

material could be repurposed for their new Christian use.  

Burial practices were also changed: instead of being buried under mounds, 

the elite were often interred in the church, as shown at Jelling in Denmark.

Jelling
The landscape of Jelling, in northern Denmark, shows the transition to

Christianity from Old Norse religion. The visible site today contains two

mounds and a stone church. This was probably already a burial site in

the first millennium BC, with a Bronze Age barrow. In the 10th century

AD it became a royal compound, enclosed by a high wooden fence

known as a palisade. Stones were also used to mark the shape of a

large ship, which cut into the earlier barrow. 

King Gorm—or Gorm the Old—ruled from here in the mid-10th century.

Along with other buildings, two large burial mounds were built, 70 metres 

in diameter and up to 11 metres high. They were made of turf, carefully

stacked in even layers, with the grassy side facing down. 

Gorm erected a stone carved with a message in runic script—a

runestone—to his wife, Thyra. It is not known if she was buried in one 

of the mounds but remains have not been found. When Gorm died—

about 958—he was probably buried in a

wooden chamber in the northern mound.

His son, Harald Bluetooth, succeeded him but

soon converted to Christianity. In 965 he erected a runestone which reads:

‘King Harald had this monument made in memory of his father 

Gorm and his mother Thyra: this was the Harald who won for himself 

all Denmark and Norway, and made the Danes Christians.’

Harald built a wooden church on this site. Destroyed by fire, it was rebuilt and

burned down several times until replaced by the stone church seen today.

Human remains interred here are thought to belong to Gorm after Harald had

him reburied in the church. 

When Harald died, he was buried in his new cathedral at Roskilde. 

With thanks to http://viking.archeurope.com/religion/christianity/jelling/

for images and information.

Coloured Jelling stone.

Aerial view of mounds and church and

position of ship at Jelling.

Reconstruction of palisade and hall.
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Landscapes of conversion

As new religions spread across Eurasia, their new converts and communities

needed places to meet for worship. They also increasingly sought to show 

their religious faith by marking the landscape. In the case of Buddhism, stupa and

large halls were built for worship, forming part of monasteries. These were often

built under imperial patronage, seen at the former capital of Asuka in Japan.

Burial practices also changed for many: instead of being buried under 

mounds, the elite were often cremated according to Buddhist practice 

and their relics placed inside smaller stupa.

Asuka
In AD 588 work began on the first Buddhist temple in Japan at Asuka, a region

of gently rolling hills at the southern end of modern-day Nara prefecture. By the

time the temple was completed in 596, Empress Suiko (d. 628) had

established her palace and the capital at Asuka. Early Japanese rulers moved

their palaces frequently, but this region continued as the centre of power and

Buddhist belief until the reign of Emperor Tenmu (died in 686, the same year

the Hasedera (Hase temple), featured here, was founded), who did much to

promote Buddhism as the national religion. Asukadera, with its renowned

bronze image of the Buddha by the sculptor Kuratsuki no Tori, was one of the

great monuments of ancient Japan, standing at the heart of the Asuka capital.

The Asuka Kiyomihara palace occupied by

Tenmu and his Empress Jitō boasted a hall of

state, impressive gates, gardens, and

government offices, all built in the new Chinese Tang style that reflected

the importance for continental connections at this time. The capital also

had an innovative water clock, an observatory, markets and extensive

workshop areas. Asukadera itself was constructed by artisans from the

Korean kingdom of Baekje, whose king had sent some of the first

recorded Buddhist images and other materials to the Japanese court in

the mid 6th century. 

By 624 it is recorded that 46 Buddhist temples

had been constructed. The best example is

Hōryūji, a little north of the Asuka region,

whose buildings comprise some of oldest

wooden architecture anywhere in the world.

The Asuka region, now on Japan’s tentative

list for UNESCO World Heritage status, has

many monuments from this important period in Japanese history which reflect

the continental links, including burial mounds of early rulers and their families,

some with wall paintings showing elites dressed in continental clothes. 

In 710 the capital was moved north to Heijō-kyo, modern day Nara city, and

many of the buildings of Asukadera were relocated to the new city, so that the

temple today is just a shadow of its former self, though it is still home to the oldest large Buddha statue in

Japan. Asuka continues to fire the Japanese imagination, encouraged by the many references in the

oldest compilation of poetry from Japan, the Man’yōshū:

Asuka breezes

Which used to flutter the sleeves of lovely ladies

Aimlessly blow on in vain

Now the court moved away

Man’yōshū Book 1 poem 51

A model reconstruction of the Asuka capital, Nara, Japan,

where the first Buddhist temples in Japan were built.  

Asuka Historical Museum.

The 7th century Takamatsuzuka tomb, Asuka, Japan.

Wall paintings in the stone chamber of the Takamatsuzuka

tomb show people in continental clothing, with a star chart

on the ceiling.
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