6.0 EARLY CHRISTIAN AND BYZANTINE ARCHITECTURE

For the Roman empire, the 3rd century was a period of political instability, economic decline and civil war. Paganism with its pomp and ceremony was of little solace in such a situation. A number of new religions originated to fulfil the spiritual needs of the suffering people. Christianity was one such religion which was relatively simple to practice and accessible to all. It succeeded not only because it provided hope in uncertain times, it also had progressive programs to look after the needy. Although it had suffered persecution in the first three centuries of its birth and remained mostly an illegal and underground activity, it was tolerated and constantly grew in popularity until it was declared the state religion in AD 326 by the Roman emperor Constantine.

While the Roman Empire was disintegrating, Christianity was slowly consolidating itself. 

Christianity had two important rituals: Mass and baptism, and the early Christian churches had to provide adequate spaces for these rituals to take place. The first churches were converted houses where halls were created to accommodate about 50 people. The uninitiated remained in a separate room where they could hear the Mass but could not observe it. Only after baptism were they allowed to attend Mass. The popular belief that early congregations were held in the catacombs was probably not true as the place was constricted and the presence of death was considered impure. Only on rare occasions would large groups gather at the underground tombs of well-known martyrs for celebration.

By the 3rd century due to persecution and butchery, Christians had begun to establish themselves in the caves of the hills surrounding Rome. Christianity was officially regarded as a subversive activity in 313 AD so chapels were set up in the underground chambers of the circuses. Because of their contradiction to the Christian way of life, many Roman buildings such as the theatre, the arena and the bath became functionally useless; only the basilicas (law courts) and temples which could hold large congregations were converted into churches. The basilica served as the ideal model for future church design.

In the beginning the basic needs of the Christians was space for the living and the dead. Large converted halls were used for congregation while the dead were put in underground mass graves known as the catacombs. This was because Christians were mostly poor and could not afford land for burial.

In 330 Constantine moved his capital to ancient Byzantium, renamed Constantinople. This move divided the Roman empire and while the eastern empire flourished for another thousand years, the west was slowly broken up into separate kingdoms.

Once Christianity became state religion, Church leaders found themselves elevated to positions of princely state figures. Even the image of Christ underwent a drastic change from that of a humble shepherd to a majestic distant personage like the emperor. New monumental forms of architecture were demanded. But what was termed as Christian architecture was in fact not an independent new style but very much Roman architecture, using old forms for new functions.

The Roman temple form was rejected for church design for various reasons. Its pagan worship and sacrifice was anathema to the Christians. Its interior was dark and closed and not designed for the rites and congregation of the worshippers. When large number of people participated in temple ceremonies, they did so outside. Over the centuries Christian rituals had become quite complex and the building for worshippers required a processional entry and exit of the clergy, an altar to celebrate mass, space for congregation of the faithful and space for those entering the faith. In the church all the initiates needed to be gathered inside thus demanding a large space. The Roman basilica was the chosen model for church functions as its design could be easily adjusted without any major modifications and it could be built rapidly and cheaply. The width of the nave, however, was dependent on the structural capacity of the timber truss.

The altar was placed between the apse and the nave and to give it greater emphasis and dignity, it was usually surrounded by four or more columns and surmounted by a canopy called baldachino or ciborium. Although arches were used to span colonnades, flat entablatures were not altogether abandoned, however, their shortage led to greater use of arches.

Apart from the basilica plan, centralized plans were also used in churches, probably influenced by the octagonal and circular Roman buildings such as the octagonal room in Nero’s Golden House, the Pantheon, the caldariums of the baths of Caracalla and Diocletian and the imperial mausolea. The centralized church plans differed from pure circles to lobed forms built around a square or an octagon. The S. Stephano Rotunda in Rome and S. Lorenzo in Milan are examples of the circular and octagonal plan, although the circular plan appears to have been abandoned early.

The Christians were well aware of the exact locations of the earthly events of Christ as well as the graves of St. Peters, St. Paul and other martyrs. These spots were the places where Christian architecture began to rise in magnificent forms. The Christian churches generally followed the basilican plan while the baptistery and martyrial shrines took the shape of centrally planned forms. Domes of martyria held relics of venerated persons. By the 7th century, it had become obligatory to consecrate a church over the remains of saints which was set below the altar in an underground chamber. The altar was first placed at the apse, then the crossing of the nave and transept, and then pushed further into the deeply extended apse. Byzantine churches did not follow this principle and their domes did not cover any relic. 

Constantine donated his palace Lateran as residence for the bishop of Rome (pope) and built alongside it the Church of St. John or S. Giovanni, also known as the Lateran Church, in 320. Its design was based on the Roman basilica. It had a wide central nave flanked by two narrow aisles, the spaces separated by columns. The tall nave columns had horizontal entablatures while the outer aisles had arcades. The roof of the nave rose above the roof of the aisle enabling the nave to be lighted through clerestory windows.  The nave was rounded off by a majestic apse. The inner aisles ended in blank walls while the outer aisles opened into a pair of rectangular chambers. Except for the monolithic marble columns, the entire structure was of brick faced concrete and covered with a simple timber truss roof. This design allowed the procession and congregation to be held in the nave. The apse, where the emperor gave justice in a basilica, now served as the space for the Bishop and the clergy to sit separate facing the followers. The uninitiated gathered in the aisles.

Although S. Giovanni in Laterano was the typical Christian basilica, the most important basilican church built by Constantine was St. Peter’s. It was built in 333 over the burial site of St. Peter. Originally it was not the basilica of the papacy- its future destiny. Nor was it the Cathedral of Rome whose status till today is held by the Lateran. The design of St. Peter’s was similar to the Lateran basilica. It was 64 m wide including the double aisles on each side and 90 m long. Twenty-two huge antique columns of varying size, color and capitals supported horizontal entablatures. Triple doors led to a large atrium for the overflow crowds. Beyond the atrium was a cross-axial porch with five portals leading into the building, one for the nave and four for the flanking aisles. The nave did not end directly in the apse as in the Lateran but merged with the vast transverse space as high as the nave which projected beyond the aisles and ended in small screened-off chambers. The apse lay on the other side of the transverse space and this was where St. Peter’s tomb lay. This continuous transept as the form was known became common features in later churches. The lighting was also unique. The aisles were dark as there were no side windows. The nave had clerestory window only in every other bay while a sweep of 16 double windows lighted the transept where all the attention was given. The original church survived without much change till the end of the 15th century and the nave till the 16th century after which it was completely remodeled.

Constantine also built the Church of Nativity in Bethlehem in 333 to mark the birth place of Christ. And the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, Jerusalem in 335 over Christ’s burial site. Both the designs were similar to St. Peter’s in their axial design, atrium and congregating areas. In the Church of Nativity the nave ended in a large octagonal timber roofed hall at the center of which was a circular opening in the rock ceiling of a grotto where Christ was born. The 5 aisled chamber was also almost square. The atrium of the Church of Holy Sepulcher was narrow and irregular due to site restrictions. The chamber was also squarish while the nave ended in a circular apse with 12 columns symbolizing the apostles. The outer aisles led to a large peristyle court closing in a curve. The court enclosed the rock-cut tomb where Christ was buried and rose from the dead. The Anastasis Rotunda enclosed the tomb. Very little innovation occurred in the Constantine church design for another 1000 years.

While the Western Empire fell into ruin, the empire in the east lived on. Justinian (527-65) reconquered much of the Western Empire and consciously set out on an unprecedented building campaign that launched a new architectural era. In early 6th century Byzantine churches experimented with forms that deviated from the standard timber-roofed basilican design. They designed a centralized space large enough to hold congregations and also managed to achieve a vertical accent that symbolized the dome of heaven. Two of the most outstanding experiments were the Hagia Sophia in Constantinople and San Vitale in Ravenna, the seat of the emporer’s representative in the west. Both were built during the reign of Justinian.

The central core of the Byzantine church was the square. The cubic volume that rose above it provided clear functional allocation: one side was the chancel, opposite was the main entrance and the two sides were spaces for congregation. A circular plan could not have given such clarity while a polygon would have given smaller sides. In Byzantine architecture the cubic space was perfectly complimented by the dome. In Roman architecture roofs were barrel vaults or square groin vaults. Domes were placed over a cylinder as in the Pantheon or set over a polygon or even a square which created structural problems.

The Byzantine developed the pendentive – a concave, spherical triangle – which emerged gradually from the corner and merged perfectly with the base of the cupola. It offered a rational solution of setting a circle on a square. A theoretical hemisphere was designed with its diameter equal to the diagonal of the square. In actual construction the hemisphere was built but without the parts extending outside the square. In other words, only the spherical triangles were raised together with the dome above it. This type of dome was known as the pendentive dome. The upper part of this type of dome appeared shallow and fully rounded. To correct for this shallowness the portion of the theoretical dome above the pendentive was lopped off and on the perfect circle of the cut portion a fully hemispherical cupola with a diameter equal to the side of the square (not the diagonal) was erected. This type of construction was known as the dome-on-pendentive.

The Romans actually invented the pendentive domes but used it very little. The Byzantine builders extensively used the pendentive dome and the dome-on-pendentive in their buildings. The mysterious interior effect created by the domes was further reinforced by covering every visible surface with light and color.

The church of Hagia Sophia (Divine or Holy Wisdom) is a truly astonishing building built on the principle of the pendentive. It was built in 532-537 by emperor Justinian in Constantinople. To construct his church Justinian employed two people from outside the building trade: Anthemius of Tralles, a natural scientist, geometer and author of a book on conical sections and vaulting and Isidorus of Miletus, a professor of steometry and physics. In those days it was not uncommon for outsiders to enter the field of architecture. Justinian had realized that trade-bound professionals would not have dared to construct a building of such visionary effect or devise new structural methods.

Because of the daring design and speed of construction the structure remained unstable and the first dome collapsed during an earthquake. In 563 it was replaced with a dome of higher profile. The dome required further repairs after partial collapse in the 9th and 14th centuries. The gilded vaulting surfaces and most of its mosaic have been lost. The Ottoman disfigured it during its redecoration as a mosque. Yet it remains as overwhelming today as when it was built.

A huge rectangle 250 ft. by 230 ft. was laid out. At its centre a 100 ft. square was established and four huge piers were built at the corners. The piers rose for about 70 ft. from which point four huge arches soared across the sides of the square. Above these was set a dome on pendentives. The dome was slightly less than a full hemisphere and was articulated by 40 ribs separating a continuous row windows at the base.

An important and adventurous achievement was the half-domes billowing out from each end of the central arches enclosing a space half as large as the central square, thereby doubling the space of the nave in the east-west direction. The large half-domes in turn had 3 half-dome apses on two levels except for the barrel vault over the entrance to the west. The main apse to the east was brilliantly lit. The aisles and the galleries to the north and south were screened off from the nave by a double level of arcades. The columns of the galleries facing the nave are different at the two levels. Those on top are lower and more closely spaced than those at the bottom. The cornice above the gallery ran unbroken throughout the church and provided the base for all arches which carried the dome, the semi-domes and the smaller semi-domes over the exedrae. The space above the gallery and the arch was walled up with several levels of fenestration.

In spite of the huge dominating dome, the nave had a strong longitudinal axis and bilateral symmetry. The main piers of the building were solidly built of ashlar masonry of limestone and granite but the rest of the building was constructed in bricks laid in thick cement mortar, almost as thick as the brick which may have led to large deformations which led to the partial collapse of the dome. This technique, once perfected, allowed vaults to span wide distances yet remain thin and light. Nevertheless, the huge dome generated immense thrust. The half-domes on the east and west helped counteract the thrust in that direction but the dome remained unstable in the north-south direction despite the huge buttressing at the lower levels. Although the lateral arches were quite deep and thick, they were pushed out by the large pressure from the dome, making the structure weak. That the dome or parts of it fell down is not a surprise; that it is standing at all is the biggest wonder. No other building of this scale was ever tried again.

The dome of the Hagia Sophia did not mark an object of veneration as it did in the domes of martyria. In the East the practice of keeping relics in churches of standard use was not common. The huge nave of the Hagia Sophia came to signify heaven and lent prestige and authority to the church. The church was the house of God and so was obliged to have an appropriate design. 

Later Byzantine architecture continued to evolve from the Hagia Sophia but was less grand in design. A series of centralized churches were built comprising of a double shell around a centralized space. While some like the S. Lorenzo in Milan were square in plan, most like SS. Sergius and Bacchus in Constantinople and S. Vitale in Ravenna were octagonal in plan. Justinian began building SS. Sergios and Bacchus in Constantinople c. 525 AD as a centralizd church with an octagonal dome over the central nave. The dome is ribbed and does not have pendentives. 

Outside of Constantinople the church of San Vitale at Ravenna begun in 532 and completed in 546 was the church which closely resembled the SS Sergius and Bacchus. It was the finest building of its century in the west. The central octagonal nave extends to the chancel on one side but is surrounded in the rest by an ambulatory outer aisle. The vertical axis of the centralized space is balanced by the longitudinal projection of the chancel towards the east. The central space has eight wedge-shaped piers, connected by arches, and the drum capped by a cupola springs from squinches. The dome has hollow terracotta pots inserted in it. This made the dome less heavy so buttresses could be dispensed with. 

Pre-Romanesque and Romanesque Architecture

The barbarian invasions which actually began in the 3rd century went on for more than a thousand years. The Roman empire and the cities did not crumble and die overnight but gradually shrank and became deserted. The viaduct bringing water fell into disrepair; the highways made it easier for the barbarians to enter the city. The crops began to fail and without any protection the people began to flee to the hills.

Between 8-11 century the terror worsened. Saracens encircled the Mediterranean while the Norsemen (Vikings) invaded from the north. It again became necessary to build walls for protection. Walls were built around the earlier Roman outposts, many of which shrank drastically in size e.g. Bordeaux (1/3 of original size) and Autun (reduced from 500 acres to a village of 25).

The faithful withdrew into the mountains to set up monasteries and lead solitary lives. Monasticism, which had its roots in Eastern religion, had reached the west by late 4th century. The monasteries served as centers of disciplined communal life, providing stable political and social life, and also functioned as outposts for missionary work. They became a new kind of polis, a close association of like-minded people living together for the service of God. The monasteries revived and nurtured the essence of the cities: they transferred the classic literature from papyrus to tough parchment, they kept alive the Latin language, the advanced practices of Roman agriculture and Greek medicine. In the face of anarchy, they provided peace and safety. Bishops even had to exercise political authority and military leadership. As municipal governors, the bishops united the offices of the priest and the ruler. After the crowning of Charlemagne in 800 AD monasteries were set up as state institutions. They were independent, fully operational administrative, economic and cultural entities set up in open countryside as alternative to urban centers.

The walled towns not only gave protection but also became magnets for the people scattered over the hills and countryside. The extension of the wall from the castle or the monastery to the neighboring village marked the physical beginning of a town. Earlier the castle or the monastery served as the town center but it soon moved out to the market place. Towns existed under various feudal lords although the Church’s economic and political clout continued to increase, often demanding even the king’s respect. During the years of decline trade had come to a standstill and the economy had reverted to agriculture. With the reestablishment of trade the growth of cities and the growth of capitalism was given further impetus. A new breed of wholesale merchants began to overwhelm the protection of the guild system. By the 13th century Protestantism emerged as a Christian protest against the new practice of capitalism.

Town building in the frontiers began with the setting up of a fortress and encouraging the subjects to settle there. These settlements bargained and became free cities with freedom to bear arms, right to hold regular markets and have their own laws and courts. The rulers saw this as an opportunity of increasing income from taxes even though it meant giving up control over their subjects.

After the fall of the Roman Empire, the Church was the most dominant institution where membership was theoretically voluntary but practically obligatory. Upto the 16th century even kings were scared of excommunication. The church was the most dominant structure and its spire was seen from afar, a symbol of the wealth and power of the church. It brought common purpose among the diverse population who paid a portion of their annual income to the construction and maintenance of churches, monasteries, almshouses, schools etc. The church became the center of community life in all the neighborhood and villages.

Classical civilization was primarily urban but the incessant attacks by barbarians caused people to flee to the countryside and cities all but ceased to exist. There was an architectural depression and the skills that had taken centuries to perfect died out during the long period of cultural and architectural dormancy. The Roman concrete construction, vaulting, Hellenic orders, monumental planning, sophisticated art of carving, painting, inlays, mosaic, all were forgotten. The society turned agrarian. Land, not trade, was the source of wealth and political influence, giving rise to powerful landlords.

Although the tradition of building in Roman style was gone, many Roman buildings still remained standing throughout Europe. Even the ruins inspired awe. The destroyers of Rome had no architectural tradition of any significance and looked upon the Roman examples for inspiration.

Of equal, if not greater, significance was the survival of the church and its role during the medieval period as a major force of continuity, stability and culture. Cities with bishops or relics of holy people had a greater chance of survival. Rome survived because of its plentiful shrines. Pilgrimage and annual fairs boosted the economy of holy cities. When it came to building new churches and other ancillary buildings, it was quite natural for the church to look back to Roman architecture for the design of its buildings. 

In 800 Charlemagne  brought together a large part of Europe and was crowned as the Holy Roman Emperor by Pope Leo III in Rome. Thereafter he launched a vigorous campaign to erect imposing buildings which looked to Rome for inspiration but could not quite capture the beauty and spirit of the old style. The imitations were eclectic and also incorporated many local elements but this led to the movement towards Romanesque architecture.

Charlemagne’s death in 814 brought another century of Dark Age in Europe, however, by about 1000 the invaders had mostly dissipated or settled down. Economic conditions improved. There was greater social and political order leading to the renewal of cities. New prosperity brought cultural revival and greater religious enthusiasm. Pilgrimage became an important ritual during the 11th century. Rome was the centre of pilgrimage with the relics of St. Peters and Paul. Pilgrimage to the Holy Land was made possible only after the start of the crusades. Closer to Europe was the popular pilgrimage route from Paris to Santiago in NW Spain. There was a surge of church building all over Europe, especially along this pilgrimage route. Architecture was not limited to Romanesque churches but included inns, hospices, roads, bridges, castles etc. as trade once again revived and pilgrims moved from one holy site to another. Ste. Foy at Conques, which is still intact, is the typical Romanesque church of the period. The nave is barrel-vaulted. Clustered piers define the rectangular bays from which single shafts rise to the top of the nave. The shafts support transverse arches across the nave. Thicker piers at the crossing support arches above which rises the octagonal drum supporting the dome and peaked roof. Two storey gallery without clerestory surround the nave and move around the extended transept. The ambulatory continues behind the central apse. Smaller low radiating apses containing shrines protrude on the eastern side. Two rectangular towers are set at the westworks.

How is Ste. Foy different from the earlier Carolingian churches? There is no atrium, no western counter-apse, chapels spring out, ambulatory behind the principal apse so pilgrims can move about the different shrines without disturbibg the ongoing service. As opposed to the plain walls of the earlier period, the Romanesque walls were formed of clustered piers with sets of engaged columns rising to form arches at different levels. 

Although Romanesque was a largely spontaneous international movement, it did not appear everywhere all at once, nor did it attain the same degree of accomplishment everywhere. Because of the fragmentation of Europe into many nations, cities and churches also exercised political and military control and there were many patrons of Romanesque – kings, emperors, dukes, abbots, pope and even cities. This patronage continued into Gothic and even renaissance period.

While England and France remained in feudal confusion, Germany was relatively stable and it was here that the first notable experiments in church architecture appeared and subsequently followed in France and Italy. The movement in Germany had two opposing tendencies, one was inventive and progressive while the other was conservative and nostalgic. The Imperial Romanesque as it was known drew inspiration from the works of Charlemagne, early Christian, Imperial Roman and even Byzantine models.

Unlike the Carolingian churches which used timber trusses to span the nave and thus keep the walls thin, the Romanesque churches reverted to the use of vaults to cover the nave. This was done to reduce the risk of fire and also because timber was becoming scarce. The Romanesque churches also saw the use of bays in the nave, alternating piers and columns, radiating chapels and the circumambulatory aisle. The western front, referred to as the “westworks”, with twin spires and broad entry formed the principal façade. The external massing tended gradually to be fused rather than juxtaposed as in the earlier churches with skilful fusion of curved apses and rectangular forms. The three-apse trefoil plan was common. The nave arcades were generally unmolded and semicircular arches sprang from the piers. Naves were usually roofed in timber and towers divided into storeys by molded courses had steep hipped roofs over four gables. Plain wall surfaces were relieved by pilaster strips connected horizontally by strips of blind arches.

The retrospective tendency was highlighted in the Munster Cathedral at Essen built in late 10th century. It made use of pendentive half dome over 3 sided polygonal apse and the clerestory wall rested on an alternating file of columns and square piers- a Byzantine motif.

In the construction of St. Michael’s at Hildesheim in northern Germany an attempt was made to divide its interior into distinct vertical slabs of space. The turning point in this development came during the construction of the Imperial Cathedral of Speyer begun in 1030 and completed in 1060. This was one of the most monumental Romanesque churches, 100 ft. high with a nave 100 ft. wide. The nave wall was unique and without any precedence. The piers and arches supporting the clerestory wall were present but were set back from the front of the piers leaving a gap at the top. A series of large pilasters rose to support blind arches framing the windows which covered the gap. On this system was superimposed half columns that rose to support a second layer of blind arcading at the top of the wall. The proportion of the column was distorted far beyond anything seen in the past but their unnatural length served to give a heightened sense of the vertical in the nave bays. In the Speyer example, two factors vital to the Romanesque was introduces: the bay system and the powerful, projecting wall system of piers, pilasters and half-columns. The smooth surfaces and the undifferentiated colonnades of the early Christian and Carolingian (northern France and the Rhineland) was rejected in favor of articulated bays which was accomplished by the complexity of the piers.

The early Romanesque church had vaulted roofs over aisles, apses and galleries but timber roofing over the wide span of the nave. There was a stark mismatch between the massive masonry and the fragile perishable timber. Romanesque architects searched for a means to span the central nave with stone vaulting. The first experiments with vaults were barrel vaults over small structures in outlying areas. These were later tried in larger churches over the bays of the nave. A transverse vaulting over the nave bays was tried in St. Philibert in Tournus France ,c.960-1120 but the system was abandoned in later churches as it disturbed the spatial unity of the nave. It, however, had an apse surrounded by an ambulatory with a number of radiating chapels. The chapels allowed the display of relics at different altars and movement of relic devotees around the ambulatory without disturbing the ceremony in the main choir. These elements were used in High Romanesque style.

Another unique characteristic of the Romanesque church was the introduction of an upper gallery over the side aisles. Earlier the transept was formed of separate rooms on either sides of the crossing. These were now unified with the church design to form a square crossing, topped by a tower and opening out on either side at an equal height. Exterior massing of the church was done in such a way so as to bring clarity to each of the elements. Thus the nave, aisles, transept, crossing, subsidiary chapels and even the stair turrets could easily be identified from the outside. The western front provided the principal façade with twin spires and broad entry. Sculptural decorations and carved moldings were used to emphasize various architectural elements such as capitals, doorways, windows, arcades etc.

High Romanesque followed a modular pattern referred to as “square schematism”. The grid used is based on the size of the crossing square of the nave and the transept. For example at St. Sernin in Toulouse, France, the size of the nave bay is half of the crossing square while that of the aisle is one-fourth. This modular system was of vital importance to High Romanesque as it gave the space a strong sense of geometric rationality.

In Italy, the Normans brought their massive architecture to the conquered land but were open to Islamic (which was influenced by the Byzantine) and Byzantine influence. The ever present Imperial Roman style continued to exert a strong influence. That is why Italians were slow to adopt new construction techniques and continued to follow Classical traditions. Because of the fragmentation into separate states, the architecture of Italy was not uniform. The architecture of Tuscany was closer to classical. They used the classical columns and rich interior paneling of polychrome materials. A unique feature of Italian façade was the use of tiers of ornamental wall passages which was repeated even in the gables and the use of marble-faced walls.

The Pisa Cathedral begun in 1063 but completed only in the 13th century was built on a grand scale based on the early Christian basilica. The building had 5 aisled nave crossed by a strongly projecting 3 aisled transept, a deep choir and an oval dome over the crossing. It was a monumental structure with rich interiors and classical columns. In the front and sides, tiers of arcading appear to rise freestanding in space. The arcading is also continued around the cylindrical structural wall of the Campanile or bell tower, now famous as the leaning tower of Pisa due to faulty subsoil. The Baptistry, a domed cylinder, formed the Pisan group of buildings which use the same decorative elements, scale, color, texture and materials. They are close enough to form a unified set of buildings yet retain their individuality.

In France Roman buildings influenced church design and the cruciform plan was followed with naves often covered with barrel vaults. The east end tended to be semi-circular with an ambulatory and radiating chapels. Half-vaults of the aisles provided counter thrust to the thick nave walls supporting the nave vaults, Doorways and windows had recessed jambs and semicircular heads. In the north, due to less abundance of Roman examples, there was greater freedom to develop new styles. Two flanking towers were introduced in the western façade of churches, especially in Normandy. Wooden ceilings in naves were used until the introduction of rib vaults in early 12th century. The compound column with four half columns engaged around a square core was also evolved in northern France.

Regions in southern France, NW Spain and northern Italy which kept alive the brick tradition initiated the Romanesque external decoration of blind arcades and pilasters which traced gables and ran between the storeys. These blind arcades which were referred to as Lombard band helped to lighten the heavy massing of the church exteriors. 

