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Abstract: 

Buddhist architecture in India is among the earliest forms of religious architecture, emerging during the 

reign of Emperor Ashoka. It includes structures such as stupas, chaityas, and viharas, seen in sites like 

Sanchi, Ajanta, and Ellora. This paper examines the influence of Buddhist architecture on later Hindu 

and Jain temple designs, particularly in layout, construction, and artistic elements. It also explores how 

these styles spread across Asia. Overall, Buddhist architecture has significantly contributed to India’s 

cultural heritage and continues to influence modern architectural practices. 

 

Keywords: Architecture, Maurya, Buddhist, Caves, Stupa, ancient India, Sanchi. 

 

Objective 

• For the study of the origin and development of Buddhist architecture in India. 

• To identify the main features of Buddhist architectural forms such as stupas, chaityas, and viharas. 

• To examine famous examples like Sanchi, Ajanta, and Ellora. 

• To understand its significance impact of buddhist architecture on other religious sacred places. 

• To understand the cultural and historical significance of Buddhist architecture in India. 

• To explore the spread and impact of Buddhist architectural styles in other parts of Asia. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Buddhist architecture in India represents an important phase in the development of early religious 

architecture, emerging prominently during the 3rd century BCE under the patronage of Emperor 

Ashoka. It includes key structures such as stupas, chaityas, and viharas, which were designed for 

worship, meditation, and monastic life. These forms combined spiritual symbolism with evolving 

construction techniques, as seen in sites like Sanchi, Ajanta, and Ellora. 

Over time, Buddhist architectural styles influenced the development of Hindu and Jain temples, 

particularly in design and artistic expression. This paper examines the historical growth and lasting 

impact of Buddhist architecture in shaping India’s cultural and architectural heritage. 

 

INFORMATION 

1. Historical Background 

The birth of Buddhist architecture is not considered from the Gautam buddha period but in the 3rd 

century BCE during the reign of 3rd emperor of Maurya empire Chakravarti Emperor The Great Asoka 

Maurya, one of the most significant patrons of Buddhism. After the Kalinga War, Emperor Asoka 

embraced Buddhism and promoted its teachings through the construction of stupas, pillars, and 

monasteries across his empire. He is believed to have built or renovated 84,000 stupas, symbolizing the 

spread of Buddhist ideology. 
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Early Buddhist architecture prior Asoka ,was initially simple and made of perishable materials such as 

wood. Prior to the mauryan Empire (c. 321– 185 BCE), Buddhism was emerging as a religious 

movement in ancient india after the teachings of Gautam Buddha (c. 6th–5th century BCE). In this 

period, architectural activity was minimal, largely because early Buddhist sanghas & patrons 

emphasized simplicity and avoided permanent monuments, focusing on monastic living, meditation, and 

oral transmission of teachings. This era is often called the Early Buddhist period or Pre-Mauryan phase, 

roughly between the 6th and 4th centuries BCE. Structures from this time were mostly temporary and 

perishable, made of wood, bamboo, and other organic materials However, during the Mauryan and post-

Mauryan periods, these forms were translated into stone, leading to more permanent and elaborate & 

well sculpted structures. 

 

Characteristics of Pre-Mauryan Buddhist Architecture 

Simple Monastic Settlements 

Early monks (bhikkhus) lived in forest hermitages and open-air shelters. 

These were often natural caves or rudimentary huts made of mud and wood. 

The focus was on meditation and communal living rather than elaborate construction. 

No Permanent Stone Structures 

Unlike later periods, there were no stone stupas or carved caves. Sites served as temporary spaces for 

teaching and monastic life. Use of Natural Features 

Rivers, groves, and caves were chosen as locations for meditation. 

Sites like the Barbara Caves (early 3rd century BCE, later completed under Maurya) may have roots in 

earlier pre-Mauryan use of caves for meditation.historical texts and archaeological evidence suggest 

Nalanda Hill & Other Monastic Settlements. Early meditation centers likely existed in natural caves and 

forested areas.Chunar Hills and Sarnath ,Sites along the Ganga valley may have been used for early 

monastic activities. Pre-Mauryan buddhist architecture was modest and primarily functional, reflecting 

the early buddhist emphasis on simplicity, meditation, and community. Although no permanent stone 

monuments survive from this period according to historical accounts but the concepts of stupas, caves, 

and monastic layouts provided a conceptual and spiritual blueprint for the more elaborate architectural 

achievements of the Mauryan and post- Mauryan periods. 

In Mauryan period buddhist architecture flourished majorly in its true essence with great transformation 

from wood to stone ,from temporary to permanent from simplicity to patrons from royal with developed 

structures.Buddhist architecture as it own distinguish & unique style that we can get to see from the 

evidences & archeological founding's & monuments from mauryan & post mauryan period of indian 

history which still influence the modern world architecture. we will analysis it in more detail . 

 

2. Major Architectural Forms 

• Stupas 

Stupas are dome-shaped structures built to house the relics of the Buddha or important monks. They 

symbolize the universe and the path to enlightenment. The most famous example is the Great Stupa at 

Sanchi, originally commissioned by Emperor Ashoka.which considered as pride of indian history & 

buddhist world. 

Key elements include: 

Anda (dome) – represents the cosmic mound Harmika – square railing at the top 

Chatra – umbrella symbolizing honor 

Toranas (gateways) – richly carved with stories from the Buddha’s life 
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• Chaityas (Prayer Halls) 

Chaityas are rock-cut halls used for congregational worship.A notable example is the Kanheri ,Ajanta , 

Bairat ,Patan ,Bharut and Kesariya . 

These halls typically feature: 

A long nave with side aisles A stupa at the end 

Wooden architectural influences carved into stone 

 

• Viharas (Monasteries) 

Viharas served as living quarters for monks and centers for learning.The Nalanda University was one of 

the greatest monastic universities in ancient India.Emperor Ashoka is credited with commissioning 

numerous Buddhist Viharas (monasteries) in the 3rd century BCE to propagate Buddhism. Key sites 

include the Mahabodhi Vihara in Bodh Gaya, Dhamek Stupa (Sarnath), and Nalanda Mahavihara in 

Bihar and Butkara Stupa & vihara (Swat.Pakistan) 

Structure mainly included : 

1) Cells for monks 

2) Assembly halls 

3) Courtyards 

 

• 3. Rock-Cut Architecture 

One of the most remarkable contributions of Buddhist architecture for India is the development of rock-

cut architecture in sites like the Ellora Caves and Ajanta demonstrate advanced engineering skills.Entire 

temples and monasteries were carved directly into hillsides.This technique later influenced Hindu and 

Jain cave temples.which also influenced many Asian countries and European nations in later period in 

the stream of architecture.From the era of Ashoka The Great Emperor to Satavahana ,Gupta & vakataka 

period rock cut architecture of buddhism can be seen in many caves. 

• Key Features of Buddhist Architecture 

Simplicity and symbolism – structures were designed to represent spiritual ideas rather than display 

luxury.symbol such as the most sacred buddha foot print, Bodhi Tree & wheel of dhamma, three jewels 

,other symbol like lotus flower, swastikas have dominating place in buddhist architecture ,which are 

intended to represent the key value of the buddhist teachings & faith. Animals such as elephant,lion 

,Snake mainly Indian cobra (Naga or naja) & deer are also depicted in most of the buddhist architecture 

because each of them as connection to 

Buddha’s life or with important monks or with emperor Ashoka. 

 

Use of stone – transition from wood to stone increased durability.Emperor Ashoka was the first in his 

ruled the transformation from wooden to bricks or stone structure are mostly became prominent in 

buddhist architecture & later on it keeps evolving with time but he was the one who made permanent 

settlings for Buddhist monks & sangha .He used stone inscription for spreading the teaching of buddha 

& his dhamma .His work strongly influenced buddhism & spread it in whole Indian subcontinent & Asia 

to some part of Europe.he send his messengers of dhamma to Greece & many other countries in his 

era .His inscription were set up in all over his vast empire the whole indian subcontinent & other 

neighbouring kingdoms too. 

Narrative art – carvings and sculptures depicted Jataka tales and the life of the Buddha .teaching of 

buddha . 

Harmony with nature – many sites were built in natural surroundings like hills and forests 
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• Influence on Hindu and Jain Architecture 

Buddhist architecture had a deep impact on later Indian temple design.Rock-cut techniques used in 

Buddhist caves influenced Hindu temples like those at Ellora.Pillared halls and mandapas evolved from 

chaitya designs.Sculptural decoration and storytelling traditions were adopted in temple 

carvings.Structural planning and symmetry influenced early temple architecture in pan india . 

 

Spread Beyond India 

As Buddhism spread through missionary activity & trade mainly due to Ashoka The Great emperor 

who sends it’s own son & daughter too as monk and messenger of dhamma outside india ,than emperor 

kanishka send monks as messenger of dhamma to other countries of central & south china.majority of 

traders & merchants were heavily influenced & attracted to buddhism also played crucial role in spread 

of buddhism outside india .As buddhism travelled beyond the Indians border along with its teachings it 

architecture influenced other countries too. 

Sri Lanka – development of large stupas (dagobas).Kings in Sri Lanka heavily influenced by buddhism 

and commissioned & build many buddhist structure with the mixture of mauryan style structure of 

buddhist architecture. 

Southeast Asia – structures like Borobudur in Indonesia.South Asian countries got strong hold of 

buddhism from ancient history period and buddhism flourish here with indian & regional style art & 

architecture & prominently shaped the cultural sphere of the region . 

China and Japan – evolution of pagodas from the stupa form.Countries like China & Japan warmy 

embraced buddhism as the ideology & religion and adopted the ancient buddhist architecture which in 

later period evolved with their respective local style architecture & culture. 

Buddhism demonstrates India’s role as a cultural and architectural center in ancient times for Ancient 

world .It influenced in Greece kingdoms too & many Greek kings Menander & Strato 1which gave rise 

to Greco Buddhism & Greco buddhist architecture .The presence of buddhist in Alexandria was one of 

the important thing to note about that period & influence of buddhism . 

• Cultural and Historical Significance : 

According to Archaeology Buddhism played important role in ancient Indian society and it also gave 

very foundation to ancient history and archaeology through the buddhist monuments founded in india & 

subcontinent serve as important archaeological and heritage sites & helped to provide insight into 

ancient Indian society, religion, and art.It help to study & understand history of many empire of Ancient 

India and their social fabric & society of contemporary period & life of people by the monuments of 

buddhist architecture survived with time . Inscription of Ashoka, monument build by him & later rulers 

– Sites like Sanchi and Ajanta are recognized globally for their artistic value. They continue to attract 

scholars, tourists, and pilgrims. Buddhism & buddhist architecture contributed a lion share to made the 

rich heritage of India & glorifying indian history on world scale which attracts many scholars & learners 

across world from ancient period like Fa-hien , Xuanzang (Hiuen Tsang) , Yijing & Sung Yun to many 

other greek, persian travellers & scholars. 

 

Conclusion 

Buddhist architecture in India is not only a reflection of religious devotion but also a major force in 

shaping the country’s architectural traditions. It gave birthday to many arts & architectural style which 

came into existence in latest period but having roots connected directly or indirectly from buddhism & 

its arts & architecture . Buddhist architecture born in india but became subject to study in global sphere. 

Historians & scholars state that Art of Sculptor in india as its main Origin from buddhism .Its 

innovations in design, construction, and symbolism influenced later temple architecture and spread 

across Asia, leaving a lasting rich global legacy. 
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