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THE ARCHAEOLOGY AND HISTORY
OF WEST SUMATRA *

by : Mrs. Satyawati Suleiman
INTRODUCTION :

In a discussion of the history of Sumatra Sriwijaya is always treated as its most important
part. This state has indeed played a prominent role from the 7th to the 14th century A.D. 1) It
started to decline at the end of the 13th century. The principalities in Sumatra which were under
its suzerainty, then liberated themselves one by one from the center of power, which was
situated on the east coast of Sumatra. The final blow appeared to have been dealt by Singhasari
in East Java whose last king, Kertanagara sent an expeditionary army army in 1275. This event
was called in Old Javanese the *’pamalayu’’. The success of this expedition might have been
obtained through an alliance with local princes who had for a long time been eager to free
themselves from the yoke of Sriwijaya. It is in the period following this interference from Java
that a prince, named Adityawarman, a descendant of both the kings of Malayu and Singhasari
occupied the throne for approximately forty years in the territory which is known as the
Menangkabau area on the west coast of Sumatra. Though he has often been mentioned by
scholars of Sumatran history, his cultural, religious and political relations deserve more
attention, as not only did he leave most of the inscriptions of Sumatra, but as he appeared to
have played an important role in a turbulent period.

We have made an attempt to obtain more data through the study of archaeological
remains, such as ruins of temples, statues, and inscriptions, as well as from foreign sources.

LAND AND PEOPLE

The Bukit Barisan, which is a mountain range extends the whole length of the west coast of
Sumatra. The territory which is now the province of West Sumatra, is covered with rugged
mountains, lakes, canyons and valleys. It borders : West : on the Indian Ocean : North on
South Tapanuli, East on Riau and Jambi and South on Bencoolen.

The people are the Menangkabau ethnic group who have a matrilineal system which
implies that the women own and inherit the landed properties.They are also matrilocal which
means that the husband has to live with his wife’s family after marriage. The Menangkabaus are
wellknown for the fact that they tend to migrate, not only to other parts of Indonesia but to the
Malay Peninsula as well. Negeri Sembilan has a population of Menangkabaus who took along
their customs and social system.

The language spoken is the Menangkabau dialect of the Malay. This dialect is also spoken
in the Riau Province, in the territory of the ancient Buddhist Temple of Muara Takus, whereas
in the remaining part of Riau the standard Malay is spoken which has become the basis of the
national language of the Republic of Indonesia, the Bahasa Indonesia.

The population make their living from agriculture, fishery and trade. Their handicrafts
include gold and silverwork and weaving. There are also modern industries such as cement
factories.

* Paper presented at the 7th Conference of the International Association of Historians of Asia, Bangkok - August 22-26, 1977.






