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THE ANCIENT KINGDOM OF PANAI AND
THE RUINS OF PADANG LAWAS
(North Sumatra)*

HISTORICAL SOURCES AND INTERPRETATIONS :
The first historical reference to the name of the ancient kingdom of Panail
occurs with certainty in the Tanjore inscription of the Cola king Rajendra I, dated
1030/1031 A.D., describing the attack made by sea against the Sailendra ruler Sang-
rama — Wijayottungavarman, King of Kadaram. It mentions that, after the attack
on Srivijaya and the capture of the king, Panai was singled out for the next attack
and temporarily overrun by Rajendra Cola of Coromandel.
’Pannai’’, as the inscription runs was >’watered by rivers’. Nilakanta Sastri’s trans-
lation reads ’Pannai with water in its bathing ghats’’,which has been explained further
by Wheatley (Wheatley 1961 : 199) ’since Pannai means cultivated land in the Tamil
language, this phrase may simply mean the well-watered fields (of Srivijaya?)”’. Plain-
ly, he doubted the existence of a state named Pannai.
There are differences of opinion about the correct location of Panai and various in-
terpretations have been made. Coédes (Coédes 1964 : 142) explained it as *’Panai on
the east coast of Sumatra, facing Malaca’’. Generally most scholars accepted that the
Panai of the Tamil inscription must have been located near the mouth of the Barumun
river near Labuhanbilik. But some scholars are of the opinion that Panai is clearly
the Panai of Central Sumatra, associated with the well known monuments of Padang
Lawas.

It is a great pity that apart from the name nothing else is said about the kingdom
so that more evidence about the accurate location is lacking and only archaeological
research could assist in solving the problem. It is moreover not certain whether the
states mentioned in the inscription as the various possessions of the king of Srivijaya
were dependencies or only tributaries to Srivijaya at that time.

* This is a revised and extended version of a paper originally presented at the 7th Conference of the
International Association of Historians of Asia, Bangkok — August 22 — 26, 1977.



Chinese sources

Another external source of information about the kingdom of Panai is provided
by the Chinese annals. Although in endeavouring to identify which name could
correspond to Panai its needs to be considered that most probably Panai was not di-
rectly on the Chinese trade routes. If we may presume that Panai was inhabited by
the Batak people, who lived deeper inside Sumatra in a territory hardly accessible
to foreigners, references would be very few and vague.

There are scholars who suggest that already in the 6th century the kingdom of Pa-
nai existed and that it must have ranked as a principal state amongst the various king-
doms of Sumatra about the year 1000 A.D. Schnitger was of the opinionithat Pu-ni or
Po-li mentioned in the Chinese annals stands for Panai?.

According to Chinese records P’o-li in the fifth and sixth centuries was one of
the tributary kingdoms?®. Scholars working in this field however have different opi-
nions about where P’o-li was located. It has been placed inKalimantan,on the northern
coast of Sumatra, on the west coast of the Malay Peninsula, at Asahan in Sumatra
and on the island of Bangka; Pelliot even identified it with Bali. Nevertheless most
scholars placeP’o-li in Sumatra. I Tsing, the:‘Chinese pilgrim who lived for some years
in Sumatra mentions P’o-li vaguely east of Barus but places it deeper in the interior.
Hsii Yiin-ts’iao  finally identified it with Panai having in mind the archaeological
remains of Padang Lawas¥.

In support of this opinion, it seems that P’o-li of the sixth century was a Buddhist
kingdom.

Barus, the old harbour on the west coast

I Tsing knew of Barus and it may be expected that he had a reasonable knowledge
of the geography of Sumatra. Moreover, Chinese accounts of the 8th century state that
Srivijaya was divided into two kingdoms with separate administrations. The western
one was called Lang-p’o-lu-ssu and had much gold, mercury and camphor (Wolters
1967:191). It is usually accepted that Barus in the north of Sumatra is meant.

As early as the 7th century camphor was already presented as tribute to the Chinese
emperors. It was highly valued and regarded as a luxurious and costly substance. I
Tsing mentions the habit of the monks of putting camphor into water for washing
their mouths.

The camphor tree grows in some areas in Sumatra, the southern Malay Peninsula
and Kalimantan, but not in Java. The Chinese records of the camphor trade provide a
valuable source of information.

The Chinese name for camphor is P’o-lu (perfume) which is a transcription of ’’Barus”’
and the famous ’kapur Barus’’ (= camphor) is eagerly sought after among the species






