


The ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute (formerly Institute of Southeast 
Asian Studies) is an autonomous organization established in 1968. It is  
a regional centre dedicated to the study of socio-political, security, 
and economic trends and developments in Southeast Asia and its 
wider geostrategic and economic environment. The Institute’s research 
programmes are grouped under Regional Economic Studies (RES), 
Regional Strategic and Political Studies (RSPS), and Regional Social 
and Cultural Studies (RSCS). The Institute is also home to the ASEAN 
Studies Centre (ASC), the Temasek History Research Centre (THRC), 
and the Singapore APEC Study Centre.

ISEAS Publishing, an established academic press, has issued more 
than 2,000 books and journals. It is the largest scholarly publisher of 
research about Southeast Asia from within the region. ISEAS Publishing 
works with many other academic and trade publishers and distributors 
to disseminate important research and analyses from about Southeast 
Asia to the rest of the world.

00 Prelims-Tanah DatarIT-7P.indd   2 15/10/19   9:29 am





First published in Singapore in 2020 by
ISEAS Publishing
30 Heng Mui Keng Terrace
Singapore 119614

E-mail : publish@iseas.edu.sg
Website: http://bookshop.iseas.edu.sg

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in 
a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form, or by any means, electronic, 
mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of 
the ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute.

© 2020 ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute

The responsibility for facts and opinions in this publication rests exclusively with the 
authors and their interpretations do not necessarily reflect the views or the policy of 
the publisher or its supporters.

ISEAS Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data

Name: Tjoa-Bonatz, Mai Lin, editor.
Title:  A view from the highlands : archaeology and settlement history of West 

Sumatra, Indonesia / edited by Mai Lin Tjoa-Bonatz.
Description:  Singapore : ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute, 2020. | Includes 

bibliographic references and index.
Identifiers: ISBN 978-981-4843-01-0 (paperback) | ISBN 978-981-4843-02-7 (pdf)
Subjects:  LCSH: Excavations (Archaeology)—Sumatra—Indonesia. | Minangkabau 

(Indonesian people)—Material culture. | Minangkabau (Indonesian 
people)—History. | Indonesia.

Classification: LCC DS641 V67

Typeset by International Typesetters Pte Ltd
Printed in Singapore by Mainland Press Pte Ltd

00 Prelims-Tanah DatarIT-7P.indd   4 15/10/19   9:29 am

mailto:publish@iseas.edu.sg
http://bookshop.iseas.edu.sg


CONTENTS

List of Tables vii
List of Maps viii
List of Figures ix
List of Colour Plates xiv
Abbreviations and Acronyms xv
Preface and Acknowledgements xvi
About the Contributors xxv

1. Research History, Methods, and Objectives 1
1.1  Research History 1 

Mai Lin Tjoa-Bonatz 
1.2  Megalithic Complexes in the Highlands of Sumatra 5 

Mai Lin Tjoa-Bonatz 
1.3  Settlement Archaeology and State Formation 7 

Mai Lin Tjoa-Bonatz 
1.4  A Highland Perspective 11 

Mai Lin Tjoa-Bonatz 
1.5  The “Age of Commerce” and the Fourteenth Century 14 

Mai Lin Tjoa-Bonatz 
1.6  Documentation Techniques 15 

Mai Lin Tjoa-Bonatz 
1.6.1  Surveys and Aerial Images 15 

Mai Lin Tjoa-Bonatz 
1.6.2  Geophysical Surveys 17 

Benjamin Vining
1.6.3  Excavating in a Minangkabau Community 20 

Johannes Greger

00 Prelims-Tanah DatarIT-7P.indd   5 15/10/19   9:29 am

Masiah
Text Box
Reproduced from A View from the Highlands: Archaeology and Settlement History of West Sumatra, Indonesia, edited by Mai Lin Tjoa-Bonatz (Singapore: ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute, 2020). This version was obtained electronically direct from the publisher on condition that copyright is not infringed. No part of this publication may be reproduced without the prior permission of ISEAS Publishing. Individual chapters are available at <http://bookshop.iseas.edu.sg>.

http://bookshop.iseas.edu.sg


vi Contents

2. Early Histories: Historiography and Archaeological Surveys 30
 Mai Lin Tjoa-Bonatz
 2.1 The Minangkabau and Adityavarman 30
 2.2  The Archaeological Context of Adityavarman’s 42 

Inscriptions 
 2.3 Gold Processing 72
 2.4  The Royal Court of Pagaruyung Seized Power in the 74 

Seventeeth Century
 2.5  Memories in Stone: Council Meeting Places and 79 

Burial Sites

3. Excavations 91
 3.1  The Prehistoric Settlement Site of Tanah Lua 91 

Dominik Bonatz
 3.2  Adityavarman’s Royal Centre? The Settlement Site on 96 

Bukit Gombak 
Dominik Bonatz

 3.3  The Burial Site on Bukit Kincir 120 
Johannes Greger

 3.4  The Settlement Site on Bukit Kincir 127 
Annika Hotzan-Tchabashvili

4. Material Culture Studies 134
 Mai Lin Tjoa-Bonatz
 4.1 Ceramics 134

4.1.1 Earthenware 135
4.1.2 Imported Ceramics 159

 4.2 Stone Artefacts 172
4.2.1 Flaked Lithic 173
4.2.2 Ground Stone Tools 179

 4.3 Glass Vessels and Glass Beads 186
 4.4 Metal Objects 189
 4.5 Finds at the Burial Site 196

5. Conclusion 203
 Mai Lin Tjoa-Bonatz

Bibliography 212

Index 231

00 Prelims-Tanah DatarIT-7P.indd   6 15/10/19   9:29 am



vii

LIST OF TABLES

1.1 Distribution and Density of Sherds Retrieved at the 22 
Excavated Sites of Bukit Gombak, Bukit Kincir, and  
Tanah Lua

3.1 14C-dating and TL-dating for Bukit Gombak 94 
(Trenches A–D, M), the Settlement Site (Trenches O, P, R),  
and Burial Site (Trenches G, L) on Bukit Kincir, and  
Tanah Lua

4.1 Chemical Analyses of Earthenware Sherds from 136 
Bukit Gombak and Bukit Kincir

4.2 Distribution of Earthenware Shard Types in the Excavated 142 
Areas of Bukit Gombak, Bukit Kincir, and Tanah Lua

4.3 Detailed Distribution of Earthenware Shard Types in the 150 
Excavated Areas of Bukit Gombak, Bukit Kincir, and  
Tanah Lua

4.4 Distribution of Imported Ware Types in the Excavated 160 
Areas of Bukit Gombak and Bukit Kincir

4.5 Stone Artefacts from Bukit Gombak, Bukit Kincir, and 174 
Tanah Lua

4.6 Other Small Finds in the Excavated Areas of 176 
Bukit Gombak and Bukit Kincir

00 Prelims-Tanah DatarIT-7P.indd   7 15/10/19   9:29 am



viii

LIST OF MAPS

If not stated differently, all maps, figures and colour plates are of the 
“Tanah Datar Project”.

1  The Tanah Datar district in the province of West Sumatra, xviii 
Indonesia

2.1  Archaeological sites and monuments in the district of 44 
Tanah Datar: 

 (A)  Burial sites
 (B)  Settlements
 (C)  Inscriptions
 (D)  Meeting places and other stone remains

2.2  West Sumatra in 1724 77

2.3  Tanah Datar in 1887–92 78

3.1  Topographical plan of Bukit Gombak, Bukit Kincir, and 97 
Tanah Lua showing the excavated areas in 2011  
and 2012

4.1  Distribution of earthenware sherd types in the 137 
excavated areas of Bukit Gombak and Bukit Kincir 

4.2  Distribution of imported ceramics in the excavated areas 162 
of Bukit Gombak and Bukit Kincir

00 Prelims-Tanah DatarIT-7P.indd   8 15/10/19   9:29 am



ix

LIST OF FIGURES

1.1  Erected stone with mirrored spirals from Bawah Parit, 2 
Lima Puluh Kota regency

1.2  Erected stone with mirrored spirals, foliage and 3 
triangles originating from the Mahat valley, Lima  
Puluh Kota regency, now in the Museum Nasional 
Indonesia, Jakarta (no inv. no.)

1.3  The “dendritic model” of Bennet Bronson from 1977 13
1.4  Magnetic anomalies (annotated) that correspond to 18 

modern features visible on the surface
1.5  Magnetic anomalies without correspondence with 19 

modern surface features and which possibly are 
archaeological in origin

1.6  Fireplace was set up on the excavation site 27
2.1  Head Sikatimuno, heirloom of the king of Pagaruyung 33
2.2  Dagger Si Mandang Giri depicting a male and 34 

female Buddhist deity, fourteenth century,  
heirloom of the king of Pagaruyung

2.3  The statue of amoghapasa was brought to 38 
Dharmasraya in 1286 and re-consecrated by   
Adityavarman in 1347, now in the Museum Nasional 
Indonesia, Jakarta (inv. no. 6469)

2.4  The Bhairawa statue associated to Adityavarman 40 
from Sungai Langsat, Padang Roco, now in the  
Museum Nasional Indonesia, Jakarta (inv. no. 6470) 

00 Prelims-Tanah DatarIT-7P.indd   9 15/10/19   9:29 am



x List of Figures

2.5  Inscriptions of Adityavarman: the one dated to 1356 48 
from Bukit Gombak (called Bukit Gombak I) is the  
largest erected stone seen on the photo of c. 1910 

2.6  Detail of the inscription Bukit Gombak I: 49 
Adityavarman’s symbol

2.7–2.8  Two fragments of the legs and upper body, 49 
orginating from Bukit Gombak, now at the BPCP in  
Batusangkar (inv. nos. 033/BCB/B/A/12/V/2008,  
034/BCB/B/A/12/V/2008)

2.9  Three fragments of a Bodhisattva statue with  49 
long hair, Central Javanese Period (700–900):  
Lotus base, badly restored, originating from  
Bukit Gombak, now at Bundo Kanduan in  
Batusangkar

2.10–2.11  Female water spout and its backview, originating  50 
from Bukit Gombak, now at Bundo Kanduan in 
Batusangkar

2.12  The inscriptions above a water channel at 51 
Batu Papahat of 135(?) are lost

2.13 Irrigation channel built by Adityavarman 52
2.14 The in-situ inscription Saruaso I of 1374 55
2.15 Burial ground of the kings of Saruaso 56
2.16  The in-situ inscription of Ponggongan covered by a 58 

roof, today found in the middle of rice fields
2.17–2.19  Excavation at a gold workshop at Ponggongan, 59 

sixteenth to seventeenth centuries: remains of a  
stone wall

2.20  An inscribed stone mortar of 1375, originating from  60 
Ponggongan, now at Pagaruyung

2.21 A three-tiered stepped stone of unknown purpose 61 
 from Gudam, now at Pagaruyung
2.22  The in-situ inscription Kubarajo I mentions 62 

Adityavarman
2.23  Stone slabs are used as seats at Kubarajo, the 63 

central stone is the inscription Kubarajo II

00 Prelims-Tanah DatarIT-7P.indd   10 15/10/19   9:29 am



List of Figures xi

2.24 Paper estampage of the in-situ inscription Kubarajo II 63
2.25  Paper estampage of the ornamented stone slab at 63 

Kubarajo 
2.26–2.27  The in-situ inscription at Rambatan and its paper 67 

estampage
2.28–2.29  The in-situ inscription on a rock at Pariangan and its  68 

paper estampage
2.30–2.31  The in-situ inscription at Ombilin facing the Singkarak  69 

Lake, c. 1910
2.32  The pierced stone at Batu Batikam near Pagaruyung 80 

that has allegedly been pierced with a mythical kris
2.33  Stone seats for council meetings at Batu Batikam near 81 

Pagaruyung
2.34  Simawang, the largest burial ground in Tanah Datar, 83 

contains 237 stones of various sizes and shapes
3.1 The prehistoric site of Tanah Lua 92
3.2  Aerial view of the prehistoric excavation site of 92 

Tanah Lua
3.3 Digital elevation model of Bukit Gombak 98
3.4  Aerial view (from north to south) over the central 98 

plateau of Bukit Gombak and the southern slope of  
Bukit Kincir: in the foreground are the excavation  
trenches

3.5  Bukit Gombak: excavation of Trench C, in the  99 
background is Mount Merapi

3.6 Bukit Gombak: excavation plan of Trench C 101
3.7 Bukit Gombak: excavation plan of the west-section 103 
 of Trench C
3.8 Bukit Gombak: excavation plan of Trench D 105
3.9 Bukit Gombak: excavation plan of Trench A 107
3.10  Bukit Gombak: excavation of Trench N at a 109 

paved street
3.11  Bukit Gombak: excavation plan of Trench N at a 110 

paved street

00 Prelims-Tanah DatarIT-7P.indd   11 15/10/19   9:29 am



xii List of Figures

3.12 Bukit Gombak: the water spring, Trench S 112
3.13  Bukit Gombak: excavation plan of the water spring, 112 

Trench S
3.14  Bukit Gombak: excavation of the west-section of the 113 

water spring, Trench S
3.15  Bukit Gombak: excavation of Trench F in 2011, 115 

groundplan of a house on stilts
3.16  Bukit Gombak: excavation of outdoor-hearths in 115 

Trench M
3.17  Bukit Gombak: excavation plan of Trenches F, M,  116 

and T in 2012, around the house on stilts
3.18  Burial place on Bukit Kincir: erected stones 120 

(Structure 1)
3.19 Burial place on Bukit Kincir: grave pits in Trench L 121
3.20  Burial place on Bukit Kincir: aligned stones in 121 

Trench G (Structure 2)
3.21  Burial place on Bukit Kincir: aligned stones in 122 

Trench L3 (Structure 2)
3.22  Burial place on Bukit Kincir: aligned stones in 122 

Trench L3 (Structure 2)
3.23  Burial place on Bukit Kincir: excavation plan of 123 

Trenches G, H, L1–L3, and Q
3.24  Bukit Kincir: excavation plan of Trenches O, P, and R 129 

at the settlement site
3.25  Settlement site of Bukit Kincir: excavation of Trench P 131 

with remains of burnt clay of a metal working site
4.1 Earthenware of Tanah Lua 141
4.2 Restricted vessel of Bukit Gombak 145
4.3 Restricted vessel of Bukit Gombak 146
4.4 Unrestricted vessel of Bukit Gombak 148
4.5 Other earthenware finds of Bukit Gombak 149
4.6  At the pottery workshop in Galo Gandang, bamboo 152 

loops ensure an even diameter and normative size;  
paddle and anvil are used to form the vessel

00 Prelims-Tanah DatarIT-7P.indd   12 15/10/19   9:29 am



List of Figures xiii

4.7  Ceramic tools of Ponggongan (A), Bukit Gombak 155 
(B–C), and Bukit Kincir (D–F) 

4.8 Earthenware of Bukit Kincir 156
4.9 Vessel of the burial site 157
4.10  Decoration of Tanah Lua (A–C), Bukit Gombak (D–K), 158 

and Bukit Kincir (L–N)
4.11 Chinese ceramics of Bukit Gombak 167
4.12  Chinese ceramics of Bukit Kincir (A) and 168 

Bukit Gombak (B–I) 
4.13  Chinese ceramics of Bukit Gombak 169
4.14  Flaked lithics of Bukit Gombak and Tanah Lua 178
4.15  Adzes of Tanah Lua, Bukit Gombak, and Bukit Kincir 181
4.16  Ground stone tools of Bukit Gombak 182
4.17  Ground stone tools of Bukit Gombak 184
4.18  Flaked lithics of Bukit Kincir 185
4.19 Ground stone tools of Bukit Kincir 187
4.20 Metal objects of Bukit Gombak 191

00 Prelims-Tanah DatarIT-7P.indd   13 15/10/19   9:29 am



xiv

LIST OF COLOUR PLATES

1 Imported monochrome ceramics of Bukit Gombak (A–E, H–N) 
and Ladang Rojo (F–G)

2 Imported blue-and-white dishes of Bukit Gombak
3  Metal fragments of Bukit Gombak (A, C–D) and of  

Bukit Kincir (B)
4  Archaeometric analyses of seven pottery samples from  

Bukit Gombak and Bukit Kincir: clay raw material,  
thermal behaviour after refiring

00 Prelims-Tanah DatarIT-7P.indd   14 15/10/19   9:29 am



xv

ABBREVIATIONS AND ACRONYMS

BPCP  Balai Purbakala dan Cagar Budaya (Centre of 
Antiquities and Cultural Property)

DFG  Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (German 
Research Foundation)

EFEO  École française d’Extrême-Orient (French 
School of Asian Studies)

FU Berlin  Freie Universität Berlin 
KAAK  Kommission für Archäologie 

Außereuropäischer Kulturen (Commission for 
Archaeology of Non-European Cultures)

MAMS Curt-Engelhorn-Zentrum Archäometrie
MF Magnetic feature 
OSL Optically stimulated luminescence
BPPP  Balai Pelestarian Peninggalan Purbakala  

(Centre of Antiquities and Cultural Property)
PUSLIT ARKENAS Pusat Penelitian dan Pengembangan 

Arkeologi Nasional (National Research 
Centre for Archaeology) 

RISTEK Kementerian Riset dan Teknologi Republik 
Indonesia (Ministry of Research and 
Technology of Indonesia)

VOC Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie  
(Dutch East Indies Company) 

WD-XRF Wavelength-dispersive x-ray fluorescence 

00 Prelims-Tanah DatarIT-7P.indd   15 15/10/19   9:29 am



xvi

PREFACE AND 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This volume concerns the historical archaeology of Sumatra, whose past 
has been neglected by researchers in comparison with other islands of the 
Indonesian archipelago such as Java, Bali, and Sulawesi. In particular, 
historians have assumed that highland Sumatra played a marginal role 
in the formation of the riverine trading kingdoms such as Melayu and 
Srivijaya in the seventh to the fourteenth centuries, places that were 
well-known to foreign traders and are better documented. However, little 
is known about the origins of the settlement processes that created the 
unique ethnic and cultural diversity of Indonesia’s highland regions, or 
the demographic, political, and cultural developments that followed. This 
book analyses the rise of the settlement system in the heartland of the 
Minangkabau region in the highlands of West Sumatra. Historians have 
studied European sources and indigenous writings (Dobbin 1975; 1983; 
Drakard 1990; 1999; 2008–9), but the pre-colonial settlement history 
is poorly understood. An examination of the settlement and material 
culture from the fourteenth to the seventeenth centuries reveals growing 
social complexity in the region. 

At the centre of this research lies a mountain called Bukit 
Gombak. Excavations suggest its identification with the royal centre 
of Adityavarman, the last Buddhist king of Sumatra, in Tanah Datar,  
a fertile plain in the highlands of West Sumatra. Buddhist artefacts  
and stone inscriptions document his reign (c. 1347–75),1 which also 
produced more epigraphic material than any other ancient Indonesian 
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polity. Drawing upon recent archaeological investigations, this volume 
explores the regional settlement pattern arising from Adityavarman’s 
highland interregnum, and provides the first attempt to place the 
archaeological remains and the landscape of Tanah Datar in a cultural-
historic synthesis.

The book explores the role of upland zones in the development of 
complex settlement systems in Southeast Asia, based on archaeological 
evidence and a close examination of the material culture of pre-
state and early state systems in the highlands of Sumatra during the 
fourteenth century. This process occurred later than in the lowlands but 
was contemporaneous with developments in other highland regions in 
Southeast Asia. The research is important for understanding a core cultural 
region of West Sumatra, today the homeland of the Minangkabau, but it 
also facilitates evaluation of the settlement pattern, technology, cultural 
affiliation, and external links of Sumatra’s highland in the development 
of precolonial Indonesia. 

The research involved geophysical surveys, magnetometry, drone-
based aerial surveys and detailed studies of metal, ceramics and glass 
finds by laboratory-based specialists as well as careful descriptions of 
stone, clay and other finds. Aerial imagery and remote sensing techniques 
revealed settlement activity and anthropogenic changes in the landscape. 
A remote-controlled flying system newly introduced in the highlands of 
the Indonesian archipelago allowed for the development of large-scale 
mapping and thus helped in the understanding of the spatial context of 
the geoarchaeological environment of the region.

Bukit Gombak is part of a community (jorong) of the same name in the 
district (kecamatan) of Lima Kaum in the regency (kabupaten) of Tanah 
Datar, part of the province of West Sumatra. Tanah Datar, which means 
“flat land”, and refers primarily to a fertile highland plateau that covers a  
total area of 1,336 km2 south of the volcano Gunung Merapi at an average 
altitude of 420 m (see Map 1). The capital of the regency, Batusangkar, 
lies in the southeastern part of this plain. It is located along the Selo, 
the principal river of the region, the southern reaches of which cross the 
mountains before turning eastwards and joining the Batang Hari River 
in the broad lowland plains. The Selo is the only river-based transport 
route to Sumatra’s east coast, though it is not an easy one. Other routes 
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lead to the nearby west coast of Sumatra, the eastern lowlands, and the 
north, passing through deep ravines and over steep passes in the Barisan 
Mountains, a difficult but passable range whose highest volcanic spurs 
rise to almost 3,000 m in addition to Gunung Merapi (2,891 m), Gunung 
Singgalang (2,877 m), and Gunung Sago (2,271 m).

The region has exceptionally fertile soils, gold and other metals, 
and forest products including beeswax, honey, different species of 
wood, aromatics and ivory, providing a distinctive microclimate for 
the development of early societies. As a legendary land of gold and 
the original homeland of the Minangkabau (see Chapter 3), it is of  
immense importance for understanding the cultural history of the  
modern period. 

The resources of the highlands were highly regarded in the international 
maritime trade and decisive for the region’s political-economic systems. 
For the first time in a historically detectable way during the fourteenth 
century, these dynamics brought the highlands of West Sumatra into a 
network of supra-regional trade that brought glass beads, porcelain, and 
stoneware from China, other parts of Southeast Asia, and West Asia into 
the highlands. The circulation of these items is discussed in the context of 
the development of local traditions changes arising from state formation 
under Adityavarman. Material culture remains at the settlement sites 
under investigation indicate long-distance exchange relations, and the 
international trade wares reveal that maritime connections of an early 
globalized trade linked the interior highland region of Sumatra with 
both coastlines. The interdependence of the uplands and the lowlands 
influenced highland society, but archaeological finds indicate that the 
highlands remained autonomous and did not form part of the state 
system of the lowlands, where political entities such as the emporium 
of Srivijaya-Melayu or Dharmasraya of the late thirteenth and fourteenth 
centuries on the upper Batang Hari River in Southeast Sumatra were the 
most important political and economic powers at that time. 

Many socio-economic changes have been identified in the societies 
of Southeast Asia during the “age of commerce” in the fifteenth century. 
Anthony Reid (1993) identifies six fleets sent by the Chinese emperor as 
trading expeditions to the Indonesian archipelago and the Indian Ocean in 
the early fifteenth century as the starting point of this new era. Challenging 

00 Prelims-Tanah DatarIT-7P.indd   19 15/10/19   9:29 am



xx Preface and Acknowledgements

this chronology, archaeological materials from West Sumatra show that 
socio-political and economic complexity in the fourteenth century made 
possible intensified maritime trade in the next century, when wet-rice 
agriculture became established, local iron production became more 
important, and political centralization and territorial consolidation took 
place. It seems, therefore, that the shift towards new economic modes 
in the highlands began before 1400.

The establishment of a capital in the highland region of Tanah 
Datar under Adityavarman, far from any seaports, has been the subject 
of extensive scholarly discussion (Miksic 1987, pp. 9–10; 2015, p. 36; 
Reichle 2007; Kulke 2009, pp. 233–37). Adityavarman, a high official 
of royal descent in the East Javanese Majapahit court (1292–1527), 
founded the first identifiable monarchical polity in the Sumatran highlands. 
This period is a particular focus of the present book because it led to 
various changes in the socio-political, economic, and cultural landscape 
of the region. It is viewed against the background of written records 
of Adityavarman’s reign and new archaeological data. However, the 
evidence also raises questions about the extent to which structures of 
rule as well as other economic and symbolic influences that developed 
out of external traditions, fit into existing local structures of settlement 
and society. 

The “Tanah Datar Project” began with a hypothesis that Adityavarman’s 
reign marked a turning point for the Sumatran highlands and the research 
sought archaeological traces of his rule to provide a point of reference 
for examining early state formation. This research then moved to broader 
questions about prehistoric conditions and historical consequences, as 
well as the formation of a Minangkabau ethnic identity. 

The core of this project consisted of excavations at two mountain 
sites, Bukit Gombak and Bukit Kincir, carried out by Dominik Bonatz, 
Johannes Greger, and Annika Hotzan-Tchabashvili and reported in this 
volume. Bukit Gombak was a central place in Adityavarman’s kingdom, 
and provides evidence of the organization and material development of 
this political entity. Surveys in the Tanah Datar plain provided evidence  
of other settlements that could be examined in relation to each other  
and to sites from earlier and later periods, and used to sketch out the 
settlement history of Tanah Datar from prehistoric times to the pre-
colonial period. 
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Chapter 1 outlines the history, methods, and objectives of the research 
project. In Chapter 2, Benjamin Vining describes survey methods and 
Johannes Greger discusses the excavation procedures, addressing the 
spatial aspects and political implications of the archaeological evidence.  
Chapter 3 begins with the discovery of a prehistoric findspot and  
documents the excavations at the plateau of Bukit Gombak, the potential 
royal centre of Adityavarman, and the hill top of Bukit Kincir, which was 
an iron-working site. These twin mounds are connected by a burial ground 
at the lower part of Bukit Kincir. Functionally both habitation sites are 
closely related but each has distinctive characteristics, including artefact 
types and proportions. An analysis of intrasite spatial adds information 
about the consumption of imported luxury goods and a differentiated 
economy. Chapter 4 deals with find groups and single finds relating to 
material culture. The sites at Bukit Gombak and Bukit Kincir contain 
material relating to household activities, trade, and manufacturing, under-
lining a differentiated habitation pattern. Items of foreign origin indicate 
that international trade was an essential part of this society. Bukit Kincir 
also served as a burial place, with stones erected as grave markers and 
for ritual practices. A prehistorical tradition of erecting stones connected 
with burials appears to have continued during Adityavarman’s reign. 

Evidence that Bukit Gombak and the adjacent Bukit Kincir form the 
oldest royal seat in the Minangkabau area, with continuous settlement from 
the fourteenth to seventeenth centuries, challenges local historiography. 
It is a fundamental belief of Minangkabau oral history, supported by 
colonial sources of the late seventeenth century, that the ruling family 
of Pagaruyung was accorded a higher status than other rulers because 
it was the oldest and most prestigious kingdom of West Sumatra. It 
has obtained wealth as supplier of gold, forest products, and especially 
rice, which was rare in the entire island in the early colonial times. 
Archaeological finds raise questions about the claim that Adityavarman 
founded the royal court of Pagaruyung. Rather, it seems that the supremacy 
of leadership in the political realm of West Sumatra was constantly 
contested by competing lineages. Archaeological evidence indicates that 
Pagaruyung was a settlement site during the time of Adityavarman but 
less important than Bukit Gombak, and that the lineage of Pagaruyung 
only seized power when Bukit Gombak diminished in importance during 
the late seventeenth century.

***
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NOTE

1. Dates are provided in CE and are generally unmarked. CE and BCE are noted 
only if absolute dates are provided.
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