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One may easily recognize the difference in 
character between a mosque in Turkey and 
one in India or Spain, as each belongs to 
an architectural style brought into being 
by a people who had already achieved 
their own identity. 1 With the Islamic archi
tecture of Indonesia this is not the case. 
Since Indonesia is an archipelago consist
ing of thousands of islands with seas and 
straits functioning as barriers to communi
cation, it is no wonder that the inhabitants 
have differed in lifestyle, belief, tradition 
and language for many centuries. 

Nevertheless, a strong undercurrent of 
similarity has existed from the outset. We 
can probably attribute this to a common 
native land, which many theories indicate 
to be the Yunan area of Southeast Asia. 
This explains, among other things, the 
smooth adoption of Bahasa Indonesian as 
a national language and the consciousness 
of belonging to one nation. It further 
explains the rapid and peaceful diffusion 
of Islam as a religion embraced by ninety
five percent of the people. Progress 
in communication and transportation 
certainly accounts for much of Indonesia's 
unity amid diversity, but the prime factor 
remains the advent of Islam in the seventh 
century A.D., long before modern naviga
tional techniques were available. 

Diversity is the outstanding feature of 
Indonesian architecture. As for identity, 
we must search for it in such varied 
regional styles as the Batak, the West 
Sumatran or Minangkabau, the Cirebon
ese, the Sundanese Middle, the East 
Javanese and the Balinese. In each region 
of Indonesia mosques were built in a style 
conditioned by local input and the en
vironment. The same can be said for the 
architectural styles throughout the whole 
of the Islamic world. Unlike Buddhism or 
Hinduism with the silpasastra, Islam does 
not prescribe a distinct canonical rule for 
building edifices for worship or habitation. 

In studying the Islamic architecture of 
Indonesia two problems handicap the re
searcher. The first stems from the in
adequacy of the existing literature. Few 
works on Islamic culture in Indonesia 
touch upon architecture, and most com-
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mentators discuss history or the activities 
conducted within the mosque rather than 
the actual art of building. Foreign writers 
on the Islamic heritage of Indonesia have 
concentrated primarily on historical and 
archeological aspects. 

The second problem lies in the nature of 
the artifacts themselves. Structures that 
could be instrumental to the study of 
Indonesian architecture are not only rare, 
but their fragmented form makes it diffi
cult to identify their origin. Moreover, 
many buildings are closed to investigation 
due to the existing superstition that the 
researcher's hand might diminish their 
magical power. 

A further cause for disappointment is that 
structures from the first Islamic period in 
Indonesia have suffered many alterations. 
Regrettably, many old mosques have been 
"restored" without taking historical value 
into account An old temple may be better 
preserved than a mosque of a later date. 
The problem is not simply the use of 
nondurable materials, but a lack of appre
ciating and understanding historical worth. 
Keep in mind that in Indonesia no mosque 
is ever too old for use and that almost all 
are insufficient in terms of space. The 
aged Masjid Kasepuhan in Cirebon, which 
dates from the time of the waifs (saints) of 
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries A.D 
is a splendid example both in terms of its 
"rehabilitation" and the density of its use. 
The Masjid Lima Kaum of Batusangkar, 
West Sumatra, is another example. Al
though several hundred years old, its 
original form is recognizable only from 
photographs taken by the Dutch during 
the colonial period. 

To evaluate Islamic fine art objectively we 
must accept the fact that throughout the 
Islamic world there is unity in diversity. 
Despite its manifold forms of externaliza
tion, the underlying belief of Islam is 
taulJzd, that everything is from the One 
and will be returned to the One. With this 
reality in mind and the knowledge of the 
way in which Islam is externalized (in 
particular through mu' amala, i. e., the 
realization of the Teachings in mondial 
cultural deeds or objects), we may properly 

Cirebon, Ifldonesia: the Masjid Pangumuman, 
an example of stacked roof design 
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examine the Islamic art and architecture of 
Indonesia. 

Causal Factors of Diversity 

We must also recognize that Islam was not 
always received throughout Indonesia with 
one and the same understanding. Putting 
aside factors such as facility, skill, material 
and those of an environmental nature
factors generally used as the yardstick of 
artistic and cultural development-I would 
like to introduce three primary causal 
factors for this diversified character. 

The first is that of the conveyor. History 
relates that Islam was brought to Indo-
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nesia not only by the Arabs direct from 
Mecca, but also by others, possibly 
Indians or Persians, whose faith was most 
probably already syncretized in one way or 
another. That the religion suffered from 
the influence of other beliefs before it 
even set foot in Indonesia is conspicuously 
discernible and felt right up to the 
present day. 

Another historical factor is that the re
cipients of Islam at its advent in Indonesia 
were converts from indigenous faiths such 
as Hinduism, Buddhism, animism and 
dynamism. Most were navigators, traders 
and peasants who inhabited the coastal 
areas of the islands. Only later did Islam 
enter the palaces of the inland rulers. As 
in other parts of the globe where Islam 
made inroads, cultural levels were re
flected in the objects produced. It de
serves our attention that Islam faithfully 
preserved the cultural levels which existed 
before its arrival. Excessively tolerant for 
fear of disturbing the existing order, the 
religion permitted an overdose of syncre
tism, the result of which can still be seen 
in the coastal town of Cirebon and else
where. The avoidance of abrupt change 
became an unwritten rule. Decorations of 
Hindu or Buddhist origin were extended 
to mosques and tombs, and to soften the 
change in belief, calligraphic inscriptions 
from the Koran were devised to conjure 
up wayang or puppet theatre figures. 

The third factor is that of patronage. 
Without proper support the Alhambra, the 
Taj Mahal and the insurpassably beautiful 
mosques and mausoleums of the Middle 
East would never have been built. In 
many parts of the Muslim world the 
Maecenas was a ruler or a political leader 
in a position to administer the state 
treasury. In contrast, Islam's early sup
porters in Indonesia were found at the 
grass-roots level among the common 
people, whereas the rulers were initially 
hostile to the new religion. Later, Indo
nesian princes did begin to favour 
Muslims, but by then the Dutch colonials 
arrived with the sword in the right hand 
and the Bible in the left. Since that time 
the Muslims of Indonesia have never had 
the opportunity or the strength to build 

their houses of worship according to their 
own architectural ideals. With the use of 
inferior materials and, most notably, the 
lack of free expression, little was achieved 
in the field of Islamic architecture. Hun
dreds of years lapsed with almost no 
creative expression. Only after indepen
dence did the situation change. Neverthe
less, a long time span is required to 
consolidate a unified mosque style, and 
indeed, it may be preferable that the 
Indonesian Muslim remain faithful to the 
tradition of diversity. 

Stylistic Sources 

An examination of mosques, tombs and 
kraton (palaces) points to three stylistic 
sources of Indonesian mosque architec
ture. The first, based on pre-Islamic 
styles, is exemplified by a stacked roof 
design (e.g., the Banten Mosque) and by 
design derived from the traditional dwell
ing (e.g., Rao-rao Mosque). 

A domed mosque on the outskirts of Jakarta 
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A second style reflects sources outside of 
Indonesia in such features as the dome 
(e.g., Masjid Raya Aceh) and arched 
windows and doorways (e.g., Masjid 
Sultan Medan). Lastly, there is the 
contemporary style. The "Salman" 
mosque complex on the campus of the 
Institute of Technology, Bandung, is a 
prominent example. 

We note that this categorization is not 
necessarily strict. Overlaps occur, for 
example, in mosques which combine the 
stacked roof with the dome. Moreover, 
there are mosques which are completely 
devoid of architectural ambition or design. 
In this classification we have excluded the 
mausoleum which is the most prominent 
aspect of the Islamic architectural heritage 
in Sumatra, Java, Madura, Kalimantan 
and Sulawesi. 

As we can observe from Dutch photo
graphic documentation and from several 
old mosques (e.g., Banten, Kudus), the 
stacked roof characterizes mosques from 
the transition period. Various types are 
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found not only in Java but throughout the 
archipelago including Sumatra, Sulawesi, 
Kalimantan and Ternate. Both Dutch and 
Indonesian historians have sought to ex
plain its origin. 

F. W. Stutterheim was of the opinion that 
Islam in its transition period turned to 
autochthonous forms such as the wantilan 
or cockfight arena still commonly seen in 
Bali. H. J. de Graaf rejected this view on 
three accounts. First, the cockfight arena 
as it exists in Bali is a place for gambling; 
it would be unlikely for Muslims to choose 
as a prototype a structure associated with 
practices contrary to their teachings. 
Second, existing cockfight arenas lack a 
stacked roof, and third, the cockfight 
arena is found mainly in Bali and only 
sporadically in Java. For his part de Graaf 
sought the prototype of the stacked roof in 
buildings outside of Indonesia. The Mala
bar area of India, for example, displays 
this type of construction. 

The Indonesian scholar Soetjipto 
Wirjosoeparto holds that Javanese mosque 
architecture is adopted from the building 
traditions of pre-Islamic times. The 
"square" mosque plan recalls the 
pendopo, a building erected within the 
ruler's compound for meetings and cultural 
performances. The tomb complexes of 
Sunan Bonang and Sunan Dradjat feature 
examples of this type. Moreover, he main
tains that the mosque roof is a perfection 
of the joglo roof as it appears in the 
pendopo. In the joglo roof con-
struction the lower part is a sharply 
sloping truncated pyramid surmounted by 
another pyramid which mayor may not 
be truncated. 

G. F. Pijper and K. A. H. Hidding both 
maintain that Indonesian Hinduism is the 
primary source of Indonesian mosque 
architecture. But if one scrutinizes the 
reliefs in the Majapahit temple from the 
fourteenth century in which building forms 
with stacked roof (called meru) are de
picted, one might also conclude that the 
origin is Buddhist. 

In mosques of this type there may be two, 
three or five stacks. Some prominent 
examples of the stacked roof mosque 

Bandung, Indonesia: the small domes of two 
neighbourhood mosques 
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include Masjid Angke, Marunda, Jakarta 
(eighteenth century, two stacks), Masjid 
Demak and Masjid Banten (both sixteenth 
century, three stacks), and Masjid Lima 
Kaum in Batusangkar, West Sumatra (five 
stacks). 

Apart from the square plan of the Indo
nesian mosque (a logical consequence of 

the ~af, the straight, uninterrupted parallel 
rows of worshipers as they perform the 
congregational ~altit), the uplifted floor 
and a ditch or pond located near the 
entrance or on one or both sides of the 
mosque are also characteristic features. 

Both the dome and the minaret were 
unknown to mosque architecture in the 
early period following Islam's arrival in the 
archipelago. Originally the aztin was called 
from the attic of the highest stack of the 
roof. The introduction of the dome repre
sents the desire of Indonesian rulers and 
the 'ulamti' to emulate what they had seen 
in their travels to other Islamic countries. 
Unfortunately, once mandated by the 
ruling authorities, the misconception that 
the dome was an inherent element of the 
mosque became increasingly rooted, and 
today a mosque lacking a dome is often 
considered unsatisfactory. In villages a 
bamboo mosque with a tile roof may have 
a crooked dome constructed from tin 
plate. A more tragic sight is the mosque 
with an earthenware jar placed upside 
down on a tile roof. Even in the capital 
cities of Jakarta and Medan there are 
mosques, designed by a Christian and a 
Dutch architect respectively, that possess 
domes. Foreign hands actively contributed 
to the structure of the Masjid Raya Aceh 
and other mosques. There are, however, 
mosques built by the Dutch which follow 
regional examples such as the Masjid 
Rao-rao. The Chinese also exerted con
siderable influence as seen in the Masjid 
Gresik, Sunan Giri and the tomb of 
Sumenep. 

Contemporary architectural forms have 
left their mark on recent mosque design. 
Achmad Noe'man, the architect of the 
campus mosque of the Institute of Tech
nology, Bandung, has remarked that: 

To design a mosque is not just a blind 
following of architectural conceptual 
principles. It is more than that. One 
must listen and open his heart to the 
Call of Allah the Almighty and scrutin
ize the footsteps of His Messenger 
Muhammed. 

Here we can observe how modem 
thoughts and sentiments are being amalga-
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Bandung, Indonesia: The "Salman" mosque on the Institute of Technology campus. Designed by 
Achmad Noe'man 
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mated with Islamic concepts. However, 
even among "educated" architects diver
gent views exist. One side stresses solely a 
contemporary design outlook, while 
another seeks to preserve the traditional 
building philosophy. 

Approaches for the Future 

In an effort to determine an appropriate 
attitude for the Indonesian mosque 
builder, particularly in light of the search 
for identity, we have examined existing 
regional forms. From this survey, three 
alternative approaches emerge. First, we 
can start with local traditional architec
ture. Second, we can orient ourselves to 
Islamic building traditions outside Indo
nesia. And third, we can look for new 
ideas. 

Those designing a contemporary mosque 
based on local traditional architecture 

derive support from the continuous inter
action of the design and its environment. 
Accustomed features are more quickly 
acknowledged than an alien image. How
ever, traditional architecture has been 
conditioned by rules valid for a specific 
time and place. Given these constraints it 
is impossible for the same rules to be 
applicable for all regions. Each region has 
its own environment and tradition. 

Those choosing the second approach may 
be assisted by preexisting symbols such as 
the dome. This is already accepted 
throughout the world, and in Indonesia it 
finds admirers whether made of shining 
stainless steel or merely an upside down 
earthenware jar. But architects should be 
aware that materials and techniques have 
undergone considerable change. 

Adherents of the third alternative may 
have to wait patiently before their work is 
accepted and appreciated. They must 
attune themselves to their surroundings 

whether this be a metropolis or a far
stretching dune. Most of all, they must be 
certain to keep the machine under their 
power. They ought to use technology and 
not be used by it. The growth of Islamic 
education has given birth to new interpre
tations of the universe. Architects and 
designers must keep pace with the future 
being prepared by today's Islam. 

Notes 

1 Ahmad Sadali presented this paper at Seminar 
Three in the series, "Architectural Transformations in 
the Islamic World" The seminar was held in Jakarta, 
Indonesia, March 26-29, 1979 The Proceedings were 
published in June 1980, under the title Housing 
Process and Physical Form 
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