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Introduction

Jakarta, the bustling capital of Indonesia, stands as a testament to centuries of
transformation and resilience. At first glance, the city dazzles with its skyscrapers,
endless traffic, and vibrant life, but beneath these modern trappings lies a rich
tapestry of history—one that stretches from ancient settlements along the Ciliwung
River to its current status as a sprawling megacity and heart of Southeast Asia. This
book, A History of Jakarta, invites readers to journey through time, exploring the many
layers and identities that the city has embodied over nearly two millennia.

From its earliest days as a coastal settlement inhabited by the Buni culture, Jakarta
has been shaped by the ebb and flow of cultures, kingdoms, and empires. By the 4th
century, it belonged to the Hindu Tarumanagara kingdom, and over the centuries that
followed, became a significant trading port under the name Sunda Kelapa, connecting
the Indonesian archipelago to far-reaching corners of Asia and, later, Europe. The
city’s strategic coastal location drew traders, fortune-seekers, and, in time, colonial
ambitions that would forever alter its path.

The turbulent centuries that followed witnessed the transformation of Sunda Kelapa
into Jayakarta in the wake of Islamic conquest, followed closely by new conflicts
involving Portuguese, Dutch, and English ambitions. The Dutch arrival marked the
beginning of Batavia—a new city built on the ruins of Jayakarta that would emerge as
the headquarters of the mighty Dutch East India Company (VOC) and later as the
colonial capital of the Dutch East Indies. This colonial era left a deep imprint on the
city, in its architecture, urban planning, and complex social fabric.

Yet Jakarta’s story is not only about foreign dominion and commerce—it is also one of
resistance, adaptation, and change. The city endured brutal conflicts, epidemics, and
social upheaval. It was here that nationalist movements took root, and where the
drama of the 20th century—from Japanese occupation to Indonesia’s passionate
struggle for freedom—played out with intensity. Following independence, the city, now
officially Jakarta, was reborn as the capital of a new nation, its destiny bound up with
the hopes, dreams, and challenges of Indonesia itself.

In the last seventy years, Jakarta has undergone meteoric growth, evolving into a
complex urban mosaic that reflects both the promise and the problems of modern
Indonesia. Successive governments have transformed its skyline, its demography, and
its social realities. The city has absorbed waves of migrants and weathered political
storms, economic crises, and environmental challenges—emerging each time with a
renewed sense of identity and mission. Today, Jakarta remains a vibrant metropolis,
confronting the critical issues facing all global cities, yet still deeply connected to the
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rhythms and traditions of its long and remarkable history.

A History of Jakarta aims to present a comprehensive narrative of this unique city’s
past—interweaving archaeology, politics, society, economics, and culture across each
period. In doing so, it seeks not only to chart chronological events but also to
illuminate the lived experiences of Jakarta’s diverse inhabitants, to trace the shifting
boundaries of identity and power, and to understand the city’s constant reinvention
through the centuries. Whether you are a longtime resident, a visitor, or a student of
history, this book offers a window onto Jakarta’s enduring significance—as a local,
national, and global crossroads.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Origins: The Buni Culture and
Early Settlements

Before the roar of modern traffic, the gleam of glass towers, and the ceaseless energy
that defines contemporary Jakarta, lay a landscape shaped by rivers and coastlines,
inhabited by people whose lives are now pieced together through fragments
unearthed from the earth. The story of this vast metropolis doesn't begin with grand
kingdoms or colonial charters, but in the mists of prehistory, long before written
records chronicled the rise and fall of civilizations. Understanding Jakarta's deep past
requires looking beyond the familiar narratives of kings and conquerors and listening
instead to the quiet whispers of archaeology.

For millennia, the northern coast of West Java, where the Ciliwung River meets the
sea, offered a promising environment for human settlement. The fertile alluvial plains,
fed by the river's flow, provided resources for sustenance, while the coastline offered
access to marine life and waterways that would eventually become vital arteries of
trade. These early inhabitants were not building cities or kingdoms in the sense we
understand them today, but establishing communities tied closely to the natural
rhythms of their environment.

Archaeological explorations in the region have provided the earliest tangible evidence
of organized human activity, pushing the history of the Jakarta area back thousands of
years. Among the most significant findings are those associated with the Buni culture,
a name given to a prehistoric culture characterized primarily by its distinctive pottery.
This culture provides the first solid link to the people who occupied this coastal zone
long before any historical inscription was carved or kingdom established.

The Buni culture flourished in the northern coastal areas of West Java, a territory that
encompasses the site where Jakarta would eventually grow, roughly between 400 BC
and 100 AD. This places its peak firmly within what is often referred to as the Iron Age
in Southeast Asia, a period marked by significant technological and social changes
across the archipelago. While written records from this era are non-existent, the
material remains left behind by the Buni people offer valuable clues about their way of
life.

The most defining characteristic of the Buni culture is its pottery, which has been
found at various sites along the coast. Unlike earlier, simpler forms, Buni pottery often
displays intricate decorations, including incised geometric patterns and
anthropomorphic or zoomorphic motifs. The quality and variety of these ceramics
suggest a people with developed craftsmanship skills and perhaps a complex symbolic
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world reflected in their designs.

Discoveries of Buni culture artifacts specifically within the present-day boundaries of
Jakarta confirm that this area was part of the broader cultural sphere. While the extent
of their settlements and population size remain subjects of ongoing research, the
presence of their pottery indicates a sustained human presence and activity here
during this ancient timeframe. These were not merely transient visitors but
communities who lived, worked, and left their mark on the landscape.

The significance of pottery in understanding ancient cultures cannot be overstated.
Ceramics are durable and preserve well in the ground, acting as time capsules that
can reveal details about technology, economy, social structure, and even beliefs. The
style and techniques used in Buni pottery differentiate it from other contemporary
cultures in the region, highlighting its unique identity within the broader tapestry of
prehistoric Indonesia.

The Buni people were likely coastal dwellers, leveraging the resources of the sea and
the nearby rivers. Their settlements were probably situated close to these water
sources, facilitating fishing, navigation, and access to fresh water. The alluvial plains
would have supported some form of agriculture or foraging, complementing their diet.
This environment provided the basic necessities for life, allowing communities to
establish themselves and grow, albeit slowly.

The timeframe of the Buni culture, ending around 100 AD, marks a period before the
major Indic-influenced kingdoms began to dominate the political landscape of Java. It
represents a time when indigenous cultures were developing on their own trajectory,
shaped by local environmental factors and interactions with neighboring groups,
perhaps through early forms of trade or exchange networks along the coast.

While we don't know the name these people called themselves, or the specifics of
their societal organization, the evidence of their pottery suggests a degree of
specialization and community cohesion required for its production. Crafting, firing, and
decorating pottery is a skill passed down through generations, implying a structured
society where knowledge and techniques were preserved and transmitted.

The discovery of burial sites associated with the Buni culture has also provided
insights into their funerary practices. Finds of burial jars and accompanying grave
goods, including pottery and sometimes metal artifacts, offer glimpses into their
beliefs about death and the afterlife, as well as their material wealth and social
stratification, if any.

The transition from the Buni culture period (ending ~100 AD) to the emergence of the

first historically recorded kingdom in the area, Tarumanagara (starting ~4th century
AD), leaves a gap of a few centuries. The nature of this transition is not fully
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understood through archaeological evidence alone. Did the Buni culture evolve into
the population base for the later kingdom, or were there migrations and demographic
shifts that altered the cultural landscape? These questions highlight the limits of our
current knowledge.

However, what the Buni culture definitively establishes is that the Jakarta area was a
locus of human activity and cultural development long before the arrival of Indian
influence or the rise of major states. The people of the Buni culture were the true
pioneers, the first known communities to make this specific patch of coastal Java their
home and leave behind enduring proof of their existence.

Their pottery, scattered in the soil beneath modern pavements and buildings, serves
as a silent testament to this deep past. Each shard is a connection to a world
profoundly different from our own, a world where the coastline looked different, the
rivers flowed perhaps in slightly altered courses, and the concept of "Jakarta" was an
unimaginable future.

The Buni culture is a crucial starting point in the narrative of Jakarta's history because
it grounds the city's story in the very ancient past of the archipelago. It reminds us
that the land has been inhabited and shaped by human hands for far longer than
written history records, providing a foundation upon which all subsequent layers of
settlement and civilization were built.

These early communities, surviving and developing on the coastal plains, were
adapting to the challenges and opportunities presented by their environment. The
ability to utilize local clay resources to create useful and perhaps aesthetically
pleasing objects like pottery speaks to their ingenuity and connection to the land
around them.

The extent of the Buni culture across northern West Java also suggests a degree of
interaction and shared cultural traits over a relatively wide area. Whether this involved
active trade, migration, or cultural diffusion is still debated among archaeologists, but
it indicates that the early inhabitants of the Jakarta area were not isolated but part of a
larger regional network.

Exploring the Buni culture is like opening the first page of a very old book, much of
which is torn or missing. We have intriguing glimpses and tantalizing clues, but the full
story of their daily lives, their language, their social structures beyond what pottery
reveals, remains largely a mystery, waiting for further discoveries.

Nevertheless, acknowledging the Buni culture is essential to appreciating the full
sweep of Jakarta's history. It sets the stage for understanding the later significance of
the area as a desirable place for settlement, trade, and power, demonstrating its long-
standing human connection and inherent potential that would be recognized and

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

exploited by successive kingdoms and empires.

The coastal plain where Jakarta sits was not an empty wilderness waiting to be
discovered by later, more historically prominent groups. It was a landscape already
known and inhabited, its resources utilized, and its rhythm understood by the people
of the Buni culture centuries before the first stone inscription or foreign ship arrived.

Their legacy is not found in standing monuments or written chronicles, but in the
fragments of fired clay that speak volumes to those who know how to interpret them.
These humble artifacts are the earliest physical links to the continuous story of human
habitation in the Jakarta area, a story that has unfolded across millennia on this same
land.

Understanding the Buni culture helps to provide depth and perspective to Jakarta's
historical narrative, anchoring it firmly in the ancient prehistory of the Indonesian
archipelago. It is the bedrock upon which the layers of later history - of Hindu kings,
Islamic sultans, European traders, and modern nation-builders - would ultimately rest.

The people of the Buni culture were the first chapter in a history that continues to be
written. Their mastery of clay and their adaptation to the coastal environment laid the
groundwork, however unknowingly, for the future development of this significant
geographical location, ensuring its continued relevance through the ages.

Their world was one of river mouths, mangrove forests, and possibly early agricultural
clearings, a far cry from the urban jungle of today. Yet, the human impulse to settle, to
build communities, and to leave a mark on the landscape was already present,
exemplified by the skill and care put into their distinctive pottery.

The Buni culture serves as a reminder that even the most modern and complex cities
have ancient roots, often extending back into periods about which our knowledge is
limited but significant. It underscores the importance of archaeological research in
uncovering these foundational layers of history that are otherwise lost to time.

While the subsequent arrival of powerful kingdoms and foreign traders would bring
dramatic changes, the Buni people represent the initial human relationship with this
particular environment. They were the first to navigate its waterways, utilize its
resources, and establish enduring communities, setting a precedent for the area's long
future as a center of human activity.

Their artifacts provide tangible evidence of a cultural presence that predates the
narrative typically associated with Jakarta's origins, highlighting the continuity of
human occupation and the layers of history embedded within the city's foundations.
The Buni culture is the silent prologue to Jakarta's epic story.
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Their history is told through broken pots and buried objects, a language less explicit
than written text but equally important for understanding the deep past. It is a
testament to the early indigenous ingenuity and adaptation that characterized the
inhabitants of this region thousands of years ago.

The coastal regions of West Java, including the area of present-day Jakarta, were part
of a dynamic landscape where early human societies interacted with their
environment and, likely, with each other. The Buni culture is a key piece of this
ancient puzzle, representing a significant phase of development before the dawn of
historical records.

The presence of Buni culture sites in the Jakarta area confirms its long-standing role as
a habitable and resourceful location. The factors that made it attractive to these early
inhabitants - proximity to water, fertile land - would continue to be important
throughout its history.

The Buni culture provides the earliest window into the lives of people who settled this
specific part of Java, adapting to its unique coastal and riverine environment. Their
artifacts, particularly the pottery, are the most direct link we have to their existence
and cultural identity.

While much about the Buni culture remains speculative, based on the interpretation of
archaeological finds, their existence is undeniable. They were the original inhabitants,
the first known culture to thrive in the area that would one day become one of the
world's largest cities.

The pottery styles of the Buni culture, with their intricate decorations, suggest a
society that had moved beyond mere subsistence, possessing the time and skill to
create objects of aesthetic and possibly symbolic value. This speaks to a certain level
of cultural complexity for the period.

Their connection to the coast was likely paramount, using boats for transport and
fishing, and perhaps engaging in early forms of coastal trade with neighboring
communities. The sea and the rivers were not just resources but highways.

The transition from the Buni culture to later historical periods represents a shift not
only in political structure but also likely in technology and external influences,
particularly with the arrival of ideas and practices from India. But the Buni culture
marks the preceding era of indigenous development.

To truly appreciate the depth of Jakarta's history, one must acknowledge these ancient

origins. The Buni culture is the first known thread in a tapestry that has been woven
over thousands of years, with each subsequent era adding new colors and patterns.
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The archaeological work that uncovered the Buni culture provides a vital pre-text to
the historical narratives that begin in the 4th century AD. It ensures that Jakarta's
story is understood within the much longer timeline of human habitation in the
Indonesian archipelago.

The people of the Buni culture, living on the same land now covered by millions,
represent the earliest known custodians of this place. Their existence underscores the
profound continuity of human presence despite the dramatic transformations the
landscape and its inhabitants have undergone.

Thus, the story of Jakarta, before any ships sailed from distant lands with trade or
conquest in mind, before any inscriptions declared the power of kings, begins with the
quiet, foundational presence of the Buni culture, adapting and thriving along the
fertile, watery edge of West Java.
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