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INTRODUCTION

The architecture of Sumatra is unique and distinc-
tive. However, there is no such thing as a “Sumatra
style” of architecture, since the architectural con-
cepts in the different regions vary greatly. Each
ethnic group has its very own way of architectural
expression, although, at a second glance, they have
very much in common.

As the architecture in many other regions of
the world, the architecture of Sumatra has gone
through a variety of changes recently. Change and
adaption are natural processes which are inherent
to the architectural development everywhere, thus
also in Sumatra. However, what has been unique
throughout the last thirty years is the immense
speed of transformation due to globalizing influ-
ences and the worldwide exchange of ideas. TV,
internet and mobile phones have found their ways
into the most remote villages of Sumatra, and re-
gions which have had very little contact with the
outside world until a few decades ago, are sudden-
ly participants on the global agenda. It is the aim
of this article to comparatively analyze the differ-
ent approaches of how the Karo Batak, the Toba
Batak and the Minangkabau are reacting to these
recent processes of change and how they, each one
in their own unique manner, are struggling to find
new forms of identities which are clearly expressed
in their built environment.

This article implies that there is an inherent con-
nection between built form (architecture) and the
human consciousness of self (identity). Architecture
is seen as a tool of expressing identity, thus this ar-
ticle will focus on the “expressive” role of architec-
ture and not so much on the functional, structural
or aesthetic aspects. The notion of identity raises
the question about how the Toba Batak, the Karo
Batak and the Minangkabau, as complex social enti-
ties, perceive and define themselves and how these
images of self are translated into built forms (see
Rieger-Jandl 2009).

Today we can find building cultures in Indonesia
which have undergone quite a continual develop-

ment (e.g. the Mentawai), whereas others are on
the verge of decline. However, there is an obvious
tendency that many ethnic groups are starting to
draw on the notion of tradition. The reasons are
manifold: sometimes it is more for reasons of nos-
talgia, sometimes the house is an important object
for keeping up a certain way of life, and sometimes
the focus is rather on immaterial values. (see Sche-
fold 2003: 52)

In this article the recent parameters of change
in architecture among the Toba Batak, the Karo Ba-
tak and the Minangkabau are examined on a com-
parative basis. It is important to mention that the
research area was limited to very specific regions.
Since also within the three examined groups the
architectural landscapes vary significantly, it is im-
portant to realize that when | talk of the villages of
the Karo Batak | mainly mean the village of Lingga
and its surroundings, when | talk of the villages of
the Toba Batak | mean the villages on Samosir and
when [ talk of the villages of the Minangkabau I re-
fer to the villages in the surroundings of Bukittinggi.

Although the scale of research was limited and
further comparative investigations on recent devel-
opments would be desirable, it can clearly be seen
that in all three ethnic groups a distinctive struggle
for the survival of the house as a marker of identity
can be observed.

Prerequisites of Change

The new search for identity is the result of re-
cent tendencies of development, where massive
trans-local forces are interacting with local cultures.
The built environment is one medium for illustrat-
ing such processes on a visual basis in the form of
“images”. In the context of a psychological interpre-
tation, different factors are important for human
beings to feel comfortable within their framework
of identity: family, social environment, spirituality/
religion, profession etc. Identity is important for
the stability of the individual, and in architecture
identifiable spaces are important as a reference
point for communal life. Architecture expresses the
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way a cultural formation or a social group perceives
itself, it represents its ideals and the way they are
received by others.

The struggle for a common identity in Indonesia,
a country with an immense socio-cultural diversi-
ty, has ever been a topic since 1945. In architecture
many features of the traditional Indonesian houses
have disappeared when old religious practices and
beliefs were abandoned. The introduction of mon-
otheistic religions such as Islam or Christianity have
significantly changed the spiritual practice of ethnic
groups, and thus also their rituals and connections
to the ancestors, which have often been directly re-
lated to the house.

And yet today the ongoing democratization pro-
cess, the revival of political Islam and a new form
of regionalism are still embedded in the resurgence
of an identity policy. The implementation of new
regional autonomy laws in 2001 supports ethnic
groups in their search for their own roots and in
the re-establishment of adat, rules that are based
on traditional customs and practices of a region. At
the same time actions to counter homogenizing
effects of globalization have led to new debates
about regionalism. In this context architecture is a
symbolic expression, which can provide meaning-
fulinsights into underlying socio-cultural processes.
(see Elfira 2013: 89)

However, even if this new regionalism has raised
awareness among the ethnic groups regarding
their own cultural traits and also their architectural
heritage, in connection with the built environment
there are several constraints that impede the con-
tinuation of traditional forms of building. Above all
there is an extreme shortage of traditional building
materials, mainly wood, and at the same time the
knowledge of traditional construction techniques
is rapidly disappearing.

Loss of Traditional Building Materials
Climate, availability of material, and socio-cultural

factors have long been the main parameters that
shaped the architectural development of a region.

Apart from the rapidly changing socio-cultural cir-
cumstances in Sumatra the loss of traditional build-
ing materials is one of the major factors causing re-
cent changes in the architectural landscape.

Over the centuries Sumatra has developed a
distinctive wooden architecture with remarkable
vocational skills for creating refined details. Today
high quality wood as a building material has be-
come scarce throughout Sumatra and the rest of
Indonesia.

There are valuable species of high quality hard
woods which have long been used for construc-
tion on Sumatra. For example Erbau, which is called
ipil in Indonesia, is a type of tree belonging to the
Fabaceae (leguminosae) family, which produces
high quality hardwood. Because of its durability it
is also called iron wood. But there are many oth-
er species of hard wood, like e.g. ahogany or oak,
which were used for construction. (Utama and Kod-
oatie 2005; www.wiradoor.com/..., 2014)

Due to excessive logging, palm plantations, and
mining activities these quality hard woods are
hardly available anymore for the ordinary villagers.
Although the government has filed a “moratorium
on deforestation”, Indonesia is still top on the list
of countries renowned for excessive deforestation.
Community managed traditional forests are threat-
ened due to dubious logging or plantation permis-
sions granted to companies. Upon losing a large
part of their forest to a giant paper company in
central Sumatra, a village leader from Teluk Meranti
stated: “We would die for this [forest] if necessary.
This is a matter of life and death. The forest is our
life. We depend on it when we want to build our
houses or boats. We protect it. The permits were
handed out illegally, but now we have no option
but to work for the companies or hire ourselves out
for pitiful wages.” (Interview: Village leader from
Teluk Meranti, in Vidal 2013)

When a community forest near the town of
Rengit was burned down, it is rumored that this
was done by a large palm oil company, a villager
of Bayasjaya stated: “Life is terrible now. We are ru-
ined. We used to get resin, wood, timber, fuel from



the forest. Now we have no option but to work for
the palm oil company. The company beat us. The
fire was deliberate. This forest was everything for
us. We used it as our supermarket, building store,
chemist shop and fuel supplier for generations of
people. Now we must put plastic on our roofs.” (In-
terview: Villager from Bayasjaya, in Vidal 2013)

During the dry season in Rika province (close to
the Batak area) forests are constantly burnt down
to be replaced by oil and rubber plantations, and
we could smell the smoke even on Samosir island.
Also according to Mr. Binsar Holan Hassi from the
village of Raut Bosi (Interview 2014), the iron wood
they had used for building their traditional houses
is hardly available anywhere in Sumatra and not at
all anymore on Samosir.

Wood used to be a construction material that
did not cost the villagers anything. When the com-
munity decided to build a new house they got the
wood from the village forests in their surroundings.
Nowadays wood is usually not available anymore
in the vicinity and the villagers have to buy it from
traders and transport it over long distances. Thus
wood has become more costly than cement or
bricks and only the privileged families can afford to
use it for construction.

Also for the up-keeping of a traditional house it
is important to continually replace wooden posts
and beams. Wood worms of a giant size, compared
to European worms, have always attacked the tim-
ber constructions. Where the worm attacks the
wood, water accumulates and the wood rots. Unto
this day Indonesians do not use any chemicals for
wood protection, but instead they catch the wood
worms by hand and destroy them. (Fig. 1) There-
foreitis very important that in constructions in the
traditional way the rotten parts can easily be re-
placed. However, since there is no wood available
anymore, it is almost impossible to keep up tradi-
tional structures.

We visited a traditional house inhabited by two
families in the Minangkabau village of Balimbing.
The house was in a bad shape, but the people liv-
ing there don’t have many options. They cannot

Fig. 3: Traditional house in the Minangkabau village of Balimbing
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sell or deconstruct the house, which would be
against adat rules and the common belief that the
ancestors are still present in the house. However,
preserving the house in its current form would be
very expensive. In former days people could rely
on mutual help by family and neighbors and there
were enough trees available in the surrounding for-
ests. Nowadays, buying trees and paying workers
is something most families cannot afford. In some
cases they can apply to the government for sup-
port, which enables a few traditional houses to sur-
vive. (Interview: John 2014) (Figs. 2-3)

According to Mr. Binsar Holan Hassi from the
Toba village of Raut Bosi (Interview 2014) two very
different distinctive kinds of hard wood were used
to construct the stairs of the entrances to the tradi-
tional Toba houses, which were brought from the
nearby forests. The villagers used to believe that it
had to be this special kind of wood, otherwise the
stairs would not be stable, they would break down,
and somebody would get hurt. Today this kind
of wood is not available anymore and people are
forced to use any wood from wood traders or they
build the stairs of concrete. (Figs. 4-5)

The use of traditional thatching material is also
closely connected with the availability of certain
trees. The nipa palm (Nypa fruticans), for example,
is of major ethno-botanic significance since its
leaves are an important thatching material in many
regions of Southeast Asia and especially in Indone-
sia. Today the nipa palm is on the IUCN red list of
threatened species (www.iucnredlist.org/..., 2014)
(Fig. 6). The Arenga pinnata, also known as sugar
palm or black-fiber palm, is an economically impor-
tant feather palm. In Indonesia the black fibers sur-
rounding the trunk, called jjuk, were used as roofing
material in traditional houses. The ijuk fibers where
also manufactured into ropes which were used for
binding joints within the house or for fastening the
thatching to the roof construction (www.pacsoa.
org.au/..., 2014). (Figs. 7-8)

Although the sugar palm is not listed as a threat-
ened species, it is locally rare and hard to get in
most regions of Sumatra. According to Mr. John

























































