JAVANESE COURT SOCIETY AND POLITICS IN THE LATE EIGHTEENTH
CENTURY: THE RECORD OF A LADY SOLDIER

PART 1I: THE RELIGIOUS, SOCIAL, AND
ECONOMIC LIFE OF THE COURT#*

Ann Kumar

One of the questions which have occupied the attention of observers of modern
Indonesian politics is the extent to which the contemporary conceptualization and
practice of politics shows a demonstrable legacy of colonial and, especially, pre-
colonial, "traditional” forms.® The legacy of older social and political forms has
also been discussed by students of other Asian polities, but it seems fair to say
that in the case of Java--the "majority tradition" of Indonesia--the discussion has
been characterized by a higher level of abstraction than has been the case for
other societies. In studies attempting to relate the traditional to the contemporary,
this has perhaps been due in part to the utility of presenting the former in a dis-
tilled and firmly characterized form in order to facilitate comparison. Yet a similar
level of abstraction, a concentration on theory rather than practice, conception
rather than reality, has also marked many studies not concerned to relate contem-
porary to traditional political behavior but simply to characterize the latter.

Clearly the extensive analyses of C. C. Berg, portraying Javanese political beha-
vior as the enactment of a periodicity based on the alternation of Buddhist and
Vaishnavite kingdoms at predictable intervals, fall into this category.? Not all
writers, of course, have seen traditional Javanese political behavior as essentially
the enactment of the developments preordained by a religious schematization made
manifest in this world, but even those who have attempted to study in detail the
more "practical" side of political life, the administrative and political geography of
the kingdom, have tended to present a picture characterized, to a greater or lesser
degree, by a concentration on ideal structures and a depiction of a fixed, perfected,

* This is Part I of a two-part article. The second part, which will examine politi-
cal developments between 1784 and 1791, will appear in /ndonesia 30 (October 1980).

1. See, for example,B. R. O'G. Anderson, "The Idea of Power in Javanese Culture,"
in Culture and Politics in Indonesia, ed. C. Holt, et al. (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1972), pp. 1-69; Section V, "Javanese Traditionalism," in Herbert Feith and
Lance Castles, Indonesian Political Thinking 1945-1965 (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1970), pp. 178-200; and H. J. Benda's "Democracy in Indonesia, review of
Herbert Feith, The Decline of Constitutional Democracy in Indonesia," Journal of
Asian Studies 22, no. 3 (1964), pp. 449-56, in which Benda argued that an un-
broken tradition must be seen as politically dominant.

2. Berg's major theoretical analysis is to be found in his "Het Rijk van de Vijfvou-
dige Buddha," Verhandelingen der Kon. Nederlandse Akademie van Wetenschappen,
Afd. Letterkunde 69, 1 (1962) [for a summary see pp. 196 ff.]1, and Mayda's Hemel-
vaart in het Javaanse Buddhisme, ibid. 74, 1 and 2 (1969) [summary pp. 52-53,
128, 138-39].



political order. ® It is only fair to say that such a picture is to a large extent the

natural result of the kind of Javanese sources which we have available: sources
which give either idealized schemata of the administration of the kingdom, or sec-
ondary constructs of the philosophical significance of political structures for the
Javanese world-view. It is extremely difficult to find Javanese sources which show
political theory adapting to a changing reality, for we have nothing comparable to
the minutes, letters, and other administrative records which make possible the
study of, let us say, the evolution of conciliar government in Tudor England.

Had different sources been available, no doubt different books would have
been written. The only writer who has attempted the difficult task of integrating
Javanese conceptualizations of the nature of the kingdom into a diachronic account
of political change of a major order is M. C. Ricklefs, whose study is of particular
importance for that attempted here." Even here, however, the peculiarly dual
character of the sources used by Ricklefs--administrative, political, and economic
records from the Dutch side, and literary and philosophical works from the Java-
nese side--has also brought about a corresponding duality in the finished study,
in that we tend to see the unfolding of "real events" and historical change, day
by day or year by year, through the Dutch rapportage, while the Javanese sources
provide a secondary construct, the reflection of these changes in the Javanese
world-view. In this article and the following one, an attempt will be made to re-
dress this balance somewhat by looking at part of the period covered by Ricklefs
from the perspective of a rather special Javanese source: one which is not a sec-
ondary, ex post facto construct, but a primary record probably unique among
extant sources.

This work, used here as the central point of reference to which outside sources
are related, is a diary:° an example of a genre often considered absent from Java-

3. See, for example, Soemarsaid Moertono, State and Statecraft in Old Java: A
Study of the Later Mataram Period, 16th to 19th Century (Ithaca: Cornell Modern
Indonesia Project, 1968), and B. Schrieke, Indonesian Sociological Studies, vol. 2,
Ruler and Realm in Early Java (The Hague: van Hoeve, 1969). While it would be
untrue to say that Schrieke ignores historical change, he does see Javanese society
as conforming to the same essential structure over a very long period ("the Java of
around 1700 A.D. was in reality the same as the Java of around 700 A.D.," p. 100);
and a similar outlook is implicit in Moertono, whose Javanese sources for his politi-
cal geography are overwhelmingly of nineteenth-century origin, but are made to
apply as far back as the sixteenth.

4. M. C. Ricklefs, Jogjakarta under Sultan Mangkubumi 1749-1792: A History of
the Division of Java (London: Oxford University Press, 1974).

5. The manuscript itself is KITLV Or [Koninklijk Instituut voor Taal-, Land- en
Volkenkunde Oriental Ms.] No. 231 of the collection of the Institute at Leiden. It
is in book form on Javanese bark paper, and comprises 303 large double pages
(that is, when the book is opened only the left page is numbered, so that, accord-
ing to modern convention, the diary would comprise 606 pages). All references to
the diary will cite only the relevant page number, with L or R to signify the left
or right side: for example, 311R, 300L.

The number of pages, 202, given in Dr. Th. G. Th. Pigeaud's catalogue,
Literature of Java (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1968), 2, p. 832, is not correct. The
diary manuscript was in a state of disarray when it was presented to Dr. Pigeaud
(who later presented it to the Koninklijk Instituut collection) by Mangkuné&gara VII.
Its loose pages were put in order and bound, but the cover-page had suffered
considerable wear. This cover-page contains four Javanese-script inscriptions in
different hands--none of them that of the body of the manuscript--and one in-



nese records, and an example of unusual scope and interest, covering as it does
a full decade (1781-1791) and being written at the court of Mangkuné&gara I, one
of the major figures of eighteenth-century Javanese history, and one of the last
of the "old style" princes to rise to eminence in the context of a political and mili-
tary competition for power of the type that was never again to be possible for the
Javanese aristocracy.

What is more, the diary was written by a member of a venerable Javanese in-
stitution which was also to pass away with the old style of life. She identifies
herself in a short introductory note in prose, which forms the first lines of the
manuscript itself: "Attention: the writer is a lady scribe and soldier, bringing to
completlon the story of the Babad Tutur, in the month of Siyam, on the 22nd day,
still in the year Jimawal numbered 1717, in the city of Surakarta."® This passage
is followed by the first stanza of (macapat) verse, which reads: "The work then
is in Mijil meter; its basis is something else, it follows a different story. Because
of the length of the story it was written [in an abridged form in verse??] It was
still a [the?] lady scribe who transmitted it."’ The descriptive material of the
diary follows immediately, and there is no further information on the writer either
here, at the beginning, or at the end of the manuscript. The small amount of in-

scription in Arabic script (pegon).

Beginning at the top of the page, the first Javanese-script inscription says
that the work was written by Bagus Prawiratruna, the scribe of Sergeant Kock
("Sareyan Kok") of "Siti Rawi," and also mentions a milkman (tukang péré&s) of
Salatiga, whose name (Wiryadirana??) is not fully legible. This information pre-
sents problems. There seems to be no place called "Siti Rawi," and though this
could be a metanym or transliteration for a different toponym, none of the major
or minor Dutch military posts on Java seems plausibly indicated. ("Siti" is a syn-
onym for l8mah, or bumi, "earth," a fairly common first element in Javanese topo-
nyms, and "rawi" can be either a form of rawa, "swamp," or a literary word mean-
ing "sun," and so, by extension, possibly some quality associated with the sun.
One might tentatively suggest the Lemah bang, "red earth," district of Salatiga,
since Salatiga is itself mentioned.) In addition, such a low-ranking officer as a
sergeant would hardly have had a "Javanese scribe" assigned to him.

The second Javanese-script inscription, which is upside down, mentions a cer-
tain Adiwirya of Semarang (it appears to read: ngalamat s&rat . . . tura yingkang
rama adiwirya ing sumawis).

The third Javanese-script inscription seems to be just a line of t€mbang verse
with no particular reference to the diary (lambang raras tansah bronta kingkin,
"harmonious form, endlessly longing," plus a couple of illegible words).

The last Javanese-script inscription apparently names a particular village, now
faded out (punika atur (?) pratelanipun ad&€d&€kah (?) eng dusun . . .).

The Arabic-script inscription repeats the information contained in the first
Javanese-script inscription. Apparently the manuscript has passed through dif-
ferent hands, and the relationship between them is not clear.

6. pemut kang an¥rat prajurit carik estri/anutugakén carita sérat babad tutur/
ing wulan siyam / tanggal kalih likur / maksih taun jimawal / angganing warsya /
1717 / wat®&n [wont&n] nagari salakérta.

Words in square brackets occurring in the Javanese text indicate the standard
spelling of words which in the original have either an archaic or an idiosyncratic
spelling.

7. s&rat lajéng kang s&kar pamijil / papanipun seos / urut carita seyos papane /
saking panjang carita tinulis / maksih carik estri / kang n&rat nunurun //



formation which is given seems to suggest that the diary in its present form is a
revision of an earlier version, probably an abridgement, since the "length" of the
story which formed its basis is given as the reason for (re-) writing. The last
entries in the diary are in fact from the first half of the month of Mulud 1718 AJ
(November 1791 AD), that is, nearly half a year after the date, Siyam 1717 AJ,
given in the opening passage, above. Presumably the authoress of the revised
version which we have went on to extend the original text to cover the half-year
period which had elapsed since it was written. The revision retained the diary
form, for it consistently indicates the day, ® and, at least weekly intervals, also
the date® on which an event took place. There is not an entry, or provision for
an entry, on every day, however, and the coverage of the first two years of the
decade reported is much less detailed than is the case for the later years. Checked
against Dutch archival records, the diarist's dates prove accurate, except for oc-
casional slips. The introductory note describes the work as a continuation of
another work, a "Babad Tutur"; I have not been able to identify this manuscript.!°

It is clearly a matter of regret that the information given on the authorship of
the diary should be so tantalizingly brief and cryptic: the authoress is not identi-
fied by her name, and it is not even clear whether the women referred to in the
introductory note and in the first stanza of verse are one and the same person.
Still, it does tell us that the diary represents the work of at least one of the mem-
bers of a rather special institution, the prajurit estri corps of the old Javanese
courts.

It was no innovation or idiosyncrasy on Mangkunégara I's part to keep such a
corps, but in keeping with old established custom. The female guard of earlier
Javanese rulers, the Sultans of Mataram, was remarked upon by the earliest Dutch
visitors to the court (during the reign of Sultan Agung), and in the years covered
by the diary the future Second Sultan of Yogyakarta also had such a corps, as
Ricklefs has noted.!! Rijklof van Goens, who visited Mataram in the mid-seven-

8. The day of the seven-day week (Sunday to Saturday) is always given, some-
times in combination with the day of the five-day week (L&gi or Manis, Paing, Pon,
Wage and Kliwon), as in salasa-manis (Tuesday-Manis).

9. Because of the importance of the Friday prayer observances, discussed below,
the date of the month is given on every Friday for which there is an entry, for
example, dina wage jumungah /tanggal ping n&m likur b&sar wulanipun, Friday-
Wage the 26th of the month of B&sar. The year is given on the first day of every
new year, for example, nulya di[n]t&n s&ptu wage salin wulan // tanggal pisan
sasi sura / salin jimawal kang warsi / kuda eka syaraningrat: "then it was the day
Saturday-Wage, the first day of the month of Sura. The year changed to Jimawal
[the third year of the eight-year windu cycle] one horse, voice of the ruler
[chronogram for 1717 AJ]." The year is also noted on the occasion of some par-
ticularly important event, such as the installation of a new ruler.

10. There are a number of late eighteenth-century Mangkun&garan Babad, but
none seems appropriate. The British Library Manuscript No. Add. 12283 (see

M. C. Ricklefs and P. Voorhoeve, Indonesian Manuscripts in Great Britain [Lon-
don: Oxford University Press, 1977], p. 45) was written in 1705 AJ (AD 1779) on
the occasion of Mangkun&gara's 55th birthday, but it describes the wars leading
to the partition of Mataram and ends in 1682 AJ (1756-57 AD). Another Mangkun&-
garan Babad, Add. 12280 (see ibid., p. 45) though from a later year (1727 AJ/
1800 AD) also deals with these wars, breaking off after describing the building of
the new kraton of Yogyakarta in 1756.

11. Ricklefs, Jogjakarta, p. 304, n. 42: apparently the Yogyakarta crown prince's



teenth century, given some interesting information on the corps as it existed
then.!? He estimates that it contained about 150 young women altogether, of whom
thirty escorted the ruler when he appeared in audience. Ten of them carried the
ruler's impedimenta--his water vessel, sirih set, tobacco pipe, mat, sun-shade,
box of perfumes, and items of clothing for presentation to favored subjects--while
the other twenty, armed with bare pikes and blow-pipes, guarded him on all sides.
He says that members of the corps were trained not only in the exercise of weap-
ons but also in dancing, singing, and playing musical instruments; and that, al-
though they were chosen from the most beautiful girls in the kingdom, the ruler
seldom took any of them as a concubine, though they were frequently presented

to the great nobles of the land as wives. They were counted more fortunate than
the concubines, who could never entertain an offer of marriage so long as the
ruler lived, and sometimes not even after his death. Van Goens does not describe
members of the corps as accomplished in literature, but such accomplishment would
not have been easily apparent to a foreign visitor. Valentijn, writing a descrip-
tion of the court of Mataram in the first decade of the eighteenth century, repeats
van Goens' description almost word for word, adding, however, that the young
women proved "not a little high-spirited and proud" when given as wives, knowing
as they did that their husbands would not dare to wrong them for fear of the
ruler's wrath.!3

European travelers give a number of accounts of a somewhat similar institution
in seventeenth-century Aceh. The French admiral, Augustin de Beaulieu, who
visited Aceh in 1620-21, reported that the Sultan of Aceh had 3,000 women as pal-
ace guards; he said that they were not generallkr allowed outside of the palace
apartments, nor were men allowed to see them.'* The Dutchmen who sailed under
Admiral Wybrandt van Warwijk in 1603, however, saw a large royal guard formed
of women armed with blow-pipes, lances, swords, and shields, and a picture of
these women is to be found in the journal of the voyage.!® On his visit to Aceh
in 1637 the Englishman Peter Mundy saw a guard of women armed with bows and
arrows.'® It is possible that women were employed for guard duties in other Indo-
nesian courts, but the Javanese prajurit estri, the most cultivated and privileged
group among the hierarchy of ranks which made up the female population of the
court, are unlikely to have had close equivalents elsewhere.

corps was the occasion of "notoriety." See Koloniaal Archief [henceforth KA] 3708,
Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie Overgekomen Berichten [henceforth VOCOB],
1789, Semarang to Batavia, August 19, Greeve's diary for August 13.

12. See H. J. de Graaf, ed., De Vijf Bezantschapsreizen van Rijklof van Goens
naar het hof van Mataram 1648-1654 (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1956), pp. 259-60.

13. Francgois Valentijn, Oud en Nieuw Oost-Indié€n, vol. 4, Beschryving van
Groot Djava ofte Java Major (Dordrecht, Amsterdam: n.p., 1726), pp. 59-60.

14. See Beaulieu's account in Navigantium atque Itinerantium Bibliotheca, ed.
John Harris (London: Bennet, 1705), 1, p. 744.

15. Begin ende Voortgangh, van de Vereenighde Nederlantsche Geoctroyeerde
Oost-Indische Compagnie, vol. 1, Historische Verhael Vande Reyse gedaen inde
Oost-Indien, met 15 Schepen voor Reeckeninghe vande vereenichde Gheoctroyeerde
Oost-Indische Compagnie: Onder het beleydt van den Vroomen ende Manhaften
Wybrandt van Waerwijck (Amsterdam: n.p., [1644]), pp. 31-32 (of last fascicule).

16. R. C. Temple, ed., The Travels of Peter Mundy 1608-1667, 5 vols. (Cam-
bridge: Hakluyt Society, 1907-1936), 3, p. 131.



