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Foreword 
 

I have been collecting European ceramics made for export to the Asian and Islamic markets for about a 

decade, primarily by acquiring objects directly from Asia as well as North and East Africa. Not 

surprisingly, the collection makes visible that there are distinct differences between markets for 

European ceramics in Asia and the Islamic world. The collection of documented objects spanning 

multiple, distinct markets that is the result of these collecting efforts also allows for a comparison and 

better understanding of the particular characteristics of each individual market.  

Over time, many ceramic objects have been removed from their original Asian context undocumented, 

becoming an anonymous pot of which all we can say is that it may have been made for export. Further 

complicating things, these same types of wares, especially the European hand painted and sponged 

earthenwares, were also popular in a number of regions worldwide settled by Europeans and their 

descendants, such as the Americas and Australia, and wares for those markets have been mistaken for 

those for the Asian markets. Hence the importance of European ceramics from archaeological 

excavations, documented local collections of (European) ceramics, and architecturally used ceramics, 

such as discussed in this report. 

Beyond providing an overview of the different European ceramics made for the various Asian and 

Islamic markets, the collection has proven its value as a reference collection for archaeological research 

in for example Arabia and Iran, where often small ceramic fragments that are difficult to identify could 

be matched with complete objects from the collection.  

I became interested in the architecturally used ceramics at the mausoleum of Sunan Gunung Jati, an 

Islamic pilgrimage site of national importance in Indonesia, when a friend, Mrs. Poppy Harun, visited the 

mausoleum and, knowing of my interest, sent some photos. I had first met Mrs. Harun, a professional 

photographer, stylist and occasional dealer in antique ceramics who lives in Palembang, Sumatra, 

several years before, after I saw some of her photographs of antique European ceramics.  

The resulting more than 800 photos from the project show a surprising abundance and rich variety of 

16th to 19th century Asian and European ceramics. My very limited previous knowledge of the site was 

based on images in S. AdhyatmanΩǎ Antique Ceramics found in Indonesia (Adhyatman, 1990: fig. 81-86), 

as well as images taken by pilgrims that can be found on the Internet. These images primarily show the 

interior of the main hall where pilgrims gather as well as a much photographed wall of a building 

elsewhere in the complex. One of the surprises of this ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǎŎǊǳǘƛƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ornamentation was 

therefore that much more of the complex is decorated with architecturally used ceramics, and with 

probably well over 1,000 individual ceramics not counting the tiles, far larger quantity of ceramics than I 

expected. 

It appeared that no systematic survey of the ceramics had ever been conducted, and the idea to 

document all the ceramics at the site at some future time when I would be able to visit the site in person 

was born. I filed the idea away until 2021, when, in the midst of the COVID pandemic, I decided that, 

with proper preparation, it should be possible to document the ceramics without having to visit the site, 

provided I could use the services of a trusted and knowledgeable in-country photographer such as Mrs. 

Harun. She was enthusiastic about the idea, so I decided to go forward with the plan. The following 
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report documents this work. I have been heartened by the interest this project received from around 

the globe. 

As work on the identification of the many ceramics continues, the report will continue to be updated. It 

will also form the basis for articles for the American Ceramic Circle Journal and the Transferware 

Collectors Club Bulletin, as well a resource for other possible publications. 

Jaap Otte 

Spring of 2022 
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Abstract 
This report discusses the architecturally used ceramics at the mausoleum of Sunan Gunung Jati (died c. 

1570), the great Islamic saint of Cirebon. The mausoleum, located outside of Cirebon, Java, contains 

probably over 1,000 ceramics from Asia and Europe from between c. 1650 and 2000. Already in 1722, 

Francois Valentijn mentions the Chinese and Japanese jars as well as Chinese and Dutch tiles present at 

the site. Urgent documentation was warranted due to the location of the site in one of the most 

seismically active areas on the planet in an open air site. For this project, new photography was 

commissioned, resulting in over 800 photographs. The most important ceramics, both in quality and 

quantity, are Chinese porcelain and stoneware from late Ming to the Republic (late 17th to early 20th C), 

including several large jars and hundreds of small dishes. Other wares present are large Burmese and 

Thai stoneware jars from the late 16th to early 17th C., late Vietnamese stoneware, some important, large 

Japanese Imari porcelain jars from c. 1700 as well as a large quantity of Japanese Awaji stoneware from 

the late 19th century, hundreds of Dutch tinglazed tiles, a large quantity of European refined white 

earthenware from England, Scotland, and The Netherlands c. 1820-1900, as well as several Indonesian 

red earthenware water containers. From the ceramics currently present at the site and their distribution 

can be concluded that multiple renovations and extensions took place between c. 1650 and 1900, during 

which time the site was developed from a number of successive walled but mostly empty courtyards to 

ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ complex packed with buildings and tombs. It is likely that the large number of later 19th century 

ceramics were installed during a major renovation of the complex in the late 19th century, using 

commonly available wares. As part of renovations or repairs, ceramics, especially tiles, from the complex 

may have been re-installed, while in some cases heirloom ceramics may have been used for repairs. The 

project aims to make the images publicly available for documentation and future research. 

 

Advice to the Reader 
This report describes the architecturally used ceramics both by area within the complex which forms the 

mausoleum of Sunan Gunung Jati (p. 15-43), as well as per ceramic group (p. 44-62). The information is 

mostly repeated in both sections, hence the reader can suffice with reading the section most suited to 

his or her interests. 
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Introduction 
This project systematically documents, for the first time, the architecturally used ceramics at the 

mausoleum of Sunan Gunung Jati, also known as the Astana Gunung Jati grave complex. The mausoleum 

of Sunan Gunung Jati is an important example in Southeast Asia of the use of ceramics as architectural 

ornamentation. The in-situ ceramics are also important as an archive of trade connections with diverse 

places over a period of 400 years. Due to the fragility of the open-air site in one of the most seismically 

active areas on the planet there was an urgent need for visual documentation1. 

This report does not do justice to the historical person of Sunan Gunung Jati and the historical, 
architectural and religious significance of the site, which can be counted among the most important on 
Java. The author does not have the expertise to discuss these topics in-depth and only provides a 
summary description. A discussion of the significance of the site in contemporary socio-religious life of 
Javanese Muslims can be found in The Islamic Traditions of Cirebon by A. G. Muhaimin (Muhaimin 1995). 
 
The coastal town of Cirebon on Java, Indonesia, where the mausoleum of Sunan Gunung Jati is located, 
and the surrounding region were the gateway through which Islam came to Java. The mausoleum of 
Sunan Gunung Jati is the most important Islamic religious site in Cirebon, a sacred place with great 
spiritual status visited by thousands of pilgrims annually, primarily from Indonesia. As such, the 
monument receives large amounts of foot traffic, with the associated wear and tear, but also benefits 
from regular upkeep and maintenance. The upkeep is a two-edged sword though; on the one hand this 
avoids damage as a result of neglect, on the other hand maintenance in the first place serves to 
maintain the complex as a religious site, not historical preservation. For example, the periodic, 
somewhat careless, white washing of the walls has resulted in the surface of the architecturally used 
ceramics to be increasingly covered in white.2 This is likely not a thread to the integrity of the ceramic 
vessels but does gradually decrease their visibility and would require considerable efforts to reverse. In 
another example, damaged or missing ceramic plates are being replaced by modern, contemporary 
ones, while the installation of one or more successive new tiled floors, likely without removing the older 
floors, has raised the surface level over time, covering ceramics at the bottom of the walls. 
 

Historical Notes on Sunan Gunung Jati 
Sunan Gunung Jati (d. c. 1570), the great saint of Cirebon, is popularly credited with the Islamization of 
West Java in the early sixteenth century and is considered one of the Nine Saints (wali sanga), who are 
believed to have given Javanese Islam its distinctive cultural forms. He is also considered the common 
ancestor of the Muslim ruling families of the harbor states of Banten and Cirebon, which were carved 
out from the Shaivite-Buddhist kingdom of Pajajaran (Sunda) (van Bruinessen: 2014).  
 
The little that is known about Sunan Gunung Jati likely combines a number of historical and legendary 
individuals, with little certainty about the historical Sunan Gunung Jati: he would have been born either 
in Egypt or in Pasai on Sumatra. According to legend, he stayed at Mecca and Medina for a few decades 
to study under well-known mystics and teachers before returning to Java. Implausible considering the 
early date, is the account that he founded the Islamic Sultanate of Cirebon, marked by his letter 

 
1 See for example van Bemmel, 1990: 61 for the disappearance of architecturally used ceramics on Bali as a result of 

earthquakes and the eruption of volcanos. 
2 A comparison with images taken by Russel Kelty in 2012 show a progressive covering of the ceramics in 

whitewash. 
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proclaiming Cirebon's independence from the kingdom of Pajajaran in 1482.3 His death c. 1570 is 
accepted as historically accurate. 
 
Cirebon was one of the earliest Islamic states established in Java, along with the Sultanate of Demak. 
Throughout the 16th and 17th centuries, the sultanate thrived and became a major regional center of 
trade and commerce, especially with China, as well as a prominent center of Islamic learning. During the 
second half of the 19th century, as part of the colonial Dutch East India, trade contacts with Europe 
increased. 
 

Site Description 
The mausoleum with the tomb of Sunan Gunung Jati is part of a complex located in the hamlet of Mount 
Sembung Astana, Astana Village, District of North Cirebon, on the north coast of Java. Other notable 
tombs in the complex belong to the Sultans of Cirebon and their relatives. The complex consists of 
several buildings and courtyards with hundreds of tombs. 
 
 

 
 

 
3 See for example van Bruinessen: 1994 for an account of the complicated and uncertain history of early Indonesian 

Islam. 
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Fig. 1-4: Location of the mausoleum of Sunan Gunung Jati. Courtesy Google Maps.4 
 
The Mount Sembung tomb complex was constructed in the 15th century and added to over the following 
centuries. The current ceramics assemblage was believed to have been inserted during a renovation in 
the late 19th century, which this project proved to be only partially true, witnessed by the substantial 
number of ceramics from c. 1650 to 1850 still present. No evidence was found to support or counter the 
popular belief that the ceramics were donated by pilgrims. 
 
 

  

 
4 https://goo.gl/maps/McAN9r2Kgz8Scub1A 

https://goo.gl/maps/McAN9r2Kgz8Scub1A
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Project Planning and Execution 
The project has four activity phases: 

1. Advance planning of the photo shoot:  

a. Identification of the ceramics in-situ. 

b. Securing of permission to do the project. 

c. Creation of a Statement of Work. 

d. A video meeting between the author and the photographer to discuss the Statement of 

Work. 

2. Photography of the site and post-processing of the digital images. 

3. Preparation of a report and article for publication. 

4. Making the full resolution images available for future reference and research. 

 

Phases 1 and 2 were completed as planned, while phases 3 and 4 are still in process when this report is 

written: 

1) Planning Phase 

a) A Statement of Work was sent to the photographer on August 13, 2021 

b) A video call between applicant and the photographer to discuss project took place on 

September 7, 2021. The following topics were discussed: 

i) File naming requirements 

ii) Timing of photography: aim for 2nd half of October 2021 

iii) COVID safety 

iv) Confirmation of hiring of drone specialist. If no map exists of the complex, photographer will 

have one drawn based on drone photography so location of the ceramics can be 

documented in detail. 

v) Copyright 

2) All photography took place on October 26 and 27, 2021. 

a) tƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘŜǊ ǎŜŎǳǊŜŘ ǇŜǊƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜΩǎ ŎŀǊŜǘŀƪŜǊΦ 

b) Photography proceeded as planned under favorable weather. 

i) The site contains more ceramics than what applicant expected based on existing 

documentation, likely well over 1,000 single ceramics. As a result it was not feasible to 

photograph each ceramic item individually, as was originally planned, within the parameters 

defined in the agreement with the photographer. 

c) Applicant received sample images during photoshoot, as well as overview photos and video 

recordings. 

d) Applicant received over 800 final image files on November 16, 2021. 

3) The final, underlying report was written during the spring and summer of 2022, while an article for 

the American Ceramic Circle Journal is planned for the Spring/Summer issue of 2023 and an article 

for the Transferware Collectors Club Bulletin is planned to be published subsequently. 

4) Discussions with possible repositories for the images have been initiated. 
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The Architecturally Used Ceramics at the Mausoleum of Sunan Gunung 

Jati 
 

Overview 
The mausoleum of Sunan Gunung Jati is one of the more extensive and important examples of 
architectural uses of ceramics in Indonesia. The custom of affixing ceramics is associated with both 
Muslim and Buddhist religious sites in Indonesia: most comparable with the mausoleum of Sunan 
Gunung Jati are the mausoleums of Sunan Bonang in Tuban and Ki Gede Kebagusan outside of Cirebon, 
both of other Islamic saints on Java. These sites contain a large quantity of architecturally used 19th 
century ceramics.  
Van Bemmel provides an overview of historical primary sources as well as contemporary sites with 
architecturally used ceramics on Java and Bali and mentions that the practice also existed on Sulawesi 
and Kalimantan (Van Bemmel 1990; Adhyatman 1990: Fig. 98, 108). Kelty states that the earliest 
architectural use of ceramics in Indonesia possibly dates to the late fourteenth to fifteenth centuries, in 
the form of North Vietnamese tiles likely specifically made in response to demand from Java. The 
ceramics decorations, tiles and subsequently also other ceramics, likely find their origin in low-relief 
decorations carved on stone walls such as the eleventh century Gua Selomangleng 
cave in Kediri, continued in the form of the terracotta reliefs on Majapahit structures from the 13th and 
14th centuries (Kelty 2012: 66-71). The earliest mention of architecturally used ceramics in the 
Indonesian archipelago can be found in the log-book of Jacob Cornelisz. Van Neck, and dates from 1598-
1600. He mentions that the two mosques at Bantam have brick walls inlaid with porcelain. According to 
Van Bemmel, architecturally used ceramics had become an established practice in Bali at the end of the 
16th century (Van Bemmel 1990: 60).  
The practice can also be found in other parts of Asia. Notable examples of extensive use are several 
Buddhist temples in Thailand (Atthasit 2015, 2017a and 2017b) and the secular architecture of Junagarh 
Fort, Bikaner, Rajasthan in India (Hoexter and Siddall, 2020). Architecturally used ceramics can also be 
found in Oman, Iran5, Afghanistan, and, connected through the Indian Ocean trade networks, on the 
coast of East Africa (Prita Meier, 2015: 708, Fig. 2, 3).  
 
François ±ŀƭŜƴǘƛƧƴΩǎ (1666-1727) important and monumental work on the history of the Far East άOud en 
Nieuw Oost-Indienέ published 1724-1726, contains a detailed description of the mausoleum of Sunan 
Gunung Jati (Valentijn, 1726: 14-16) and historical information about the person of Sunan Gunung Jati.  
 
Of particular relevance here is VŀƭŜƴǘƛƧƴΩǎ detailed description of the first three squares or courtyards, 
likely coinciding with Areas A through E in Fig. 6. After describing how his many efforts to visit the 
mausoleum, and subsequently to get drawings, were unsuccessful, and how in 1722 he finally was able 
to acquire a drawing with the help of a close friend, he continues (see Attachment A for a transcription 
of the Dutch text): 
 

The grave has approximately the height of the tower of the townhall of Amsterdam [171 
ft/ 52 m.], or a bit less, being square in the front, but in the back, because it touches a half-round 
mountain, blind, and hence also half-round. 

 
5 Personal communication Zeinab Afzali on May 11, 2022. 
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It has five stories, or squares, which one accesses by climbing several flights of stairs, of 
which the first [square] is the widest and biggest, and the last the smallest, though without a 
courtyard.  

The first thing one sees of the grave complex, is a large fence separating it from the 
public road. After that, one reaches the first square by going up a flight of stairs with seven 
steps, through a small fence. Along this square, which is covered with pavers, and with a width 
and length of 100 steps [c. 28 meter; the VOC used the Amsterdam foot of 0,2831 meter as a 
unit of measurement6], is a wall or rampart five feet tall, covered on the front with white, and 
painted Chinese tiles, resembling Dutch tiles.  

When one gets there [on the first square], one sees on each side of the entrance two 
precious unrivaled Chinese blue, and marvelous Japanese pots, with flowers in them, on top of 
the wall, and on the right hand side, another four, a few feet apart, and standing on the left 
hand side another three, between these last three two large trees provide shade.  

Otherwise this first square is empty. 
At the second flight of stairs, there is a wall of the same height, equally covered with 

small stones [tiles] and below at the foot decorated on the right hand side with seven, and on 
the left hand side with six large precious Chinese flowerpots (gifts from Islamic kings, that is, 
those of Bantam, Macassar, Palembang, and others, to this grave, in honor of this Holy man). 
Subsequently, after opening a second fence, one ascends five steps, and arrives then at the 
second square, which is a bit smaller than the first one. 

On top of this wall one has on each side of the entrance again two pots, without 
flowers, and then on each side another three with flowers, arranged in such a way, that on the 
right hand side four large trees can be seen, between each of which has been placed a large pot, 
while on the left hand side one has first two pots, then two heavy trees, and then again a pot, 
and a tree in between, and another pot, and a tree, providing a very beautiful view, and 
pleasant shade. 

Across this square towards the third [square], is a beautiful, neat road, on the right hand 
side, as well as on the left hand side are two beautiful indigenous houses where the rulers stay 
when they are there to make offerings. This square also on the left hand side first extends with 
an outward curve, and becomes quite a bit narrower towards the third square, following an 
inward curve towards the top [of the second square], while on the right hand side it [the square] 
becomes only gradually narrower towards the top. [It is likely that the square follows the natural 
contours of the hill.] 

Against the foot of the third wall again can be found two beautiful pots with flowers on 
the right, and two on the left hand side at the end of the [second] square. 
Subsequently, one enters through the third gate with four steps, and arrives through a beautiful 
gate on the third square. 

The third square again has a wall in the front, again covered in small stones [tiles], but 
no pots. 

Up to this square (which is much smaller than the last two) the Dutch, and all Christians, 
are allowed to come, but not beyond.7   

 
Because Valentijn based his description on the information he received in 1722 we know that Chinese 
and Japanese ceramics and Dutch and Chinese tiles were already present at that time. For a more 

 
6 Communication from Hand Bonke on 31 July 2022. 
7 Translation by the author. The translation is as close as possible to the original text, with minor modifications to 

improve readability. 
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detailed discussion of the ceramics and tiles see below. Valentijn does not mention the architecturally 
used plates and dishes and it is therefore likely that these were not yet present at the site. Another large 
difference between the situation Valentijn encountered and today, is how built up the site has become. 
While Valentijn was quite specific about the few buildings that were present and the otherwise empty 
spaces of the courtyards, he only mentions two large buildings on the third square and the mausoleum 
itself at the top, todayΩs complex contains many small and large buildings, and open space in between is 
mostly filled with graves. It is important to keep in mind that Valentijn based his description on 
information he received second-hand, nevertheless, the observations are likely fairly accurate. Although 
much has changed at the complex, for example, Valentijn specifically mentions that the sultans and their 
wives unsuccessfully tried to get buried at the site while today the complex is filled with graves, ƛǘΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ 
layout in squares separated by walls and gates, with at least some of the ceramics Valentijn describes, is 
still intact.  
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Fig. 5. Mausoleum of Sunan Gunung Jati, c. 1722, according to Valentijn. Grave of Sheikh Ibn Moelana. -
Graf-Stede van Sjeich Ibn Moelana. Matijs Balen (draughtsman), Gerard onder de Linden (publisher), J. 
van Braam (publisher). 1724. Cf. Koninklijke Bibliotheek, The Hague, inv. nr. 693 C 6 dl XVII, after p. 266. 




















































































































