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Abstract 
 
Aceh, one of provinces in Indonesia, was occupied by the Dutch from 1874–1942. Within such 
a short period, the Dutch has built the new city, called Kuta Raja, which is now known as 
Banda Aceh city. This paper aims to examine how the Dutch–colonial administration 
attempted to construct a “proper” direction in creating architectural identity of the Indies 
(Indo–European) in the twentieth century. The paper focuses on architectural developments in 
Banda Aceh in the twentieth century. During this time, the Dutch government, with its centre 
in Batavia, started to raise the question of the Indish identity in its colonies, including Aceh. 
This marked a shift in the direction of thinking and knowledge production of architecture 
which was accompanied by a new mode of architectural representations to express the Indies 
(Indonesia and Dutch). The methology of this study is qualitative descriptive. The collected 
data is analized through library reseach and field observations. In doing this study, the paper 
shows that the socio–political scenes in colonial time have influenced architectural production 
in the city of Banda Aceh in order to articulate a unique caracteristics of Indies. 
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Introductions 
 

The Dutch troops has tried to come to Aceh to invade the region several times, and were finally able to 
capture the capital city and seize the royal palace in 1874. During the Dutch occupation, the Acehnese 
persistently resisted the presence of Europeans in their region until the Dutch left Aceh in 1942. This led the 
Dutch to spend their energy and efforts on warfare rather than on development. Regarding this condition, the 
development of the city during the Dutch period was developed in the first quarter of the twentieth century, 
several decades after the Dutch occupied Aceh. The representation of the 1920s architectural buildings in 
Aceh were similar to those buildings in other places of the Dutch colony in the archipellago. Its architectural 
style was known as Indies architecture. The emergence of such a style coincided with the debate on the 
vision of the new plural Indo–European society, known as Indies society. The main purpose was, thus, to 
create appropriate direction of Indies architectural identity. 

This paper, thus, aims to examine the efforts of the Dutch–colonial administration in trying to construct 
a “proper” direction to create architectural identity of the Indies society. This showed the amendment of 
thinking and knowledge by a new mode of architectural representations. The typical Indies architecture 
demonstrates the architects’ dissatisfaction with the neoclassical style, characterised by monumental 
architectural forms and symmetrical formal arrangements (Sukada, 1996). The study focuses on the 
developments in the built environment in the early twentieth century under Dutch colonialism. In order to 
accomplish the paper, a number of written sources on the twentieth cwntury architectural theory and history 
of the Indies as well as political rules are reviewed. In additions, field survey in order to observe architectural 
buildings are conducted. In doing this, the study show how the political effort of the Dutch government 
influenced architectural representation in order to empower the colonial authority in Indonesia, including 
Aceh. 
 
Historical Background 
 

The advent of twentieth centuries witnesses the rise of national conciousness by Indonesian nationalists 
who struggle for Indonesian independence, under the banner of nationalism. They generates ‘subversive 
action’ against the colonial rule by raising people’s awareness of national bonds that could generate a new 
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spirit and new powers. The climax of this movement delivered the Youth Pledge (Sumpah Pemuda) Congress 
in October 28, 1928.In addition to the notion of nationalism, the beginning of the twentieth century also 
marked the segmentation of Indies society on the basis of ethnic background, region and religion (Kusno, 
2012; Hasan, 2010). 

Having had the impact of modernization, and dealing with the social mix that emerged among 
Indonesians and the Dutch , the local people began to ignorant of their tradition. Concerning this, the colonial 
government believed that there was a need for ‘colonial tutelage’and thus introduced the Ethical Policy 
(Hasan, 2010). Kusno (2012), more over, argues that the policy was aimed at controlling the ‘proper 
direction’ of social change in the plural Indies societies, in order to achieve social integration and to build 
‘cultural unity. Another concern of the Dutch was to unite the Indonesian and Western traditions “with the 
Western element as the major impetus to a positive promotion of change.”1 The ultimate outcome of this was 
the construction of the ‘Tropical Netherlands.’2 

This cultural synthesis was strongly linked to political interests: it was the Dutch attempt to hinder the 
development of Indonesian nationalism. 
 
Ethical Policy and empowering colonial rule 

 
In the beginning of twenty century, the dutch colonial introduced the policy, so called the Ethical 

policy. The establishment of the Ethical Policy coincided with the development of national consciousness of 
Indonesian people. The ethical policy, in fact, lead to define the nucleous of the “Indies–ness” that unite the 
plural society–Indonesian and Dutch. Uniting this two cultural backgrounds, however, became problematic 
when it was connected to a political interrest that mediated the defining of cultural identity of the Indies 
society. The colonial government paid special attention to make people learn their own culrure and 
improving their level of education.  

In fact, the implimentation of the ethical policy attracted more Europeans, who either lived in or ouside 
the Indies, to live in the Indies (Doorn, 1987). The Colonial government, thus, could create their authority as 
a great place for a world market. Regarding this, There is a need to improve “the living standard of their 
colony including the provision of communication, stability and safety.”(Kusno, 2000) 
 
Architectural identity of the Indies 

 
At the beginning of 1920s, the debate on the architectural identity in relation to the process of cultural 

integration in the indies society was intensified. Such an effort coincided with the debate, delivered by the 
colonial government, on the vision of the new plural Indies society. The main purpose is to create 
‘appropriate direction’ of the production of Indies (Indo–European) architecture within which its concept 
support the process of cultural integration of Indies Society. As the debate over the merits of the Ethical 
Policy of the new society intensified, views on the possible development of an Indo–European architecture 
began to take shape.3 

The two prominents architectural figures of the Indies architectural movement were H. Maclaine Pont 
(1884–1971) and Thomas Karsten (1884–1945). These architects, through their architectural works, showed 
their response to contemporary aspiration and moral obligation to exhibit Indonesian–ness. They concerned 
particularly with cultivating native architecture, particularly the Javanese vernacular building (Sukada, 1996). 
Concerning this, there were two main views; one emphasized on rethinking the significant of the surviving 
Javanese –traditional architecture, meanwhile the other insisted on discovering the cobination of Western 
architecture and ancient Hindu–Javanese architecture. (Hasan, 2010). 

In their works, they searched for aspects of western architecture that were suitable for local–javanese 
architecture, and examined its architecture using the principle of modern rational approaches (Hasan, 2007). 
In this regards, special attention had been paid to local conditions, primarily climate, labour and material. In 
additions, the architectural form as well as the aesthetic of the javanese buildings were also became the 
architects’ concideration.Thomas Karsten and H. Maclaine Pond who provide such insights toward the 
debate on the Indies (Indo–European) architectural style, can be seen as a dirct out come of the Ethical 
Policy. Its architural style that reveals cultural identity of plural Indies society became the spirit of that 
period. 
 
  

                                                           
1 Sudradjat, "A Study of Indonesian Architectural History,” 157. 
2 Doorn, "A Divided Society: Segmentation and Mediation in Late–Colonial Indonesia," 13. 
3 Doorn, "A Divided Society: Segmentation and Mediation in Late–Colonial Indonesia." 
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The Dutch Legacy in Architecture and Urban Planning in Aceh in Aceh 
 

The colonial architecture of the early twentieth century of Aceh included private and public buildings. 
As in Java, most buildings4 were built in responding to the tropical conditions. Only a fiew buildings of this 
decade were built following the western tradition, which was mostly copied the prevailing neoclassical style. 
The attempts to adapt to the local climate can be seen in a number of buildings built in the second decade of 
twentieth century. The architects working in this new style found the nineteenth–century neoclassical form, 
the cubist form, flat roofs, and towers to be inappropriate to the hot and humid tropical climate (Hasan, 
2010). 
The building that is now used for Aceh’s regional office of the Central Bank of Indonesia demonstrates a 
starting point in adapting to the local climate, by providing cross–ventilation and reducing direct solar 
radiation (Figure 1). Other buildings of the same period presenting a growing sensitivity to local conditions 
and traditional forms are the military hospital in Kuta Alam on the side of Aceh River (Figure 2). This 
building is placed on the eastern side of the river, whereas Atjeh Hotel and Atjeh Club, the Dutch assembly 
room, were located on the western side, across the great mosque of Baitur–Rahman (Figure 3). 

 
Figure 1. The Central Bank of Indonesia: A ‘New Indies Style’ Building (source: Author’s collection) 

 

 
Figure 2. The military hospital in 1962 (source: Winkler’s collection) 

 
In addition to the public buildings, there remain some residential buildings in Banda Aceh built during 

this period. Generally, these buildings were raised about one to one and a half meters above the ground. This 
typology was dissimilar to that of the Javanese colonial houses, which were generally built of stone and on 
the ground. Raising the floor might have been to avoid flooding during the rainy season. The early twentieh 
century houses display some common features of the Indies–style country houses (Figure 4 and 5). The house 
type is similar to the house built in Java. However, while in Java the houses were built of stone and on the 
ground, in Aceh such buildings were built of wood. The house reveals special attention to local conditions, 
primarily climate, labour and material. Moreover, the Dutch architects conciderated on the architectural form 
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as well as the aesthetic of the local–traditional house. The houses have large verandas at the front and the 
floorsare raised above the ground. The concept of Acehnese traditional house was adapted by the Dutch 
architects. 

 
Figure 3. Hotel Aceh in 1930 (source: Collection of the Centre of Documentation and Information Aceh) 

 
The type of house construction allowed cooling breezes to pass underneath while it kept the dwelling 

high enough to avoid flooding during the rainy season. This type of house became the main model emulated 
throughout Banda Aceh during the Dutch occupation. Having had verandahs and raised the floors allow the 
cool moist air to be drawn up through the slatted floor and verandah to reduce the hot currents created from 
heated roof space. 

 
Figure 4. A colonial residential building in Banda Aceh (source: Author’s collection) 

 

 
Figure 5. A colonial residential building in Banda Aceh (source: Author’s collection) 
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Conclusions 
 

The penetration of modernity into Indonesia had the impact on local transformation in the field of 
architecture. As part of Indies society that had been involved with cultural mixed, the colonial government 
has tried to rethink of architectural production of Aceh whithin the concept of tropical Netherland that 
applied throughout the archipellago.Adapting to local conditions was an approach followed by the Dutch 
architects in order to respond to local climate as well as to appear more relevant to the subjects of their 
colonies. The sensitivity towards local conditions relates to the concept of the Ethical Policy. The policy that 
was initiated by the Dutch , based on the mergency of crossed cultural issue, with the purpose of the 
Indonesian and Dutch traditions in the “tropical Netherlands.” 

In a sense, the Dutch invented Indies architecture as a medium to calm down the Acehnese people 
against the foreignerrs of their colonial presence so that they can protect their colonial interests from possible 
intervention by the locals. The‘Colonial benevolence’ in creating such an architectural concept became part 
the Dutch colonial’s strategy to gain their propitiation toward their colony and secured their authority in 
Aceh.  
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