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THE PHENOMENON OF SULAWESI TRADEWARE 
 

Following a brief visit to Sulawesi in 1954, Roxanna Brown wrote that she found the amount of  
ceramics there “staggering” and suggested it “might have come via wide-roaming inter-island traders 
responding to local interests.1 As the smaller pots in my collection came from Sulawesi, I decided to 
make a rough search as to how they got there, and how there came to be so many  Here is what I 
found: 
 

First, the easier question, who brought the ceramics to Sulawesi? The Southeast Asian historian 
Anthony Reid says “There is no evidence of any Chinese traders visiting South Sulawesi prior to the 
seventeenth century, and we assume that most of this porcelain was brought by Javanese and Malay 
traders on their way to obtain the spices of Maluku—a route open since the fourteenth century.”2  John 
Guy says that “the east Java kingdom of Majapahit (13th-15th centuries) had extensive trading  
connections in Southeast Asia … and accrued great wealth through control of the Java sea and the 
eastern Indonesian spice trade.”3 However, with the fading of Majapahit, that trade was carried out by a 
string of competitive port city states along the north coast of Java: Gresik, Ceribon, Tuban, Japara and 
Mataram. Javanese traders from Majapahit on would certainly be among the “wide roaming inter-island 
traders” that Brown mentioned. The ceramics would have mostly been Chinese. Thai and Vietnamese 
ceramics arrived in force later during a period called ‘the Ming Gap’ “between the mid-13th century (c. 
1352) and the end of  the 15th century … when China curtailed trade with the outside world creating a 
severe shortage of Chinese ceramics (mainly blue and white).4  Also see Chapter 2 in Brown’s The Ming 
Gap and Shipwreck Ceramics ion Southeast Asia, Towards a Chronology of Thai Trade Ware.5 
 

According to Reid, Javanese trade largely ended by the early 17thcentury due to a Dutch East 
India Company (VOC) attack on Japara, wiping out the last Javanese trading fleet.6  Reid says “The gap 
caused by the collapse of the Javanese trade to Maluku was filled in by the enormous expansion of the 
Makassar- based spice trade.”7  Makassar was the gateway to the Malukus. This expansion also 
connected Sulawesi into a world-wide trading network and into the emerging ‘early modern’ world 
which also brought imperialism. John Dampier (1651-1715), the English explorer, conveys the scale of 
the ceramic trade and the amount of profit in his remark that “one English trader bought the best part 
of 100,000 cheap bowls in Thang-long (Hanoi) selling them at an enormous profit in west Sumatra.”8  

 
The lucrative spice trade might seem to be the main force behind the ceramic trade, but other 

factors also came together to create this remarkable era in ceramic history: 
 

• Imported ceramics, in classic designs, were an excellent barter commodity because they were 
well made and inexpensive. No matter whether they were first bartered for spices or rice, or 
directly to end users, it is probable that all the ceramics remained in either Sulawesi or the 
Maluku islands. Entire cargoes would ultimately have been traded for high-value tropical 
products such as sandalwood, ebony and tortoise shell, to meet luxury demand in their home 
ports, thus completing the cycle of trade. Doing this from the 13th to the 17th centuries accounts 
for the remarkable amount of shards and pottery found there. 
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• Imported ceramics wee also prestige items throughout southeast Asia, including Sulawesi, but 
we don’t know to what extent, if any, the people of Sulawesi practiced the rituals, magic or 
medicinal uses described by C. N. Spinks in “Unusual Uses of Ceramics” in The Ceramic Wares of 
Siam.9 They may have, but the English language resources at hand on Sulawesi do not say, and 
different areas may have responded in different ways. We know, however, that ceramics were 
often buried with their owners, and that from ca. 1200 CE on, Bugis imported large jars 
(Martabans) as mortuary containers in southwest Sulawesi.10 It is clear, though, from the huge 
amount of ceramics found in Sulawesi that imported ceramics were tightly woven into the 
culture. It may be that ongoing translations from Makassarese or other local languages will fill in 
the details. 

 
• We also don’t know exactly how these ceramics were distributed in Sulawesi, but because they 

were found so widely, it appears to have been well-organized. Paul Munoz says in Early 
Kingdoms, & the Malay Peninsula11 that between the 13th and 15th centuries East Javanese 
rulers “appointed tax collectors who retained a certain amount of cargo in exchange for safety 
and permission to trade” and made use of trading guilds to distribute them. Building on that 
model, distribution may have gone something like this: harbor masters (shabandars) and the 
political leader (karaeng) each took a share of the cargo as a tax. The karaeng probably took the 
higher quality ceramics for himself and apportioned the rest to others in the aristocracy. 
Middlemen (bakul), or middlemen groups, probably arranged distribution to rural markets. 
Women would have negotiated most transactions with traders as commerce, as commerce was 
considered the proper role for women.12 Temporary marriages with traders also facilitated 
trade.13 

• Australian archaeologists have provided us illuminating detail as to how prestige ceramics 
shaped the political system. Evidence from sherds at a 13th to 17th century Bugis palace center, 
purportedly the ancient kingdom of Cina, show that “The control of prestige goods imported 
from Java and Sumatra …. drove the development of political hierarchies in the 13th-17th 
centuries. The first driving force was symbolic, in that luxury or prestige goods articulated and 
promoted social hierarchy and political control. The second was that these goods were paid for 
by the sale of surplus rice as a result of more productive wet-rice farming.”14  

• Wet-rice farming was also developed near Makassar by Karaeng Matoaya (1593-1637), also 
giving Makassar “a reliable surplus which could be sold in the Malukus against return cargoes of 
valuable spices….”15  This was possible because Maluku did not grow rice. 

• Trade was also facilitated by the mare liberum policy of Kareng Matoaya. In 1615 he told two 
Dutch envoys that they could not block Makassar from selling rice to the Portuguese or the 
spice trade with Maluku, and said in a letter that: 

“God made the land and the sea; the land he divided among men and the sea he gave in 
common. It has never been heard that anyone should be forbidden to sail the seas. If you do 
that, you will take the bread from the mouths of the people. I am a poor King.”16 

Makassar thus became a champion of free trade, “especially valuable to Portuguese, Spanish, 
English, Dutch, Chinese and Indian merchants who found themselves subject to Dutch attacks if they 
ventured to Banda or Maluku to collect spices at the source.”17 
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Makassar thus became a champion of free trade, “especially valuable to Portuguese, Spanish, 
English, Dutch, Chinese and Indian merchants who found themselves subject to Dutch attacks if they 
ventured to Banda or Maluku to collect spices at the source.”18 

All of the above conspired to make this a golden age for ceramics. 

!  
 
 Ed Conyngham 1/24/21 
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