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Prambanan Temple is more than just a cluster of rocks towering over the plains of Central Java. It is a silent witness to civilization, a marker of glory, and a repository of stories that transcend the boundaries between history and legend. Each relief holds a story, both written in inscriptions and whispered through folk tales passed down from generation to generation.

This book was born from a desire to weave together these two worlds—the world of facts unearthed through archaeological research, and the world of myths that live in the imagination of the people. Between the undeniable inscriptions and the story of Roro Jonggrang that continues to burn in the hearts of many, Prambanan serves as a reflection of how history and culture are never truly separate.

As a writer, I believe that understanding Prambanan means understanding a part of the soul of the Indonesian archipelago. Through this book, I invite readers to delve into the layers of meaning behind these silent stones, tracing the timeline from the 9th century to the present day, and experiencing how tales of love, curses, and power intertwine in one masterpiece.

Hopefully, this book will be a bridge for anyone who wants to know Prambanan more closely—not just as a tourist destination, but as a legacy that revives the glory of the past.

Yogyakarta, 2025

Muhammad Ari Pratomo
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CHAPTER 1
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Introduction: Understanding the Two Sides of Prambanan

Prambanan Temple stands majestically atop the fertile soil of Central Java, towering above its three main temples, each dedicated to Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva. From a distance, its silhouette resembles a timeless painting—translating us into a civilization more than a thousand years old. Yet, beneath its grandeur, Prambanan harbors two equally enchanting faces: the face of history, inscribed on inscriptions, and the face of legend, enshrined in the memory of its people.

For historians, Prambanan is a testament to the glory of the Ancient Mataram Kingdom, a monumental architectural masterpiece born of political splendor and religious piety in the 9th century. They read this temple like a stone book: every relief is a sentence, every statue is a symbol, every inscription is a testimony.

However, for generations of Javanese, Prambanan is a stage for enduring stories: the story of Bandung Bondowoso, who built a thousand temples for love, and Roro Jonggrang, who ultimately froze to stone due to a curse. These stories are retold in homes, on wayang puppet stages, and even in Prambanan's open-air theater every full moon night.

These two sides—history and legend—are not mutually exclusive. In fact, they complement each other. History provides us with facts and context, while legend provides us with soul and feeling. History explains how Prambanan was founded, while legend explains why its story lives on.

This book attempts to combine the two. We will trace the inscriptions and reliefs, understanding the political and cultural context behind their construction. Then, we will delve into a fascinating world of myth, where love, betrayal, and curses shape a timeless narrative.

Understanding Prambanan means understanding the Javanese perspective on time: past, present, and future are interconnected, like the interlocking stones of a temple. Thus, every reader is invited to see Prambanan not only as a physical structure, but also as a symbol, a story, and a legacy.

Ultimately, the two sides of Prambanan teach us that truth isn't always singular. Sometimes history and myth coexist, forming a legacy that can be felt not only by the eye but also by the heart.

Introduction from a Historical Perspective: Based on Myths and Inscriptions

If we start the journey from a historical perspective, the first door that opens is the Siwagrha Inscription. An inscription found not far from this temple complex, dated around 856 AD, records that Prambanan Temple was built to glorify Lord Shiva. There is a mention of an order from Rakai Pikatan—a king from the Sanjaya dynasty—who ruled Ancient Mataram in the 9th century.

This inscription is not simply an inscribed stone, but an official document confirming Prambanan's position as a political and spiritual monument. The inscription mentions the shift of the capital to nearby Prambanan, indicating that this area became the new center of government and religion. From an archaeological perspective, this is clear evidence that Prambanan was built in the spirit of Hindu revival following the period of Buddhist dominance under the Syailendra dynasty.

However, while inscriptions provide us with hard data, myths provide us with vivid images. The legend of Roro Jonggrang, which claims a thousand temples were built in one night by Bandung Bondowoso, may not be technically accurate. But it does convey something important: the people's awe at the speed and grandeur of Prambanan's construction. The story of the "thousand temples" reflects such a powerful impression that the only way to explain it to the people at the time was through supernatural narratives.

History tells us that the temple's construction was a massive undertaking that took decades, involving thousands of masons, sculptors, and craftsmen. Myth transforms that fact into a dramatic, one-night story—more memorable, more emotionally moving.

Thus, inscriptions and myths are not two opposing worlds, but rather two ways in which societies understand major events. Inscriptions represent the voice of rulers seeking to document their glory for future generations. Myths represent the voice of the people seeking to convey their admiration, hopes, and moral messages through stories.

Reading Prambanan through these two lenses makes us realize that cultural heritage is never singular. Archaeological facts provide us with a foundation, while legends provide a roof over our imaginations. The stones, arranged by human hands in the 9th century, now call us not only to see their forms but also to hear the stories whispered between their reliefs—stories born from the ink of history and the ink of imagination.

When we gaze upon Prambanan today, we are actually witnessing two timelines running side by side. The first is the timeline of history—a line we can trace through inscriptions, archaeological records, and material evidence. The second is the timeline of culture—the flow of stories passed from mouth to mouth, from wayang puppetry to theater, from village campfires to modern theater screens.

The Siwagrha inscription gives us certainty that in the 9th century, Prambanan was more than just a temple, but a center of worship, a symbol of political supremacy, and a statement of the Sanjaya dynasty's power. The temple's magnificent location on a riverbank and near a mountain was no accident; it was a carefully calculated combination of political strategy, Hindu cosmology, and stunning aesthetics.

On the other hand, the myth of Roro Jonggrang conveys a far more personal message. It speaks of unrequited love, unbridled ambition, and the curse born of betrayal. Its moral is simple yet profound: power without loyalty will lead to destruction, and lies will always leave lasting traces.

Interestingly, despite coming from two different worlds, history and myth complement each other. Inscriptions teach us what happened and who ruled. Myths teach us how people at the time felt.

When reading Prambanan, we cannot simply choose one or the other. To dismiss the myth is to dismiss the voice of the people, while to ignore the inscriptions is to ignore the concrete evidence. Both are like two sides of a coin: neither is complete without the other.

This book will take you through both timelines. We'll walk down the corridors of history, rereading inscriptions and analyzing archaeological evidence. Then, we'll explore the winding paths of legends that have shaped the collective imagination of the Javanese people.

Because understanding Prambanan means understanding that historical truth and cultural truth are equally valuable. One upholds the body of this heritage, the other breathes life into it, keeping it alive in people's hearts, even a thousand years after its stones were laid.

Prambanan does not only stand as a physical heritage. It is an open manuscript that continues to be read and rewritten by generation after generation. The towering stones are giant letters that hold messages from the past, while folktales are the invisible ink that connects us to those long gone.

When archaeologists remove moss from the reliefs, they are not simply restoring form—they are reawakening the voices of the past. When puppeteers perform the story of Roro Jonggrang, they are not only entertaining but also injecting a collective memory that this temple once witnessed the intersection of love, revenge, and politics.

Throughout this book, readers will witness how inscriptions and myths intersect. The Siwagrha inscription, for example, provides a detailed account of the temple complex's construction, its rulers, and its religious purpose. However, the myths provide us with the reasons why rural communities, far from the center of government, felt such an emotional connection to this structure.

This dual approach is not intended to confuse, but rather to provide a holistic picture. We will analyze verifiable archaeological evidence while simultaneously understanding the layers of meaning that live within Javanese cultural consciousness.

Prambanan, with all its splendor and mystery, is a bridge between certainty and belief, between science and imagination, between past and present.

So, before we go any further, let us grasp two keys: one key of fact forged from stone inscriptions, and one key of stories carved by the tongues of the people. With these two keys, we will unlock every door to the history and legend that shapes Prambanan.

For some, Prambanan is Indonesia's greatest masterpiece of Hindu architecture. But for others, it embodies inexplicable emotions—whether awe, emotion, or even fear. The sight of the temple complex standing tall against the backdrop of Mount Merapi raises the same question as before: how could humans in the 9th century have created something so magnificent without modern technology?

Myths provide quick answers: there are supernatural powers, there are curses, and there is love that is broken along the way. In the story of Roro Jonggrang, human arrogance confronts the cleverness of supernatural beings, and time becomes the weapon that determines fate. This story has been passed down by word of mouth, from generation to generation, until it has become part of local identity.

Meanwhile, inscriptions offer a more rational version. The Siwagrha Inscription, discovered not far from the temple complex, states that Prambanan was built during the reign of Rakai Pikatan as an offering to the god Shiva. The inscription tells not of giants or beautiful princesses, but rather of political and spiritual dedication to strengthening the kingdom's legitimacy.

These two sides are often at odds, yet they complement each other. Myths provide flavor and color, while inscriptions provide form and structure. Without myths, Prambanan would likely remain a quiet archaeological site of interest to only a handful of researchers. Without inscriptions, Prambanan would drift in the mists of folklore lacking a clear historical basis.

The approach in this book attempts to invite readers to stand in the middle ground: appreciating historical facts without ignoring the power of popular narratives. For it is precisely at this intersection that Prambanan truly comes alive—as a world heritage not only seen by the eye but also felt by the heart.

Formal history gives us figures: the year of construction, the reign, the number of temples, and even the andesite stone used. But myth gives us images: the rush to build a thousand temples in one night, the rooster's cry breaking the silence, and the carved statue of Roro Jonggrang, said to be the incarnation of the princess.

These two paths of knowledge—scientific and narrative—are paths we will follow simultaneously. In each chapter, we will see how inscriptions speak, and how myths respond. We will discover that even though times change, humans still need both: certainty to tread, and storytelling to soar.

So, as you read the following pages, imagine yourself standing in the middle of Prambanan Square on an afternoon. The wind carries the scent of earth, the evening light reflects off the stones, and from a distance, you hear two voices: one is an archaeologist reading a translation of an ancient inscription, and the other is a grandmother telling the story of Roro Jonggrang to her granddaughter.

It is there, at the intersection of these two voices, that our journey will begin.

And perhaps, that is the reason why Prambanan was never truly finished being told. Every visit, every research, and every tale whispered under the moonlight adds a new layer to the story. It is not just a stone arranged with precision, but also a space for imagination and faith to coexist. It is here, between myths and inscriptions, that Prambanan finds its immortality.
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