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PERHAPS t he nost renarkabl e thing about The Encycl opedia of Malaysia is
the fact that it took so long for a work like this to appear on the

mar ket; but here it is finally, filling in part of a niche that has been
left largely enpty for far too long, and we can all certainly be very

pl eased that this publication is a work of considerable quality.

The Encycl opedi a brings together articles on a wi de range of topics that
are specifically relevant to a Mal aysi an context, topics which wuld be of
interest to readers in this country, discussed and presented with the
Mal aysi an reader in mnd.

It does not conformto your usual idea of an encycl opaedia. The articles
are not arranged in al phabetical order; instead, they are grouped together
into 15 vol unes organi sed al ong thematic |ines.

The first five volunmes focus on the physical environment and the natura
world, the early history of northern Borneo and the Mal ay Peninsul a, and
Mal aysi a' s architectural heritage.

Apart fromthe seventh volune entitled “~The Seas', which seens to forma
group with the first three volunes dealing with natural history and the
physi cal environnment, the subsequent vol unes of the Encycl opedia are
concerned with political, economc and social thenes and the |ater history
of northern Borneo and the Mal ay Peninsula, while the |ast two vol unes
dealing with the arts forma group together with the vol ume on
architecture

Anot her feature which nakes this encycl opaedia different fromwhat you
normal | y expect of such a work is the glossy format. You find a profusion
of photographs and illustrations in full col our on every page. This
feature of course nmakes the work as a whole perfect for a leisurely
browse.

The Encycl opedi a encourages the reader to dip into it at randomfor an
easy read: the articles are self-contained and they all conformto a
standard two-page format occupyi ng faci ng pages. The articles are grouped
together into sections which are headed by introductory texts giving an
overview of the topics covered within a given section, and these help to
establish a coherent direction in each vol une.

This uniformty nakes the job of the volune editors easy but it can | ead
to topics not given their proper due. Turn to the "Aninmals' volune, for
exanpl e, and consider the article on the tiger and ot her nenbers of the
cat famly all treated in two pages. Half the space here is taken up by an
illustration showing the different nenbers of the cat famly. You get
t hree paragraphs of text on the tiger and the panther, and a paragraph
each on the other cats.

By contrast, a whole article is devoted to the sun bear in the next two
pages.

The first vol une groups together a hodge-podge of topics fromvarious
di sci plines: physical and human geography, clinatol ogy, ecol ogy and
environnmental studies. What is particularly interesting about this vol une
are the articles in the second half of the book which | ook at human
activities and their inmpact on the environnent.

Some of them | ook at very current environmental issues and recent
devel opnents; for exanple, the references, in the article on devel opnent
on hill slopes, to the 1995 | andslide that swept away part of the Genting
H ghl ands slip road, the 1993 Hi ghl and Towers di saster, and the recent



threat to develop Maxwell HilIl. These articles are all very well witten.

They explain clearly the various causes of environnental degradation,
and di scuss issues of public interest, public awareness, policy and
managenent in a bal anced and obj ective nmanner.

The first section of this volume offers articles which give an overvi ew
of the geol ogical history and the geol ogi cal structure of Peninsul ar
Mal aysi a and Sabah and Sarawak, | ook at the processes of weathering and
erosi on whi ch shape the soils and the [ andforns here, and focus on
specific |l andfornms and ecosyst ens.

As a whole, the articles give you a good idea of the diversity of
Mal aysi an | andscapes and ecosystens. My only conplaint is that many of the
illustrations - apart fromthe cartography, which is excellent - are not
very good; in fact, some of them| ook decidedly amateurish.

On the whole, the illustrations in the first four volunmes are uneven in
quality. There is sone good wildlife painting in the “Aninmals' volune, but
this quality is by no neans consi stently nai ntai ned throughout the vol une.

The illustrations in the "Plants' volune are generally not as good as
those in the "Aninmals' volune. It is in the volune on architecture that a
consistently high standard is maintained in the illustrations as well as

t he phot ogr aphy.

On the whole, the "Architecture' volunme is the best anbng the five that
have cone out so far. There is an overall air of professionalismabout the
vol unme whi ch conmes not only fromthe quality of the photography and the
illustrations, but also the superb | ayout, a strong sense of direction and
coherence, and the confident and authoritative tone of the text.

You get a detailed look at a wealth of topics relating to architecture
and urban planning in Mal aysia and at the sanme tinme a conprehensive survey
of all the architectural styles found in Ml aysia, fromthe indi genous
designs of Orang Asli houses to the inported features you find in the
| atest | arge-scale projects that thrust out of the Kuala Lunmpur skyline.

The conprehensive weal th of know edge brought to life in this volune
makes it a unique contribution: you will not find another book like this
anywher e.

This is perhaps even nore true of the "Early History' volume. The early
hi story of Malaysia is a subject that has been grossly neglected by
historians in this country. This book fills in a very significant gap in
know edge.

The Prehistoric and pre-Islamc periods are treated in detail in this
vol une, which takes us as far as the early Islamc period in the 16th
century. Probably for the first tine ever, the wealth of archaeol ogi ca
finds in the peninsula and Sabah and Sarawak, which attests to our rich
and conplex prehistory, is here presented to the general reader and
interpreted for himin an attractive and accessi bl e manner.

A specialist on the subject conplained to nme about the inadequate
treatment of witten sources, particularly A d Mlay inscriptions, in the
group of articles dealing with the pre-Islamc period. There is on the
whol e a strong archaeol ogical bias in this volune, even in the articles
dealing with the pre-Islanic period, for which a wealth of witten sources
exi sts.

There is a discussion of Chinese and Indian sources but O d Ml ay
sources are not only not given their due; there is even sone inconsistency
and inaccuracy in their treatnment. This is probably an indication of the
state of historiography in this country. W are sorely lacking in experts
i n epigraphy, and, nore specifically, experts in O d Ml ay epigraphy, and
pol ygl ot historians who are able to consult and interpret primary texts in
various | anguages.

Anot her conplaint with which | synpathise strongly is the cavalier



treatnent of diacritics in the text, in particular when transliterating
Sanskrit and O d Malay words. In fact, the only place where diacritics are
used at all is in the article on Ad Malay and even there, you find

gl aring i nconsi stenci es. The Encycl opedia might be primarily for the

| ayman, who mi ght know not hi ng about um auts and cedillas, but that is no
excuse to |l eave themout, particularly in this day and age where you can
pl uck exotic characters out of a conmputer at the tap of a couple of keys.

The volune editor has also failed to regularise different systens of
transliterations of Sanskrit words used by different authors, so you find
for exanple both Visnu and Vishnu, the former of which is printed w thout
the requisite diacritic under the “s'.

You can find better books on Ml aysi an plants and animals in the market,
but probably nothi ng which give you such conprehensi ve surveys covering
the entire plant and ani mal ki ngdons as the two volunes in the
Encycl opedi a.

The “Animals' volunme is a straightforward zool ogi cal survey taking us
fromthe higher mammals all the way down to creatures you can only see
under a m croscope, leaving out marine life for the forthcon ng vol une
"The Seas'.

The "Plants' volune takes an altogether different tack. There is a
section giving a rather cursory survey of the plant kingdom but that
occupi es | ess than one third of the book. You find in addition to this
sections |ooking at different plant habitats, a whole section entitled
"Plants and Man' with articles on food crops, horticulture, medicina
pl ants, and tinber trees.

In sonme respects, the nbst interesting page in each of these first five
vol unes of The Encycl opedi a of Mal aysia is the copyright page.

The usual copyright details, in fine print, are squeezed into a snal
space at the extrene bottomleft hand-corner of the page. Cccupying the
nmost promi nent position at the top | eft-hand corner of the page is a
rubric identifying Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad as the patron of the
Encycl opedi a and, below his name, is the list of sponsors of the project;
the creme de I a creme of Mal aysi an busi ness and i ndustry.

There you have it: the nmuch vaunted partnership between Governnent,

Busi ness and I ndustry slapping on the project a hearty, official seal of
approval . This, after all, is nothing | ess than the Petronas Twi n Towers
of the Mal aysi an publishing industry. Never nmind the fact that both the
publ i sher and printer are based in Singapore - not many readers are goi ng
to go after the fine print in that obscure corner

A straight line drawn right down the page separates all these details
fromthree nmore |ists namng the people who were actually involved in the
co-ordination, editing and production of the Encycl opedi a.

First of all you have the list of distinguished figures fromacadem a
and public life who constituted the Editorial Advisory Board headed by the
ousted former Deputy Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Anwar | brahim

This is followed by a list identifying the editorial teamresponsible
for the Encycl opedia as a whol e and anot her one nam ng the peopl e invol ved
in a particular volune in the series.

As if to balance the strong Establishnent presence on the | eft-hand side
of the page, you find on the right-hand side an acknow edged chanpi on of
liberalismand pluralismidentified as the Project Co-ordinator: Datin
Paduka Marina Mahat hir.

Thi s heady cocktail makes you wonder: Is this work an objective, non-
partisan repository of know edge or are we going to get only what the
Establ i shment wants us to see?

This question is certainly in ny mnd when | ook at the politically-
charged titles of sone of the forthcom ng volunes: ~The Mddern Econony'



“Political and Economic Transformation', and ~Merdeka: Birth of a Nation'.
What ever the case may be, | believe we are all waiting eagerly for the
rest of the Encycl opedia to appear in our bookshops.
( END)
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