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Vladimir Braginsky. The Heritage of Traditional
Malay Literature: A Historical Survey of Genres,
Writings, and Literary Views. Leiden: KITLV

Press, 2005, 889p.

The publication of Vladimir Braginsky’s The Heritage
of Traditional Malay Literature is a seismic event in
Malay literature studies; it may be the single most
important text now available on this genre of lit-
erature produced anywhere in the world. Braginsky
has spent his life translating and interpreting
numerous examples of Malay classical texts, and it
shows in this volume. The book is more than 850
pages long and on this density alone it screams to be
recognized as a landmark of compilation. Yet the
volume is also much more than this, as it manages to
traverse the centuries and a huge geography of the

Malay World lightly and with a nimble touch. This is
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not just the work of a master accumulator, but also the
many-years-long labor of love of a sensitive intellect.
The Malay texts discussed span seven hundred years
of time and pass from Aceh to Eastern Indonesia, from
the Southeast Asian mainland to southernmost Java.
In the end, this book sets a new benchmark for the
study of Malay literature, one that is not destined to be
surpassed anytime soon. If that sounds definitive, it
was meant to be expressed as such.

Braginsky starts off with a useful discussion on
the idea of a canon in Malay literature, and how
commentaries and the texts themselves act in union to
decide what is considered to be foundational to Malay
literature, what isn’t, and what may be crossing from
one category to the next before our very eyes. He
gazes over some of the most important early texts of
this region, such as the Sejarah Melayu (or Malay
Annals) and the Hikayat Raja Pasai (Annals of the
Pasai Kings), and introduces the earliest worlds of
Malay writing to the readers through such classical
discourses. From here Braginsky moves onto
Sanskrit epics that were phased into Malay literature
through the exploits of their heroes, and he allows us
to see some of this marriage through particular
characters such as the Pandawas, and even through
the romances of the Panji tales. He even strays into
tales of Middle Eastern origin in this early period as
well, discussing the place of Iskandar Zulkarnain
(“Alexander the Two-Horned”) and the Tale of
Muhammad Hanifiyah. The fertilization of Malay
literature with ideas, characters and images from a
number of sources is laid out in full detail, so that we
can see “Malay literature” is in fact a spring with
many sources.

From here, Braginsky moves into more theorized
territory; he spends a number of pages talking about
the notion of the “beautiful,” from its origins in Malay
literature to “immanent properties” of the concept, to
the psychology and perception of beauty in Malay
writing, as well as the functions of the notion in
classical texts of the region. He is interested in these

manifestations across the Hindu-Malay synthesis of





