Guest Editor's Note

The Meaning of Conservation

It is almost a cliché to say that conservation of old important build-
ings is essential to our cultural well-being. Everyone senses that but
it is usually difficult to articulate what the statement means. We
know that it is an emotive issue because it has something to do with
our identity and, without the presence of our past we feel that we
have lost something in our soul. There is also the matter of group
identification: we are identifiable by mannerisms and appearances.
As a people, Malaysians could easily be identified by other Malaysians
wherever we are - in the streets of another city far away or by our
audible accent in the background. We could be recognised by our
gait, by the way our skins are tanned and by our physical structures.
In a way these are all symbols - things of appearances that represent
us. In the same way, our historical buildings are also our cultural and
psychological symbols.

Notable buildings of the past are more than just historical records.
They are like emblems of our culture, the link between periods of
history that tell the story of the progression of us as a people. The
KLPAC for example was, in the nineteenth century, the largest rail-
way workshop for the British Empire east of India. It employed sev-
eral thousand people, most of whom were Indian immigrants, which
explains still, the ethnic composition of the people around the Sentul
area. The retention of old in the rehabilitation of the old building into
a performance arts centre marks also the transformation of an area
of Kuala Lumpur, underpinning the change of circumstances for both
the vicinity and the city as a whole - from what the city once was to
what it now has become. While the new is finished in plaster, glass,
steel and aluminium, the old 9 inch brickwalls in English bond encase
a historical fact about what the country once was - a British outpost.

Mostly, conservation is about life. Every significant building tells
of how life was once lived. The Bok House for example, speaks of
a luxuriant life of the compradors in the 1920s and 1930s, with its
Palladian expression and large entertainment gardens. It is only one
of the many large bungalows that once lined Jalan Ampang, on the
way to the tin mines at the far end of the long road. Many other cities
are blessed by having many remnants of the past. Indeed for many of
these other cities, the past and the present are seamlessly connected.
Unfortunately, Kuala Lumpur has very little left of its past. Whatever
of significance can be counted numerically without being mentally
taxed. For a city of 2 million inhabitants, this speaks only of cultural
demise - if we are not too late, we are unfortunately already late.
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