
Interview with Raman Krishnan, of Silverfish Books. 

How did you start Silverfish Books, and what made you set up a publishing house 

focusing on English books? Was it a risky move at the time? 

I started Silverfish Books in 1999 after I retired from my engineering job (after I couldn't 

stand it anymore). It was before the era of the mega!bookstore so, while it was risky, it was 

not crazy.  I wanted to set up a bookshop I'd like to visit, to buy the type of books I liked to 

read. (The bookshops in KL in those days were really bad and I used to buy my books by 

mail order at great expense.) Fortunately, I found out that there were many other Malaysians 

equally starved of good books. 

 

The process of choosing the right books for publication can be a difficult task: how do 

you go about it? Is there a coherence among all the books you choose? How would you 

define your editorial line? 

First, I know the type of books I don't like to publish: self help and business. I feel that, while 

they sell like crazy, they don't help anyone except the booksellers. Second, I don't do coffee 

table books because they are too expensive to produce and circulation is small in Malaysia. I 

avoid cook!books and art!books for the same reason. So my focus is on good Malaysian 

stories, well told. (Yes, my niche is Malaysian.) I am not too fussed about language skills, 

because that can be fixed; but bad stories, cannot. Basically, I look for honesty, and for 

writers who write with their guts, and have something important to say. I prefer authors who 

are not unwilling to rework their manuscripts (several times if necessary). 

 

How many book manuscripts do you receive annually, and how many of them end up 

getting published? 

I receive about 50!60 manuscripts a year. I publish about 5 or 6. 

 

You have published many collections of short stories. Any particular reason to that? Is it 

to say that Malaysian readers' attention span is short? Or maybe that skillful Malaysian 

writers, able to build full(length, suspenseful novels are still hard to find? 

The short story is a popular genre in Malaysia. In fact, in Asia. It used to be popular in the 

UK and the US (and I suspect, Europe) too, during and before the sixties, until pulp fiction 

took over the industry. When In Frankfurt, I noticed that this genre is slowly creeping back 

in Europe. I think, with the e!book, and the internet, the short story will come back.  

As for the modern secular novel, it is a quintessential European art form with a long history 

going back to Rabelais and Cervantes. Some Asians have succeeded in imitating it, but for 

many there is still a long learning process. In Malaysia, the success has been sporadic. But 

with the global culture, this will change. Silverfish Books wants to be able to facilitate the 

gestation and birth of the modern Malaysian novel, albeit in English. 

 

Recently, Irshad Manji's book launch in KL created a big stir among the Muslim 



community and Ezra Zaid, the publisher, was even held for custody after the publication 

of the controversial book. You are well(known on the Malaysian publishing scene as a 

speaker against censorship. How would you describe the situation of the Malaysian 

publishing industry at the moment? 

All told, Malaysia is not a good place for the publishing industry at the moment. There are 

two types of censorship. First, there is the official censorship by the government. This is a 

left over of the post!war British colonial practice where by information is restricted, 

ostensibly, to fight the 'communists', but in reality was a political struggle for control. 

Second, is censorship by harassment and intimidation. Fear and ignorance have been tools 

used by tyrants throughout history. The most recent example was how George W Bush used 

it to control political power in America. (It is hard to imagine how modern Americans, with 

all their access to IT, went along with it.) For the Malaysian government too, it's all about 

power. (Never mind the arguments about debate and exchange of ideas being the 

cornerstones of democracy.) What they fear most currently is religion; Islam. They label as 

'deviant' any idea they cannot control.  

The situation in Malaysia is typical. Tyrants never give away their power voluntarily. When 

public views changes, politicians have to move quickly to recognize that and take take up 

new positions, or be dumped. The abolition of the ISA is a good example. It was a move 

driven not by some enlightenment on the part of our prime minister, but out of necessity for 

his political survival. That's how democracies have evolved throughout history. Censorship 

could well be next, but whether it succeeds will depend as much on world politics as local, 

for the issue here is Islam, and its control. It may be quick or it may take as long as Europe 

took to move towards secularism from the hegemony of Christianity, and just as painful. 

The publishing industry in the country survives despite all that. It is more like guerrilla 

warfare. 

 

Most publishing houses in Europe now offer the possibility to download e(books. You are 

also following the trend. In terms of sales, is the number of downloads quite relevant 

already? Do you believe it will help Silverfish attract new readers and enter other 

English(speaking markets? 

E!books are new and still evolving. Right now, it is still in the early adopter stage with less 

that 10% of the market. Just like in PC's, there is no industry standard, not even within the 

same brand. Example, programs that ran on Windows 2000 cannot be run on Windows 7 !! a 

period of only 10 years. If that happens on e!book readers, the industry will be in trouble. 

By contrast, the traditional book has not changed for more than half a millennium. The 

industry needs to work this out; there has to be backward compatible and OS agnostic, like 

the internet. 

Silverfish Books does have a presence in the e!book market. It does allow us some 

penetration into the international market, but it remains small. 

But if everything works out e!books will certainly be important in certain market: text books 

and best sellers come to mind. (An interesting statistic came up recently: while the 

paperback market seems to be affected by e!books, hardbacks seem to be able to hold their 



own despite their. I can only conclude that while paperback buyers discard their books after 

reading, hardback buyers like to keep them.) 

 

Have you already been approached by foreign publishers interested in translating one of 

the books published by Silverfish? Can you sense an interest for Malaysian new writing 

on the international scene? 

Yes, some publishers in Europe seem to be interested (some deals done), but there is still a 

long way to go. 

 

Finally, which are your favourite books and/or authors? Among well(known Malaysian 

books/writers, which would you recommend to French(speaking readers? 

I don't like to talk about my favourite authors, because, for one, that is the type of question 

one asks semi!literate teenage pop stars, or footballers, who don't know of more than two 

books, anyway. Two, to chose a favourite amongst the thousands I have read, is not fair. 

(Sorry to sound like a snob.) 

If the French have similar tastes to other Europeans, I think Ripples will go down well. 

Another literary title would be King of the Sea by Dina Zaman. The Inspector Mislan crime 

series of Rozlan Mohd Noor and the swashbuckling adventure (with magic) The Beruas 

Prophecy might also appeal. 


