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S taring at the sculpted 
rock before us, no 
larger than my hand, 
I offered an answer: 

‘It’s a woman’. 
We had been asked for our first 

impressions on this ancient object. 
‘And why do you say that?’, asked 
our guide Dr. Mallica Kumbera 
Landrus, quickly and excitedly, and 
with a curiosity which enlivened our 
trip around the Ashmolean that 
afternoon. 

‘Her clothes. She reminds me of 
the Blessed Virgin’. There were 
some nods from our intimate group 
of no more than eight or nine, and 
apparent general consensus over 
what seemed like the first and most 
blindingly obvious step to descri-
bing the sculpture we had been 
taken to. 

Our guide explained with glee that 
in fact the sculpture was of a reli-
gious man, most probably inside the 
temple, but possibly outside – his 
covered head was in keeping with 
religious tradition in the Roman 
world where this statuette was scul-
pted. My initial judgement had been 
wrong. My instinct that this statue 
was one of a woman with her head 
covered by a large sheet was an 
assumption I thought too obvious to 
question. 

And yet, instead of talking 
through the differences between the 
Roman culture and the culture that 
informed my initial instinct, Mallica 
provided the ingredients that link 
the cultures of the world in this 
respect. From Christian women to 
Muslim women to Hindus and Sikh 
men – and the list is inexhaustible – 
religious ceremony and tradition is 
universally linked to some form of 
head covering. It may not have had 
its origin in Pagan Rome, but those 
people certainly shared in a facet of 
one broad aspect of human civilisa-
tion – a religious quirk common to 
all. 

It was this sentiment that not only 
formed the foundation of our Arts 
Week tour around the oldest mu-
seum in the world, but also quite 
literally of the museum itself. The 
Ashmolean was completely redeve-
loped in 2009 so that the very buil-
ding, divorced from its nineteenth 
century classical façade, is a 
showcase for the links between the 
peoples of the world. Rather than 
move from room to room divided by 
geography and period, quite uncon-
nected, we were taken along the 
trade routes that provide the mu-
seum’s shape. 

We travelled from the Aegean to 
ancient Rome, through India and 
down the Silk Road to China. We 
headed up the steps over the Hima-
layas, eventually finding ourselves 
in Afghanistan and Iran, where the 
first part of our visit ended. The 

museum echoes the movement of 
history and influences of culture 
over vast expanses of the world. We 
were ‘crossing cultures, crossing 
time’. 

It became, for me, the focal point 
of Arts Week, with Tallulah 
Vaughan giving us an experience 
that enlightened our understanding 
of the development of the art and 
artistry of human civilisation. We 
were looking not through a judge-
mental lens which identified the 
differences between peoples, but 
from a viewpoint by which we 
could appreciate the development of 
humanity as a unit. By looking to 
our collective past, we could exami-
ne the impact on our collective ima-
ginations today. 

In the sterile, artificially lit room 
where the tour ended, our hands 
sticky with sweat under latex gloves 
and bodies pushed up against the 
foam covered table, we were able to 
handle history. At one point, and in 
awe, I found myself caressing a 
small clay cuneiform tablet, one 
fifth the size of my palm. 

I turned in my hand on of the 
earliest examples of writing in hu-
man history, running my fingers 
across the barely coherent zigzag of 
grooves pressed into the tiny docu-
ment from 5,000 BC; imagining the 
care of the accountant crafting it for 
his everyday records of livestock 
and transaction in his Mesopota-
mian village. It dwarfs me to think 
that the essay I wrote this morning 

will most likely dissolve into obli-
vion four years from now – truly 
feeble in comparison. 

In another episode, I found myself 
fingering beads of lapis lazuli and 
amber crafted 5,000 years ago in the 
Indus Valley to be traded across the 
ancient world. I could picture the 
terrible toil of boring a fine hole 
through each precious bead and I 
could imagine the gentle hands of 
Agatha Christie who brought them 
together and threaded them with 
gold into fine necklaces. 

The silk she chained them with 
gave coherence to the precious con-
fusion brought up from the deep 
layers of ancient earth. To create 
this one item, the hands of many 
people, many millennia apart had 
been devoted. The beauty of a pre-
vious generation, of a distant group 
of people, was appreciated and re-
worked reverently. 

The materials from across the 
globe came together in an object 
that was timeless – it was remarked 
by one of our group that they could 
imagine wearing it today. Our cultu-
re too is pieced together from in-
fluences seemingly distant from our 
initial perception of ourselves and 
of our past. 

And if anything is to remind us of 
this fact then it should be the art and 
the artefacts that we revere as being 
distinctly symbolic of our civilisa-
tion. As the Ashmolean by its very 
design has elected permanently to 
do, so too should our judgement be 
focussed on recognising the tradi-
tions and beauties that intricately 
link humanity today.■ 

Crossing Cultures, Crossing Time 
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Nothing you have done wraps its chains 

 
around your ankles and drags you 

 
away from a sunset streaked with gold, 

 
and nothing you have done takes you 

 
by the hand and leads you 

 
along a lucky path to freedom. 

 
For we are all picking things up and 

 
trying things out, and trying things on 

 
ripping them open, tying them up 

 
and dropping them down. 

 
But we are walking empty-handed. 

 
And everyone is empty-handed. 

 
Everyone is a blank page that is drawn on 

 
and written on and spat on and coloured in 

 
and then wiped clean. 

 
And the next thing is yours 

 
as much as it’s mine. 

 

Giorgio Scherrer  

ASSOCIATE EDITOR 

THE COLUMN 
College Interviews 

I 've been at Oriel for fourteen 
years now, longer than most 
staff members. But some-
times, I still discover things 

about the library that I didn't know before. 
That's always wonderful. And in a library like 
this there are so many things to find. 

I decided to become a librarian when I was 
ten. I liked books and people, but I didn't want 
to be a teacher like my father. So I studied Eng-
lish at university and went to library school 
after that. Being a librarian is about so much 
more than conservation; I feel like a sort of 
detective, getting information from wherever I 
can. 

Technology has changed everything. Librari-
anship is completely different now than it was 
even five years ago. In Manchester, where I had 
my first job, the libraries were at the forefront 
with computers, so I had a head-start. At one 
point my job description read "computer liaison 
officer". Thanks to technology we're in a much 
better position for finding things now, but I 
think people also feel that they have to keep up 
with social media or they won't know what's 
going on anymore. I'm frustrated when I'm too 
busy to do things the way I'd like to. And it 
feels a bit like the students, too, have a lot more 
exams, a lot more of everything. 

Oriel is my third college library. First I was at 
Keble and then at Wolfson – and I liked both. 
But at Wolfson I realised that what I really 
loved was to work with older material. And 
Keble was so huge! I felt like an ant – Oriel is 
my size. 

Here, the students  are great, the staff  and 
fellows  are fine, I like the  alumni,  and I  en-
joy my work! Most people smile at me when I 
see them. And the more people I see, the better. 
I only wish I had more time to get to know the 
students. My favourite place here is the senior 
library, but I like the whole college, every part 
of it. 

If I  could  add  one thing, it would  be  a  
place where  people  could  gather  informally,  
a space  to relax for everyone in college. But 
that's easier said than done. 

I was born in Scotland, my father is Irish and 
we lived in Canada for some time. I studied in 
Manchester and before  coming to Oxford I 
worked in the library  of  an oil  company in 
London. So I'm  at home in many places, 
though there's not a drop of English blood in 
me. In Oxford, I really like the very varied life 
– the galleries, the theatre, the cinema. And I 
know a lot of people, especially among the 
librarians – we are well connected. 

When I first came to Oriel, I found a little 
recipe book amongst a bequest of books from 
an alumnus called Stephen Furness, containing 
Edwardian recipes collected from his mother, 
grandmother and their friend. I decided to or-
ganise an exhibition showing books from the 
Furness bequest but also asked staff and fel-
lows to help me bake and serve sweet dishes 
from the recipes. 

This was a success, and so we decided to go 
further back to recipes written in the fourteenth 
century, when the college was founded, and 
translated some Middle English recipes from 
that period. It was quite difficult, as there were-
n't many cooking instructions given in those 
days, and some of the dishes were quite 
strange.  
Every two years since then I have organised an 

'Edible Exhibition' based on recipes from the 

fourteenth to the nineteenth centuries, and at 

the Celebrating Women at Oriel event last No-

vember I gave two interactive seminars on 

'equality through recipe writing', serving sweet 

dishes from recipes written across the centuries 

to illustrate my talks. Both were fully booked.■ 

‘Oriel is my size’ 
Marjory Szurko, Oriel's librar-

ian, likes books, people and Me-
dieval English recipes 

Charlie Willis 

‘Self-confidence’ 

Tacita McCoy-Parkhill 
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omewhere beneath the steel 
spires of China’s biggest city 
lie buried the remnants of a 
tiny village of ages past. 

Somewhere – overridden by congest-
ed roads and railways, over-trodden 
by millions of traipsing feet – lie the 
bones of countless generations now 
forgotten. It seems ironic that even in 
a city where the majority claim to 
adhere to the traditional religious 
beliefs including ancestor-worship, 
pictures of the past should be so utter-
ly obliterated. Modern generations 
have traded the rolling landscape of 
their forebears for yet another shrine 
to capitalist modernity, with towers 
reaching for the heavens as if to pro-
claim the greatness of mankind’s tall 
triumph over his small beginnings. 
        Do they look down in judgement 
on their children, those deceased 
whose every cherished custom has 
been cast off, whose every landmark 
of their lives has been dismantled? 
Will future generations judge it a 
swap well made, when they look 
upon the splendour – or the ruin – of 
Shanghai? But theirs is not the power 
to prevent or to protest; the dreamed-
up and the dead dwell, alike, in si-
lence, looking on while the living 
labour, love and lust and do what they 
believe is best, oblivious. 
        Shanghai has little time to stop 
and ponder; this is a city of fast-paced 
production and consumption, a busy-
ness that chokes the very air and 
smothers the mind in a thoughtless 
smog, while wheels wear down and 
chimneys churn their pointless 
plumes of smoke. Ferried across a 
choppy sea to Seoul, I almost feel as 
though I haven’t moved at all, so 
similar appears the Korean capital. A 
high-speed train has raced me from 
the port to the city, a fireworks dis-
play of garish lights and screens at 
this bustling evening hour. Aboard 
the city’s busy subway, I find myself 
surrounded by a distracted population 

that seems to be somewhere entirely 
different, lost in the dream-worlds 
of their telephone screens. Almost 

every ear is plugged. This is the 
world’s most wired-up, switched-on 
city, drowning out both day and night 
with synthesised sound and light. It’s 
almost as if the people here are afraid 
of the dark, afraid of the silence. 
        Ninety per cent of South Korea’s 
population is huddled into cities; 
nearly half of its fifty-million-strong 
population in Seoul alone. Amidst 
this crowd I stand out conspicuously: 
nearly everyone around me is of Ko-
rean ethnicity. But even more so than 
the inhabitants of Shanghai, these 
have adopted a conspicuously non-
native way of life. This country pio-
neered high-speed internet, in 2005, 
when ninety-seven per cent of the 
populace was already plugged into 
internet-connected ‘smart ‘phones’. 
The boon of universal healthcare 
jostles against the modern phenome-
non of low birth rates to create a rap-
idly ageing, albeit well-educated, 
society more reminiscent of modern-
day Europe than most of Asia, its 
neighbour Japan excepted. The coun-
try has been praised, in recent dec-
ades, for adopting ‘Western’-style 
democracy and for a religious toler-
ance unparalleled in this turbulent 
region. 

This is also the home of the 
movement for a capitalist solution to 
climate change. It’s with a sad sigh 
that I look upon the headquarters of 
the ‘Green Climate Fund’ and the 
‘Green Growth Institute’, those voca-
tive advocates of the notion that com-
panies and governments can still 
make money – still ‘develop’ into 
capitalist copies of the West – whilst 
fighting climate change. Everything 
I’ve seen on my journey so far has 
left me in little doubt that they are 
mistaken. Capitalism causes over-
consumption, which causes climate 
change. The one cannot be detached 
from the other. 

But there’s little sign of this 
notion in Korea. All around me flash 

signs bearing familiar names – 
‘Hyundai’, ‘Samsung’, ‘LG’. The 
architecture is a mish-mash of steel 
and glass rising out of the traces of 
older, rather different flavours of 
design. It’s a city forged through 
decades’ worth of destruction and 
reconstruction, a city that races ahead 
of the game and doesn’t let the past 
linger for long. From the perspective 
of capitalist growth and material 
‘progress’, I find myself in a boom 
town: being at the cutting edge of 
technology is, surely, modern-day 
South Korea’s biggest preoccupation. 

Or is it? It’s not all smiles 
that I see in Seoul. The English hom-
onym seems expressly inapt, for this 
is the city where ‘soul’ seems most 
lacking. The supposed tolerance of 
the government stops short at consci-
entious objection, and the arrest of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses judged to be 
criminals for their pacifist objections 
to compulsory military service is a 
stark reminder of what people here 
are truly worrying about. The govern-
ment spends fifteen per cent of its 
budget on the military; the spectre of 
its northern neighbour looms large. In 
its very desperation to be plugged in, 
taken away somewhere else – in its 
very denial of Korean culture and 
embrace of an entirely alien capital-
istic emphasis on growth, technology 
and consumption – the South displays 
an urgency to distract itself from the 
ugly sister that cuts it off from main-
land Asia, a monstrosity moulded 
from modernity’s most devastating 
industrial war and now armed with 
technology’s most terrifyingly de-
structive development, the atom 
bomb. Do the people of Seoul really 
want this Westernisation-on-steroids? 
Or are they simply afraid to be Kore-
an, because they are afraid of what 
other Koreans might do? 

Stepping outside the neon 
city, however, I find South Korea 
proper to be a quite different experi-
ence. Three-quarters of this country is 
mountainous, and the view from the 
train that zips me across the rugged 

ridges is quite as breath-taking as any 
I have seen elsewhere. It’s Monsoon 
season, and down in the plains the air 
is hot and humid, but the picturesque 
province of Gyeongsang is at its most 
luscious. I’ve come to visit just three 
of the twelve World Heritage Sites 
that attract visitors to this peninsula, 
and here, at last, I find signs of the 
real Korea – remembrances of a lost 
past. Ruined temples and palaces and 
almost Pompeii-like preserved histor-
ical villages arouse deep feelings of 
connection with those who ruled, who 
lived, who worshipped here hundreds 
of years ago. 

At the 2018 PyeongChang 
Winter Olympics (it had to be spelt 
with a capital ‘C’ to prevent any un-
fortunate confusion with the North 
Korean capital Pyeongyang) it wasn’t 
the superficial glitz of digital technol-
ogy that took centre stage in the open-
ing ceremony. Instead, displayed on 
the digital screens were images of 
these: these sites of genuine heritage, 
these relics of an ancient splendour, 
and the forests and wetlands amidst 
which they nestle. In the late twenti-
eth century, those areas were eroded 
without thought in the name of 
‘progress’. Now they are protected by 
no fewer than twenty National Parks 
in a country little larger than Scot-
land. Traditional Korean culture and 
architecture celebrated and encour-
aged harmony with nature. After dec-
ades of fear and distraction, we can 
hope, at least, that Korea might be at 
last reawakening to its true self. Yet 
still the shadow of the nuclear-armed 

North obscures the light of day.■ 

SLOW TRAVEL: The Search for Soul in South Korea 
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esus never invited anyone 
to a “lunchtime talk”,’ said 
a comedian on an Oriel 

comedy night last year. She was re-
ferring to the weekly talks organized 
by the Christian Union (CU), of 
which I am a part, on various ques-
tions about Christianity. You get a 
free sandwich lunch, a cookie, a 
piece of fruit and a cup of squash. 

The thought stuck with me because 
I felt she was at least partly right. 
Although Jesus did feed his listeners 
at times, his sermons were not 
marked by comfort. When the crowds 
wanted more food, he instead taught 
them a ‘difficult teaching’, despite 
knowing that it would drive many 
away. 

I have always thought that the CU’s 
lighthearted vibe was a bit incongru-
ous with the gravity of its mission. A 
friend once told me how much he 
disliked the name we used back then 
for our college meetings: ‘fun and 
interesting scripture hour’, or ‘FISH’ 
for short. Scripture is not ‘fun’ any 
more than God is ‘cute’ or the Holy 
Spirit a superpower. Fun has its 
place, but the word belies the deep 
joy of the Christian, which is what 
truly motivates the CU. 

Beyond the sandwiches, cookies, 
and terrible people (referring only to 
myself), the CU has a great mission: 
for Christians to show their faith in 
actions and words, in the hope that 
everyone in the university can hear 
about Jesus and will be thinking and 
talking about him. 

Christians in the CU believe we 
have good news to share. Because of 
this, it may often seem as if we are 
too sure of our claim to knowledge. 
All I can say is that for my part, I 
would call myself a sceptic and yet 
still feel an urge to share my (fallible) 
knowledge with others. 

David Hume, one of the greatest of 
sceptics, wrote that ‘mankind … 
must act and reason and believe’. 
Hume famously reasoned and be-
lieved his way to atheism. But every-
one, including Christians, should 
reflect on the necessity of and rela-
tionship between action, reason and 
belief. 

For the Christian Union, the Chris-
tian complex of reason and belief 
motivates the action of evangelism. 

Therefore, it is not a matter of cer-
tainty but integrity that faith mani-
fests itself in action and speech, in 
the same way that integrity implores 
us to let reason challenge belief. Our 
Acting Chaplain David Meara’s first-
week sermon on doubt and Professor 
Brian Leftow’s second-week sermon 
on evangelism may have been differ-
ent in focus and (perhaps) in theolo-
gy. Both, however, told Christians to 
take their faith seriously. 

Doubt and evangelism are far from 
antithetical. Rather, they are both 
facets of integrity. Faith by definition 
needs integrity, since faith involves 
preventing one’s beliefs and behav-
iour from wavering with every pass-
ing emotion or experience. I value the 
doubt which comes from integrity, 
not inconstancy. The latter, as James 
says, ‘is like a wave of the sea, blown 
and tossed by the wind’. 

‘Do you think about whether or not 
you are living a good life?’ One of 
my tutors asked me this recently. It is 
to my shame that I answered that I 
did not know, since the full answer is 
that I know Jesus and that he is my 
life. I wish I had the guts to say it 
when I was asked. It is the CU that 
keeps reminding me that these in-
stances of integrity are important, 
even though this mainly makes me 
see the extent of my failure in the 
things that matter most. 

I believe there is an impression that 
only a certain kind of Christian can 
be part of the CU. This frustrates me 
because the CU’s core mission - to 
communicate the Christian faith - is 
not peculiar to any denomination. In 
fact, in a general sense, expression of 
belief is something common to all 
human beings, Christian or not. 

In short, the CU’s activity is some-
thing which those of any faith or 
none can relate to and engage with 
and which all Christians can be in-
volved in. This would result not in a 
single ‘lowest-common-denominator’ 
message, but in a plurality of opin-
ions which share the core Christian 
doctrines - the CU’s official aim as 
stated on its website. I believe the CU 
would benefit from being more di-
verse, not least because the exchange 
of different opinions is so important 
to prevent intellectual stagnation. 
Oriel itself would benefit. 

If this article fails to achieve that, 
then I hope it will at least make us all 
think more on our shared human 
predicament of action, reason and 
belief, ‘the whimsical condition of 
mankind’. ■ 

Communicating Convictions 
Zixin Jiang 

J ‘ 
n entering a hospital, one 
can be asked to describe 
pain on a scale from one to 
ten, a comparative measure 

based on all pain you can remember 
feeling. In this system a ten is a ten, an 
unfamiliar yet equally valid ten when 
compared to any other. 
 
Through our limited awareness, only of 
the self (and even the extent of that is 
arguable), we are desperate to create a 
connection to others through categori-
sation of communal feeling. In the 
words of the newly insightful Willow 
Smith, ‘classification and organisation 
is ruining the hearts of our generation’. 
 
As an incredibly connected society, it 
seems to be the norm to assume that 
everyone experiences ‘the norm’ in 
every capacity, and that one archetype 
of experience fits all. Yet I find myself 
asking: is it possible ever to truly un-
derstand the perspective of another? 
We can try, creating clumsy scales of 
affection and measures of gestures, 
ranking his desperation or her igno-
rance and finding every expression of 
emotion wanting. 
 
By conveying feeling we open our-
selves up to a world of evaluation 

against other people’s personal models 
of behaviour; perhaps it is far easier 
simply and unconsciously to refuse to 
acknowledge sentiment. Are we really 
capable of empathy? 
 
At best, we can listen as others attempt 
to express the inexpressible in awkward 
combinations of gagged language, 
searching for some semblance of simi-
larity within our own understandings. 
At worst, we manage to justify dismiss-
ing their views as entirely irrational on 
the basis that they are not aligned with 
ours. 
 
We try to ascribe our emotions to oth-
ers and inevitably fail to find a structure 
that fits perfectly as we blindly refuse 
to recognise that different passions 
motivate, move and are measured by us 
all. 

 
Whilst we may find comfort in the 
occasional similarity we happen to 
draw between ourselves and others, this 
should not be the true purpose of senti-
mental communication. We may seek 
validation in others, particularly in 
those we care for or feel we share com-
mon ground with, but it is only in the 
realisation that our own feelings are 
justified, purely by their existence, that 
we will be able to find comfort in our-
selves.■ 

A Judgement 

of Judgement  
Jenny Potter 

O 

She wasn't born to be a saint, 
But modelled to a mind's ideal 
And, with celestial restraint, 

Held hostage by ill-founded zeal. 
 

The two had met a single time 
But in his memory each day 

Her image changed to one sublime, 
Venus incarnate, he would say. 

 
And so the girl became a squat 

For visionary reveries, 
A requisitioned, fertile plot 

In which to grow his fantasies. 
 

The artist deified her name, 
He fashioned halos for her head, 
Her body was a spinning frame 

On which he spun Delusion's thread. 
 

But skeletons, although they hide, 
No less exist beneath the skin; 

And secret treasures sleep inside: 
Life-giving marrow deep within. 

 
The wild imaginings he placed 

Before her masked the real prize; 
Her earthly virtues fell to waste, 
Forsaken by his upturned eyes. 

‘Misjudgement’ 

Kat Wood 
Tobias Thornes 


