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magine  yourself  years  from 
now, when by a freak coinci-
dence  all  recordings  of  the 
Star  Wars  films  have  been 

lost.  All  that  survives  are  brief  ex-
tracts…  from  the  prequels.  Sounds 
horrifying? I’m only just getting start-
ed. Not only have you lost 90% of the 
original material, but no single surviv-
ing clip is longer than, let’s say, three 
minutes.  These  clips  were  preserved 
based on one person’s favourite scenes, 
which  are  mainly  epic  battles  with 
absolutely no context. (Think Obi-Wan 
Kenobi  in  the  arena  versus  the  giant 
praying-mantis-lizard-thing,  but  mak-
ing even less sense than it already does, 
and you’ll get the idea.) From the lim-
ited  amount  of  actual  dialogue  that 
survives, some of it is very helpful for 
figuring  out  the  plot  (‘You  killed 
younglings!’)  some  of  it  rather  more 
vague  (‘I  have  a  bad  feeling  about 
this’), and some of it absolutely no help 
at all (‘BEEP BEEP BOOP!’). There’s 
so much we don’t know: who’s attack-
ing who? Why is everything suddenly 
on fire? Why does Anakin hate sand so 
much? And what about the droid attack 
on  the  Wookiees?  The  final  hurdle  is 
that the only surviving version of these 
clips is taken from ‘Backstroke of the 

West’,  the  terribly-dubbed  bootleg 
version in which ‘Jedi  Council’ is  re-
peatedly  translated  as  ‘Presbyterian 
Church’.  (If  you’ve  never  seen  it, 
you’re  in  for  a  treat  –  it’s  hilariously 
bad,  as  well  as  being  a  rather  good 
cautionary  tale  for  anyone  trying  to 
translate into other languages.)

While  this  all  sounds  far-fetched,  it’s 
not so very different from the situation 
of trying to study ancient fragmentary 
texts.  The  works  of  many  Greek  au-
thors  were  only  preserved  on  papyri, 
which  over  time  have  become  dam-
aged, and very hard to read, often with 
huge gaps in the fabric of the papyrus 
itself. The challenge is to try and deci-
pher  enough  of  the  handwriting  on 
them to work out what the original text 
was,  but  this  is  easier  said  than done 
when  there  are  no  spaces  between 
words, and hardly any punctuation. By 
analysing  the  different  styles  of  letter 
formation,  it  is  sometimes possible to 
give a rough date to a papyrus, and to 
learn something about  the scribe who 
wrote  it.  For  instance,  a  very  formal 
hand  in  a  standard  style,  but  with  a 
couple  of  strangely-formed  letters, 
could suggest that the scribe was still in 
training and had not quite mastered it 
yet.  Or  an  extract  of  a  classic  work 
such as the Odyssey, poorly-written on 
the  back  of  a  set  of  accounts,  could 
mean that it was produced as a school 

exercise. Sometimes, if enough writing 
is  still  legible,  we  can  map  this  onto 
other  fragments  to  reconstruct  larger 
passages  of  a  known  work  that  was 
previously thought to be lost,  or even 
bring  new authors  into  the  light.  But 
how to read a papyrus is often highly 
disputed  –  at  this  scale,  even  differ-
ences of one letter can have huge im-
plications. The poet Anacreon wrote a 
funny and bittersweet complaint about 
how  his  beloved  wasn’t  interested  in 
him, because she preferred women. But 
if one letter of the source text is read 
differently, it  becomes a joke so lewd 
that scandalised scholars of the 1950s 
refused to discuss it except in German 
or Latin.

Sensationalism aside, even once a text 
and translation can be extracted from a 
fragment, it is often hard to know what 
to make of it. The poet Sappho’s nine 
books are now reduced to tiny extracts, 
often missing so many words that  al-
though what is left is beautiful it makes 
precious  little  sense.  For  example,  in 
Anne Carson’s translation: ‘and this…
ruinous god… I swear did not love…
but now because… and the reason nei-
ther…  nothing  much’,  or  even  less 
helpfully:  ‘they  became…  for  not’. 
That’s  the  entire  poem.  That’s  all  the 
help we’re going to get.  We’re left to 
fill  in  the  blanks  as  we  think  best. 
Sometimes,  conversely,  we  have  too 

much text. In the first speech of Lysias, 
the word ‘good’ has been inserted into 
the middle of a sentence where it really 
doesn’t fit, and our best guess is that an 
early reader  wasn’t  sure what  ‘frugal’ 
meant,  and  had  to  look  it  up.  This 
fragment of their notes was then mis-
takenly copied out  by later  scribes  as 
part of the text itself.
Which  texts  survive  on  papyri  or 
parchment,  and  which  are  lost  in  the 
abyss of history,  is  often due to quite 
random  chance  of  which  books  sur-
vived the perils of fire, flood, or mis-
guided  attempts  at  early  archaeology. 
Those  which  are  best  preserved  are 
often those which were chosen as the 
canonical  authors  to  be  taught  in 
schools,  which  obviously  biases  what 
kind  of  subject-matter  survives  best. 
Our greatest help is actually other an-
cient authors, who quote texts they like 
in their own works. Athenaeus wrote a 
treatise  called  the  Deipnosophists 
(‘Dinner-Experts’), which is an impor-
tant  source  for  poetry,  among  other 
things. Some of the lines he quotes are 
interesting and beautiful, like Sappho’s 
‘stand to face me beloved/and open out 
the  grace  of  your  eyes’.  Others  are 
much less helpful: ‘and gold chickpeas 
were growing on the banks’. Athenaeus 
does not see fit to record the context in 
which Sappho was writing this line, or 
any of  the rest  of  the poem. He only 
wants to prove a point about chickpeas.

But  for  all  the  challenges  of  ancient 
texts,  these  fragments  do  give  a 
thrilling glimpse of the richness of the 
literature that we have lost, and there is 

a  wonder  in  reading  the  scribbled 
handwriting  of  people  who  lived  and 
thought  and  loved  2000  years  ago. 
Their notes and choices of which lines 
to  preserve  are  sometimes  helpful, 
sometimes bizarre – why did one writer 
decide that of all Sappho’s words, the 
one to immortalise should be ‘celery’? 
Fragmentary texts provide a hazy win-
dow back through layers of readership, 
in an inherited chain of diligent human 
thought  and  scholarship  spanning  the 
centuries. They pose difficult questions 
for  us  about  what  is  lost  or  what  is 
worth  keeping,  how  to  make  judge-
ments  on  the  artistic  merits  of  texts, 
what should be taught in schools, and 
what it means for a poem to be beauti-
ful  or  valuable,  that  we’re  still  very 
much grappling  with  today.  And they 
give us a fascinating reflection of our-
selves, in the gaps between the ancient 
words that we fill with our own conjec-
tures, our own shoddy attempts at poet-
ry,  and  often  our  own preconceptions 
and prejudices about the ancient world. 
Lacking what Sappho actually said, we 
are  left  to  dispute  amongst  ourselves 
what we feel she ought to have said, a 
game  both  dangerous  and 
illuminating.■

Fragm[entary T]houghts
Caroline Ball

I

If  You Feel Hollow 
Inside

If you feel hollow inside,
Embrace those fragments of light 
through your curtain slit.
You will be alright - 
Day by day, bit by bit. 

If you feel hollow inside,
Draw out those fragments of love
From the darkest corners of your mind.
They are like the dove
That brings you peace; I know you will shine. 

If, like me, you feel hollow inside,
With tears welling up and overflowing from your swollen eyes,
And the hurt and depression you carry scarring your smiles,
Open up those fragments of pain, both tears and tears:
There is someone who will listen to your silent cries
Who will want to go a few extra miles,
And be the companion who finds you dear -
I'll be here.

 kitchen  in  the  west  of 
Ireland,  home to  two  ill-
compatible  brothers, 
haunted  by  the  alcoholic 

parish priest and supplied with booze 
by an enterprising schoolgirl:  such is 
the scene that unfolds to the audience 
in the current production of The Lone-
some West  at  the  Burton Taylor  Stu-
dio.  The  atmosphere  of  this  play  by 
Martin McDonagh may seem familiar 
to  those  who  saw The  Lieutenant  of 
Inishmore  at  the  Keble  O’Reilly  in 
Michaelmas  2017;  but  the  action  is 
more  concentrated  and  claustropho-
bic: long-held grudges, old secrets and 
failures to communicate fuel the won-
derfully  tense  dynamics  between  the 
play’s four characters.
Father  Welsh’s  crisis  of  faith  –  ‘it 
seems God has no jurisdiction in this 
town’ –  serves  as  an  introduction  to 
the  many  (and  often  bizarre)  issues 

that  make  for  a  complicated  parish 
life.  Murder  and suicide are  casually 
turned into backdrop for  the real  ac-
tion,  the  smouldering  petty  conflict 
between  the  brothers  Coleman  and 
Valene,  with  young  Girlene,  full  of 
teenage  wit  and  anxiety,  lurking  on 
the  edges.  This  dramatisation  of 
small-town  frustration  is  quick  to 
remind  you  that  it  springs  from  the 
same  mind  as  In  Bruges  and  Three 
Billboards Outside Ebbing, Missouri: 
McDonagh’s  satirical  talent  manages 
to keep the play well-poised between 
tragedy  and  comedy;  his  characters 
verge on being caricatures, but are not 
so overdrawn as to make psychologi-
cal interplay impossible.
This  interplay  is  convincingly  acted 
out  onstage,  in  accents  varying from 
the  impenetrably  thick  to  the  more 
viewer-friendly  superficial.  Caleb 
Forbes as a psychotic Coleman finds 
an excellent foil in Roman Marshall’s 
neurotically  petty  Valene;  the  lethar-
gically  depressive  Father  Welsh, 
played  by  Caleb  Barron,  quietly  at-

tempts to control the scene, which is 
shaken up by Lara Deering’s impres-
sive  display  of  pent-up  emotions  as 
Girlene.  Even  though the  play  has  a 
small cast, it never feels empty due to 
its  actors’  stage  presence,  which 
brings  complex  character  dynamics 
alive.
The intimate feel of the Burton Taylor 
Studio,  with  barely  50  seats,  allows 
the  audience  to  follow  interactions 
from up close; so does the interesting 
decision to stage the play in the round, 
having rows of seats on three sides of 
the  stage.  With  actors  visible  from 
several  angles,  the  play  oscillates 
between  a  mad  circus  show  and  a 
reminder  that  such  shows  happen 
daily in our very midst. The ability to 
closely follow the actors’ play of fa-
cial expressions whenever they turn to 
face you is a rewarding bonus.
Niamh Calway’s set design is conser-
vative  yet  effective,  reproducing  the 
simplicity of an old country kitchen; it 
just  provides  a  space  for  the  human 

drama to unfold in, a wall-less space 
that  slowly  expands  to  include  the 
audience.  It  is  also  a  space  that  can 
remarkably easily be transformed with 
lighting  and  subtle  sound  effects  in 
order to follow the play’s characters. 
The  audience  is  quickly  drawn  into 
McDonagh’s  bleak  world,  which  is 
not dominated by sets but by person-
alities.
Overall, this is good work on the part 
of  the  co-directors  Joel  Stanley  and 
Joe  Woodman,  who  have  created  a 
fluid and entertaining production; The 
Lonesome  West  emerges  as  a  both 
farcical and moving story of solitude, 
resentment and (possible) redemption 
that ultimately does not so much end 
as fade: for some things there can be 
no  proper  conclusion.  But  it  is  defi-
nitely  worth  finding  out  what  these 
things  are:  all  you have to  do is  get 
tickets  for  one  of  the  remaining 
shows; the play runs until Saturday 12 
May.■

Michael Angerer

Soo Yi Yun
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olitical  efforts  to  improve 
equality or diversity have a 
tendency to meet with fierce 

opposition from those who fear  sudden 
changes;  it  is  such  fears  of  seeing  the 
world spin out  of  control  that  have fu-
elled the rise of Donald Trump, Brexiters 
and  European  right-wing  parties.  Their 
policies  have  one  thing  in  common:  a 
promise to return to the better days of the 
past, to escape an ever-changing present; 
they aim to make America great again or 
to  take  back  control.  But  such  move-
ments  also provide an important  lesson 
for those who would try and change the 
future for  the better.  Where attempts at 
revolution  will  only  cause  a  counter-
revolution,  facilitating  evolution  may 
allow  society  to  be  gradually  trans-
formed, without large parts of it feeling 
left  behind;  it  is  fragment  by  fragment 
that a new and lasting future is built.

One of  these  little  changes  occurred in 
January  2018,  when  Canada’s  senate 
finally  passed  a  bill  to  amend  the  line 
‘True  patriot  love  in  all  thy  sons  com-
mand’ in the Canadian national  anthem 
to  ‘True  patriot  love  in  all  of  us  com-
mand’; Canada is following in the foot-
steps of  Austria,  which changed its  an-
them in 2012, in making its anthem gen-
der-neutral.  The  rewording  has  been 
heavily criticised for being disrespectful 
to  the  original  author,  to  Canada’s  sol-
diers in the First World War – whom the 
line was designed to honour – or simply 
for being ‘clunky’; but as the outrage is 
dying down, the change is slowly becom-
ing  the  norm.  It  is  a  mostly  symbolic 
move,  with  no cost  to  the  taxpayer:  as 
older  printed  materials  are  phased  out, 
they are gradually replaced with materi-
als showing the new version. And yet it 
is  a  symbolic  move  that  prepares  the 
ground  for  further  changes;  one  little 

victory  against  adversity  showing  how 
little such victories have to be feared.

Another  little  change  was  approved  by 
the  Hertfordshire  Constabulary  at  the 
beginning of  May 2018:  the force’s  fe-
male police officers may now opt to wear 
a  gender-neutral  flat  cap  instead  of  the 
traditional  bowler  hat.  The  revision  of 
uniform regulations was suggested by the 
constabulary’s  LGBT+  Network  and 
readily  taken  up  by  the  force’s  senior 
officers. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the Dai-
ly  Mail  jumped  at  the  occasion  to  rail 
against a police force that ‘bans his-and-
hers  hats’ and  breaks  ‘with  a  tradition 
lasting 37 years’. The beauty of the new 
regulation,  however,  is  that  there  is  no 
such ban: simply an additional option to 
choose. Officers wearing bowler hats and 
flat  caps will  continue to serve side by 
side,  and  soon  both  will  be  a  familiar 
sight. Equality in diversity, like so much 
else, starts with the little things; and it is 
by introducing it  piece  by piece  that  it 
can be made to last.

Democracy is the pillar of such gradual 
change; it is also the guarantee that dras-
tic changes cannot happen without con-
siderable popular support. As a matter of 
fact,  they  did  not  happen  in  the  2018 
local  elections:  Labour’s  hopes  were 
disappointed  when  the  party  failed  to 
take  traditionally  Conservative  councils 
such  as  Wandsworth  or  Westminster, 
although they did achieve a net gain in 
voters.  But  even  when  disappointed  at 
the  slow  pace  of  political  change,  the 
most  important  thing  in  political  dis-
course  is  never  to  dismiss  those  with 
opposing  opinions  outright,  paying  no 
heed to the interests of ‘Remoaners’ or a 
‘basket of deplorables’, as Hillary Clin-
ton has it. Equality cannot be imposed by 
force; every step along the way must be 
accepted or at least tolerated by most of 
those involved.  No person is  an island, 
entire of itself; and at the same time the 

bigger whole be recognised to consist of 
a multitude of equally important voices.

This is not to say that we can only ever 
think in small steps. Of course, a view of 
the wider context and the ultimate goal is 
necessary in order to succeed; this is as 
true for symbolic gestures or elections as 
it is for schemes like the Athena SWAN 
award  (promoting  gender  equality  at 
university).  When  such  initiatives  be-
come ‘exercises in tick-box equality’, as 
Rebecca  Harrison  puts  it  in  the  Times 
Higher Education, there is a danger that 
they  might  lose  all  impact;  instead  of 
fitting  into  a  larger  whole,  they  might 
simply drift around as useless fragments 
of failed educational policy. This is why 
equality  starts  with  awareness:  every 
individual  action,  every  little  decision, 
every short discussion: they are all pieces 
that must be aligned towards a common 
goal. Everything you do has an impact – 
ideally,  enough  to  promote  gradual 
change without provoking too negative a 
reaction. Know thyself,  know thy peers 
and know thy goals; and then, fragment 
by fragment, start to shift the world.■

You are all invited to come along to the 
Oriel Equalities Fest on the afternoon of 
Saturday 3rd Week (12 May 2018),  be-
tween  1pm  and  4pm,  in  Third  Quad. 
Watch an interesting film or two in the 
JCR,  do  some  arts  and  crafts,  or  just 
enjoy some international food. This will 
be an opportunity to think about equali-
ties  issues  in  everyday  life,  brought  to 
you by your outgoing equalities officers 
in cooperation with their successors; but 
it  will  also simply be an opportunity to 
have a good time!

She said I should process my feelings before destroying other eyes 
To the point that they laugh

I tried to say I wasn’t 
less-than-one-week-old love leftovers 
But maybe that wasn’t so convincing 

There are tears in my ear still 
Soft salt in the morning at least
They came I think from Orphean cornmarket streets
But that was long after I was dreaming

Have you still got park end tickets? 
I copied and pasted from messenger

Don’t worry 
You and me won’t be alone no more 
I copied and pasted from a better human being 

When I was leaning on you I got really scared
Because you unlocked and gave in 
Scared because I was going to fall 
Leaning on you because you were my staircase door 

This mighty art I have not practised 
So ready to be broken 
I want to taste cherry again 

Tom Saer

Get Over It
Michael Angerer

P

A Piece of Equality 

you’ve done my maths
and i’ve done yours, 

so put your exes into my whys and  
back in again and let’s see where we go.

follow the pencil, dot the lines and
I’ll slide down your curves,

my regression, unintended equilibrium
decision tree yields mutually assured destruction

but we’ll rest where our tangents meet.
because was never a choice there was only 

my Pareto efficient 
dominant strategy
my utility monster 

my 
max(P-MC) = U. 

my prisoner’s dilemma
Michael Leong
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