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Ancient Greece in the English Language

When Shakespeare was in school in the latter half
of the sixteenth century, he learned ‘small Latin and less
Greek’, or so his friend, Ben Jonson, tells us. Until very
recently, it was the norm for educated British
schoolchildren to learn at least Latin in school (In fact, it
remained a requirement for entrance to many
universities until the 1960s -70s). Greek was always
less widely taught, and to a smaller elite, but this
did not prevent Greek ideas from coming into the
English language, most often via the Latin route.
The Romans were great admirers of Greek culture,
and their poets often wrote of Greek myths and &
legends in their Latin works.

For this reason, we tend to refer to the
Greek deities by their Latin names. Our planets
are called e.g. Jupiter, Venus, Mars and Pluto
rather than Zeus, Aphrodite, Ares and Hades,
and things to do with war are called ‘Martial’
(after Mars, the god of war) rather than by
an adjective derived from the Greek name,

Dr Gillian Humphreys
Hong Kong Polytechnic University
(Hercules) to describe difficult endeavours, all of which
can be referred to as ‘Herculean tasks’. Heracles was a
Greek ‘superman’ who killed his wife and children in a fit
of temporary madness. When he regained his sanity, he
had to perform twelve extremely difficult tasks as a
penance. Most of these involved killing man-eating
monsters, though a more flirtatious (but no less risky)
one involved stealing the girdle of the Amazon Queen,
Hippolyta. If the government is trying to root out
corruption, we might say it is trying to ‘cleanse the
Augean stables’ (The least heroic of the twelve
labours was to muck out some very dirty stables).
However, if after each problem the government
solves, two more seem to spring up in its place,
we may say it is like fighting the ‘many-headed
hydra’ (after the monster that grew two new heads

for every one Heracles cut off).

The government could, on the other
hand, be facing a complex situation and decide
to take a short cut. Then we would say it has

d1rect1y from the Greek, e.g.

aphrodlslac from
Aphrodite, the goddess of love, or ‘erotic’ from Eros,
the Greek name of Cupid. In recent years, too, at least
one company has chosen to name its brand after a Greek
goddess. But then, I suppose ‘Nike’ fits onto a sports
shoe better than would ‘Victoria’.

T here are many idioms used in modern English that
refer to ancient Greek literature, mythology or history. If
we are discussing a political situation, we might say that
the government plans to bring in ‘draconian laws’ (after
the harsh Athenian tyrant, Draco). Or we may choose an
image from the myth of the twelve labours of Heracles

decided to ‘cut the Gordian knot’ (derived
from a story told about Alexander the Great). If it is
attempting to introduce a system which is supposed to
fit everyone, but in fact fits no-one, then we might refer
to the system as being like ‘Procrustes’ bed’ (a one-size-
fits-all bed used to torture and kill guests by a particularly
unpleasant character in the myth of the hero, Theseus).
However, if we believe all social, financial and
environmental problems can be solved quickly and easily,
we are living in ‘Cloud Cuckoo Land’ (from
Aristophanes’ satirical comedy 7The Birds). In any case,
we are probably looking back to an imaginary ‘Golden
Age’ when everyone was prosperous and happy (This
goes back to the poet Hesiod’s idea that there had been
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an ideal, peaceful Golden Age before the Bronze Age).

R eferences to Greek concepts may come up in
other areas of conversation too. A friend returning from

a conference in Jubala might tell me this about her stay:

“The conference last week was under the aegis of
the Jubala government. Actually, it was quite
disappointing. The conditions in the hotel were
Spartan, and as you know, my Achilles heel is that
I’m claustrophobic and can’t stand small lifts and
easily panic when I’'m in one. It was miles from
the conference centre, and there was no hotel shuttle

bus. Ihad to join the hoi polloi in the Underground,
which was like a labyrinth, so I arrived each
morning feeling I had run a marathon. Still, it gave
me a fantalizing glimpse of what life could be like
there in other circumstances. And I did manage to
buy a cheap Omega watch.

‘No, I’'m not going to complain to my boss — it
would only open a Pandora’s Box, and he’d
probably start hectoring me.’

Either an etymological dictionary, or a dictionary of
mythology will explain all the words and phrases in italics.

Sisyphus’ Task

‘Most people who look to dieting as a means of
losing weight consider the whole process a rather
Sisyphean experience. Just like old Sisyphus, dieters
often find that their goal weight rushes away from them’.
What has Sisyphus to do with the task of putting off
weight?

In Greek mythology, Sisyphus was the king and
founder of Corinth. He was notorious as the most
cunning knave on earth. For his misdeeds, Zeus sent the
god Hades to bring him to the underworld personally,
for some severe punishment. With an ingenious trick,
Sisyphus had Hades chained and locked up for many
days. While the god of the dead was held prisoner, no
one could die. The sick and old suffered. The world

was in chaos.

Years after, when the paramount trickster was led
forcibly back to the underworld, he was condemned to
ceaselessly rolling a large rock uphill. Every time
Sisyphus, by the greatest of exertion and toil, reached
the top, the rock slipped from his hands and rolled down

again, so that his punishment was eternal.

Hence we have the idiom ‘a Sisyphus’ task’ to
describe a task that requires continual effort but never
pays off. Similarly, an endless and fruitless task can be

described as Sisyphean.
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Beware of the Trojan Horse!

The Trojan Horse. What would come to your mind
right away? Stealth? Ingenuity? Malice?

Thanks to the giant wooden horse conceived by the
crafty warrior, Odysseus, the Greeks captured the
impregnable City of Troy and ended the
decade long war. Has it ever occurred to you
that such a fascinating drama of military
tactics may be re-staged right inside your PC?
And you are oblivious to what is going on,
like the poor Trojans whose city was taken
just when they thought they had won the war.

‘Trojan Horse’ refers to those programs that
infect your computer and open a channel which
allows hackers to take control of your PC behind your back.
They are imposters — programs that claim to be something
useful but, in fact, cause mischief such as deleting files,
changing system settings, stealing passwords, denying
service and running vicious programs. The Trojan Horse
contains malicious codes. Once triggered, they will cause
loss or even theft of data. Worse still, your PC is used as a
platform to attack other computers.
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How and when are you likely to let the Horse enter
your PC? Whenever you download a program, you are at

risk. Chatting on the ICQ, opening an attachment, sharing
files and allowing others to have access to your computer

are but a few examples.

It is a common belief among
Internet users that with virus scanners,
their computers are immune to a raid by
aTrojan Horse. Unfortunately, this is not
exactly the case. While we can rely on
anti-virus tools to detect the most
common Trojan Horse programs, the
most effective safeguard is to update
regularly the latest virus signature.

All in all, it is the user’s constant vigilance that

most strongly fortifies his computer against hackers’
infiltration. Be wary of what you receive when you are

surfing the Internet, checking e-mails or cyberchatting.

Avoid visiting suspicious websites. The Trojan Horse,
like viruses and worms, is ubiquitous in the cyber world.
Never ever let it in!



Learning and More

W hat would it be like living and learning in a world
city of culture and commerce like London? The picture I got
from a two-week intensive language course
in London is that language learning goes
beyond grammar and vocabulary. It is also
about understanding cultural differences.

Contrary to my expectation, English
usage and grammar was not the main focus of
the course. In spite of this, through intensive
practice and group discussions under the useful
guidance of our tutors, we made great progress
in our language and communication skills
during our study. I noticed that we often
overlooked the fundamentals of English usage
like tenses, prepositions and phrasal verbs
when we tried to improve in such areas as
vocabulary, grammar and idiomatic expressions. Moreover, we
were from time to time tempted to translate from our mother
tongue into English direct, particularly in conversation. As my
classmates were practising professionals from all round the globe,
including Iceland, Kuwait, Italy, France and Senegal, we had
great fun in sharing and exchanging ideas. To overcome the
difficulties in learning because of differences in our background
(I'was the only student working in a non-business sector), [ asked
questions for clarification or correction wherever possible so as
to bridge the gaps in our backgrounds, in particular our cultures.

Rosetta Stone

Jackie Mok
Official Languages Officer 11
Social Welfare Department

Apart from regular classroom practice, the school
organised a broad spectrum of familiarisation activities to give
us a wider exposure to the cosmopolitan and
dynamic life in London. There was so much to
see and explore in the city, and I spent much time
visiting museums and galleries over the
weekends. In the British Museum, I was taken
up with the Rosetta Stone — an irregularly shaped
block of black basalt bearing an Egyptian decree.
It was first discovered near the Egyptian city of
Rosetta by Napoleon’s troop in 1799. Its
importance stems not from the decree itself, but
from the fact that it was inscribed in three different
forms of writing: Egyptian hieroglyphics,
demotic (or everyday) Egyptian and Greek.
Efforts at translating hieroglyphics were once
patchy. The Stone allows scholars to decipher
the hieroglyphs, and more importantly, to discover that they
had a phonetic value. To me it was indeed eye-opening.

I have no illusion that there is a panacea for dramatic
improvement in my language proficiency within two weeks.
But I am convinced that my firsthand experience of English
life has benefitted me in a multi-dimensional manner,
including understanding more ways for further study and
gaining insights into different cultures.
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Hampton Court Palace

May Wong
Senior Official Languages Officer
Official Languages Division

Civil Service Bureau
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D uring my stay in England this summer, I had a
wonderful time visiting Hampton Court Palace. The Palace,
which is set on the banks of the River Thames, began its
illustrious history in 1513, when Cardinal Thomas Wolsey
acquired the property as his residence. In the late 1520s, Wolsey
was forced to present his palace to Henry VIII in a vain attempt
to regain his royal favour.

T he Palace is built of red brick with distinctive Tudor
diamond patterns. Rows of chimneys top the building, each
with a different design. One can just imagine how Henry’s
hunting party felt when, after a long cold day in the saddle,
they saw wisps of welcoming smoke rising from the chimneys.

At the entrance to the inner part of the Palace stands the
Clock Tower. Its astronomical clock tells the hour, the day, the
month, the phase of the moon and the time of the high tides at

The Chapel Royal is fit for a monarch. Its vaulted ceiling
is painted in magnificent blue and gold. The Chapel is divided
into two parts, the Chapel proper and the Royal Pew. In Tudor
times the Royal Pew was divided into two large rooms, one
for the king and one for the
queen, with bay windows
looking down into the body of
the Chapel. Hence the king
could attend to state affairs and

hear Mass at the same time.

Henry VIII knew how to make his presence felt. In the
Great Hall, the high table is placed on a raised platform next
to the window, the source of light. As the king held a feast in
the splendid hall decorated with pennants and royal arms, he
was spotlighted for all to see. An interesting anecdote is that
people at that time ate with a spoon as the fork was not invented
until later.

A fter Henry other kings and queens took up residence
in the Palace too. They rebuilt and added on to the original
structure. Hampton Court Palace boasts sumptuous state
apartments, a unique garden and extensive parkland. It houses
a great dynastic art collection including paintings, tapestries
and furniture. No wonder it has been claimed that the splendour

of the Palace rivalled that of Louis XIV’s Versailles in its
heyday.

London Bridge. It also shows the signs of the zodiac and the
golden Sun travelling around an immobile Earth.
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i This jumble of letters conceals some famous names from Greek and
LFm Roman mythologies. Each clue points to one name. Try and see if you can
GHJZ .
FIRD circle all those names out. The names may be spelt backward or forward,
TEEM :
A up or down, or even diagonally.
Clues
B (+ 6 letters) The Roman god of wine and vegetation.
D (+ 4 letters) The Roman equivalent of Artemis, the Moon-goddess and twin sister of Apollo.
M (+ 6 letters) Messenger of the gods, also the name of the closest planet to the sun in the solar system.
C (+ 4 letters) The Roman god of love, commonly represented as a winged infant.
M (+ 4 letters) The nine Greek goddesses and patronesses of the arts.
M (+ 7 letters) A monster with the head of a bull and the body of a man.
I (+ 5 letters) The son of Daedalus, who fell to his death after flying too near the sun with the wings crafted by his father.
V (+ 5 letters) The Roman blacksmith god and husband of Venus.
P (+ 7 letters) The wife of Odysseus, who was famous for her faithfulness to her husband.
N (+ 8 letters) A handsome youth who died of his hopeless obsession with his own image in the pond.
N (+ 6 letters) The goddess of divine justice and vengeance.
C (+ 6 letters) Fabulous creature, half-man, half-horse.
S (+ 3 letters) The principal river of the underworld.
U (+ 6 letters) The Latin equivalent of the Greek hero Odysseus.
P (+ 4 letters) The last king of Troy.
I (+ 3 letters) The goddess of the rainbow.
S (+ 7 letters) The king of Corinth, who was condemned by Zeus to roll uphill a stone that always rolled down again.
P (+ 9 letters) He made mankind out of clay, stole fire for them from heaven and taught them many arts.

To participate, please fill in the information below and send it, with the circled answers on the puzzle, to the Word
Power Editorial Board, Official Languages Division, Civil Service Bureau, Room 2315, Queensway Government Offices,
66 Queensway, Hong Kong before 16 February 2004.

Answers and names of winners will be published in the next issue of Word Power. Five prizes will be awarded. Lots
will be drawn if necessary.

Name: Department:
Post: Tel. No.:
Address:
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