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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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