WORDS/PHRASES FROM GREEK MYTHOLOGY
COMMONLY USED IN ENGLISH

1. ACHILLES’ HEEL 

Meaning: The weakness of an individual which leads to his downfall.
Greek Myth: Achilles was a Greek warrior who later became the hero of the Trojan War. When he was an infant, it was prophesized that he would die young. His mother Thetis who was a Nereid (sea goddess) did not desire this and hence she dipped him into the river Styx. The Styx had powers by which any part of the body that made contact with the river became invincible. However, she had held him by the heel when dipping him, thus leaving a vulnerable area. He would later die, as prophesized, by a poisoned arrow to his heel. 
“His love for fast food is one day going to prove to be his achilles’ heel.”
2. CAUGHT BETWEEN SCYLLA & CHARYBDIS  

Meaning: A difficult choice where either decision could end in disaster; more familiar as ‘between the devil and the deep blue sea’.
Greek Myth: The hero Odysseus spent nine years returning home after the Trojan War. Along his voyage by sea, he came upon Scylla and Charybdis. Scylla was an enormous sea monster with numerous hands and six dog heads sprouting from her body; she ate men alive. Charybdis was a tremendous whirlpool that digested ships whole. Since the only way to get home was to choose either route, Odysseus had to decide on one horror or the other. He chose Scylla, losing six crewmen to Scylla's hunger.  

“If I do my mathematics homework, I won’t have time to study for the History test tomorrow, and both teachers are so strict! I’m caught between Scylla and Charybdis! 
3. DOG AS MAN’S BEST FRIEND OR FAITHFUL COMPANION 

Meaning: Self-explanatory   
Greek Myth: When Odysseus returned home in disguise after many years, only his faithful dog who had patiently awaited his return recognized him. His family did not recognize him. Even on its deathbed, the dog managed to look up at its master and wag its tail in appreciation. 
“He won’t do something so cruel to her; he’s as faithful as a dog.”  

4. ELYSIUM FIELDS 

Meaning: Paradise   
Greek Myth: The Greeks did not believe in a heaven and hell; instead, the exceptionally good people were sent to Elysium, also known as the ‘Isle of the Blessed’. This was equivalent to Christianity’s paradise.

“The party was on a beautiful beach, with wonderful food and drinks; I thought I had stumbled upon the Elysium fields!” 
5. THE FACE THAT LAUNCHED A THOUSAND SHIPS 

Meaning: Any one person causing disaster, especially war.   
Greek Myth: This is a direct reference to Helen of Troy, who was considered to be the most beautiful woman in the world. The abduction of her by the Trojan prince Paris caused Menelaus, her husband, to declare war on Troy. Because of prior alliances, eventually all of the Greeks got involved; thus, Helen's beauty had ‘launched a thousand ships’ into war.

6. FOOD OF THE GODS 

Meaning: unbelievably delicious delicacies.   
Greek Myth: Nector and ambrosia were what the gods normally ate – this was the food of the gods. If a mortal were to eat ambrosia, he or she would be rendered immortal.  

“This spread looks like the food of the gods!”
7. TITAN 

Meaning: one of great size, strength or achievement 

Greek Myth: The titans were part of a family of giants, the children of Uranus and Gaea. They tried to rule heaven but were overthrown and supplanted by the family of Zeus. They were very large creatures of enormous strength. 

“Ratan Tata is one of the titans of Indian enterprise.” 

8. GORDIAN KNOT 

Meaning: An extremely perplexing puzzle or problem.   
Greek Myth: Legend mixes with mythology with respect to this term. King Gordius of Phrygia tied a knot and it was destined that whoever could untie it revealed himself as the future lord of Asia. After many frustrating attempts to untie it, Alexander the Great finally sliced the knot with his sword, proving it would take brute force to eventually capture Asia. Thus, to ‘cut the Gordian knot’ means to solve a puzzle in a powerful, decisive manner.  

“This week’s crossword in the paper is a Gordian knot!”
9. HERCULEAN EFFORT 

Meaning: A mighty try   
Greek Myth: Heracles, (not Hercules) was the son of Zeus and a mortal woman. Heracles was obligated to fulfill twelve very difficult tasks, called the Labours of Heracles. Any effort we nowadays may deem as tremendous can be attributed as ‘Herculean’, and is associated with the labours.
“Setting up a new house takes Herculean effort.”   

10. HOT AS HADES 

Meaning: Sweltering heat   
Greek Myth: Hades was the ruler of the underworld, called Tartarus. This was where evil people went after death, according to Greek mythology. The place was supposed to be very hot, and severe punishments were constantly meted out. It might be deduced that perhaps the real saying was ‘hot as Tartarus’, but over the years, it has become more popular as ‘hot as Hades’.
“In the summers, Mumbai becomes hot as Hades.”
11. THE HOUNDS OF HELL 

Meaning: Allegory for evil, or the pursuit by evil
        Greek Myth: Again, in reference to Hades's kingdom, Cerberus was a dog who         guarded the entrance to the netherworld. There weren't really any ‘hounds’, but Cerberus is often depicted with many heads. He was referred to as the hound of hell, and is generally associated with evil. 


“The gunmen attached the crowds like hounds of hell.”
12. MIDAS TOUCH 

Meaning: A person who always is lucky is said to have the Midas touch.   
Greek Myth: Perhaps one of mythology's most famous tales is that of King Midas, who was granted the wish that everything he touched would turn into gold. However, he soon realized that he could not eat, or drink, or even hug his daughter. Wisely, he retracted his wish, and by immersing himself in the river Pactolus, lost the ‘golden touch’ or the ‘Midas touch’.
“I always involve Ravi in any new venture; he has the Midas touch and ensures that things go smoothly.”  

13. ODYSSEY 

Meaning: A long adventure, journey   
Greek Myth: This term derives from the classical epic by Homer, ‘Odyssey’. The hero Odysseus takes nine long years to return from the Trojan War. Along the way, he has a multitude of adventures.   

“My odyssey through Rajasthan last month was tiring but very exciting!”
14.  ELECTRA COMPLEX
Meaning: A daughter’s attachment to her father

Greek Myth:  Electra was the daughter of Agamemnon. When her mother Clytemnestra murdered Agamemnon, Electra swore vengeance in Agamemnon's honor. Her relentless obsession was ultimately the cause of Clytemnestra's death. Both Sophocles and Euripedes wrote plays that bear her name.
15.  PANDORA’S BOX 

Meaning: To ‘open a Pandora's Box’ means to invite trouble.   
Greek Myth: Zeus was disgusted with man and decided to inflict him with the worst trouble imaginable. A woman, Pandora was molded from clay and was bestowed with gifts of charm and beauty. Zeus then gave her to Epimetheus (whose name means ‘afterthought’) to marry, with a beautiful box of evils as her dowry. Although told not to open it, she inevitably did, and all the evils were released.    

“Don’t let mummy see my test results or the Pandora’s Box will be opened!”
16. TROJAN HORSE 

Meaning: destruction by a seemingly benign person or object, on the sly

Greek Myth: During the Trojan War, the Trojans were within their city walls while the Achaeans (Greeks) lay in wait outside. The Greeks decided to trick the Trojans. An enormous wooden horse was placed outside their gates. The Trojans thought that this was a peace-offering or a gift from the gods. Despite warnings from the princess Cassandra and the priest Laocoon, they brought the horse within the city. During the night, hidden soldiers from the horse's belly emerged and destroyed the city.

“The drink was actually a Trojan horse; she had poisoned it before offering it.”
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