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Introduction


JEAN MENZIES


Is it a bird? Is it a plane? Or is it a giant, fire-breathing, winged reptile? I’m sure this is the first image many readers conjure when they hear the word dragon – yet dragons come in many more shapes and sizes than this. The term dragon itself comes from the ancient Greek drakōn, which – and let’s not beat around the bush here – essentially means ‘a big old snake’. That is my very academic translation. The drakōn, or dragon, in classical mythology were gigantic serpents, often venomous and occasionally sporting multiple heads, who could be found serving gods, guarding riches, or terrorizing villages. Yet creatures akin to the ancient Greek drakōn, which we now might call dragons, long predate the ancient Greeks themselves.


Some of the earliest dragons can be found in the mythology of ancient Mesopotamia, which encompassed the civilizations of Sumer, Akkad, Assyria and Babylonia (now home to parts of Iraq, Iran, Kuwait, Syria and Turkey). According to the Enūma Eliš tablets, which record the Babylonian creation myth, for example, the primordial sea goddess Tiamat created the first dragons – horned, venomous, serpent-like creatures with a pair of wings and the head of a lion. Meanwhile the earliest depiction of a dragon in art is a wingless, stylized jade sculpture that can be traced back to the neolithic Hongshan culture of ancient China.*


In fact, the flying, four-legged, fire-breathing reptile many of us are familiar with today is most likely a medieval European invention, with its earliest known incarnation found in the anonymous Old English epic Beowulf – although the biblical sea serpent known as the Leviathan has equally scorching breath. This is the creature who in turn inspired the infamous Smaug of J. R. R. Tolkien’s hobbit, and many more pop culture icons since.


Although their origins are ancient, dragons are also incredibly modern. Did you root for Hiccup and Toothless in How to Train Your Dragon by Cressida Cowell? Were you enamoured by Haku in Studio Ghibli’s Spirited Away? Maybe your favourite Pokémon are the dragon types like Dratini or Dragonite? Or perhaps you enjoy playing as a dragonborn character in the role-playing game Dungeons & Dragons? Dragons are everywhere. They’re in our films and TV shows, our books and video games. Whether you like it or not, you’ve probably encountered some version of a dragon or another in the media you consume.


Yet, because we are only humans, and humans love rules and firm definitions, you’ll often come across varying attempts to delineate what is or isn’t a dragon, or to create distinct categories like wyvern (two legs and feathered wings), serpent (no legs and sometimes wings), lindwyrm (two legs but no wings), drake (four legs and also no wings), wyrm (no legs, no wings), or dracaena (a female dragon or a woman with no legs and a serpent tail instead). All of which can both help and hinder our understanding of these mythical creatures – not least because you’ll often find that writers of the past paid little heed to modern definitions. And once you’ve accepted the difficulty in defining a dragon’s appearance, you come to the question of their character. The morality of dragons is another much-disputed topic. Are they greedy and violent? Or are they generous and wise? Again, it depends who you ask.


Similarly, many attempts have been made to draw lines in the sand between western and eastern dragons. Western dragons breathe fire; eastern dragons live underwater. Western dragons are vicious; eastern dragons are wise. And maybe that’s what you hoped I’d do here? But alas, I cannot. While there are certainly reoccurring tropes and themes among the stories I’ve chosen to include in this collection, you’ll also be able to see, from just this small selection, that these rules do not always apply. I challenge you to tell the Orcadian Stoorworm that they’re breaking the rules of dragon lore by living in the North Sea!


Whatever shape they take, however, one thing is clear: dragons, and their kin, have fascinated us for millennia. At least that’s what I hope you’ll take away from this collection. From second millennia BCE folk tales of Egyptian serpents, through fourteenth-century legends of Nordic worms, to twentieth-century versions of Welsh Wyverns and Japanese deities, this book features four thousand years of dragons and dragon-like beasts from around the world. Some you might recognize, some you might not, but all of them have played, and continue to play, a part in weaving the elaborate tapestry that is the history of these magnificent creatures. And while these dragons are diverse, they all share one thing in common – they are all pretty incredible (as well as often being scaly).









MY LORD BAG OF RICE


If you were looking for a story to start things off with a bang, this right here is the one. The story of the hero Fujiwara no Hidesato not only features a dragon, but a Dragon King no less. The author, Yei Theodora Ozaki, was an eighteenth- and nineteenth-century folklorist and translator who adapted a great number of Japanese folk tales into English. ‘My Lord Bag of Rice’, in particular, is a popular story that has been retold many times and is based on the Japanese legend ‘The Tale of Tawara Tōda’, which dates back to the fourteenth century. It is also a nice reminder to set any preconceptions you have aside before jumping into this collection, because the dragon doesn’t have to be the one responsible for causing the damsel’s distress – sometimes the dragon is the one in distress and in need of a hero to lend a helping hand.
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Long, long ago there lived in Japan a brave warrior known to all as Tawara Toda, or “My Lord Bag of Rice.” His true name was Fujiwara Hidesato, and there is a very interesting story of how he came to change his name.


One day he sallied forth in search of adventures, for he had the nature of a warrior and could not bear to be idle. So he buckled on his two swords, took his huge bow, much taller than himself, in his hand, and slinging his quiver on his back started out. He had not gone far when he came to the bridge of Seta-no-Karashi spanning one end of the beautiful Lake Biwa. No sooner had he set foot on the bridge than he saw lying right across his path a huge serpent-dragon. Its body was so big that it looked like the trunk of a large pine tree and it took up the whole width of the bridge. One of its huge claws rested on the parapet of one side of the bridge, while its tail lay right against the other. The monster seemed to be asleep, and as it breathed, fire and smoke came out of its nostrils.


At first Hidesato could not help feeling alarmed at the sight of this horrible reptile lying in his path, for he must either turn back or walk right over its body. He was a brave man, however, and putting aside all fear went forward dauntlessly. Crunch, crunch! he stepped now on the dragon’s body, now between its coils, and without even one glance backward he went on his way.


He had only gone a few steps when he heard someone calling him from behind. On turning back he was much surprised to see that the monster dragon had entirely disappeared and in its place was a strange-looking man, who was bowing most ceremoniously to the ground. His red hair streamed over his shoulders and was surmounted by a crown in the shape of a dragon’s head, and his sea-green dress was patterned with shells. Hidesato knew at once that this was no ordinary mortal and he wondered much at the strange occurrence. Where had the dragon gone in such a short space of time? Or had it transformed itself into this man, and what did the whole thing mean? While these thoughts passed through his mind he had come up to the man on the bridge and now addressed him:


“Was it you that called me just now?”


“Yes, it was I,” answered the man; “I have an earnest request to make to you. Do you think you can grant it to me?”


“If it is in my power to do so I will,” answered Hidesato, “but first tell me who you are?”


“I am the Dragon King of the Lake, and my home is in these waters just under this bridge.”


“And what is it you have to ask of me?” said Hidesato.


“I want you to kill my mortal enemy the centipede, who lives on the mountain beyond,” and the Dragon King pointed to a high peak on the opposite shore of the lake.


“I have lived now for many years in this lake and I have a large family of children and grandchildren. For some time past we have lived in terror, for a monster centipede has discovered our home, and night after night it comes and carries off one of my family. I am powerless to save them. If it goes on much longer like this, not only shall I lose all my children, but I myself must fall a victim to the monster. I am, therefore, very unhappy, and in my extremity I determined to ask the help of a human being. For many days with this intention I have waited on the bridge in the shape of the horrible serpent-dragon that you saw, in the hope that some strong brave man would come along. But all who came this way, as soon as they saw me were terrified and ran away as fast as they could. You are the first man I have found able to look at me without fear, so I knew at once that you were a man of great courage. I beg you to have pity upon me. Will you not help me and kill my enemy the centipede?”


Hidesato felt very sorry for the Dragon King on hearing his story, and readily promised to do what he could to help him. The warrior asked where the centipede lived, so that he might attack the creature at once. The Dragon King replied that its home was on the mountain Mikami, but that as it came every night at a certain hour to the palace of the lake, it would be better to wait till then. So Hidesato was conducted to the palace of the Dragon King, under the bridge. Strange to say, as he followed his host downwards the waters parted to let them pass, and his clothes did not even feel damp as he passed through the flood. Never had Hidesato seen anything so beautiful as this palace built of white marble beneath the lake. He had often heard of the Sea King’s Palace at the bottom of the sea, where all the servants and retainers were salt-water fishes, but here was a magnificent building in the heart of Lake Biwa. The dainty goldfishes, red carp, and silvery trout, waited upon the Dragon King and his guest.


Hidesato was astonished at the feast that was spread for him. The dishes were crystallised lotus leaves and flowers, and the chopsticks were of the rarest ebony. As soon as they sat down, the sliding doors opened and ten lovely goldfish dancers came out, and behind them followed ten red-carp musicians with the koto and the samisen. Thus the hours flew by till midnight, and the beautiful music and dancing had banished all thoughts of the centipede. The Dragon King was about to pledge the warrior in a fresh cup of wine when the palace was suddenly shaken by a tramp, tramp! as if a mighty army had begun to march not far away.


Hidesato and his host both rose to their feet and rushed to the balcony, and the warrior saw on the opposite mountain two great balls of glowing fire coming nearer and nearer. The Dragon King stood by the warrior’s side trembling with fear.


“The centipede! The centipede! Those two balls of fire are its eyes. It is coming for its prey! Now is the time to kill it.”


Hidesato looked where his host pointed, and, in the dim light of the starlit evening, behind the two balls of fire he saw the long body of an enormous centipede winding round the mountains, and the light in its hundred feet glowed like so many distant lanterns moving slowly towards the shore.


Hidesato showed not the least sign of fear. He tried to calm the Dragon King.


“Don’t be afraid. I shall surely kill the centipede. Just bring me my bow and arrows.”


The Dragon King did as he was bid, and the warrior noticed that he had only three arrows left in his quiver. He took the bow, and fitting an arrow to the notch, took careful aim and let fly.


The arrow hit the centipede right in the middle of its head, but instead of penetrating, it glanced off harmless and fell to the ground.


Nothing daunted, Hidesato took another arrow, fitted it to the notch of the bow and let fly. Again the arrow hit the mark, it struck the centipede right in the middle of its head, only to glance off and fall to the ground. The centipede was invulnerable to weapons! When the Dragon King saw that even this brave warrior’s arrows were powerless to kill the centipede, he lost heart and began to tremble with fear.


The warrior saw that he had now only one arrow left in his quiver, and if this one failed he could not kill the centipede. He looked across the waters. The huge reptile had wound its horrid body seven times round the mountain and would soon come down to the lake. Nearer and nearer gleamed the fireballs of eyes, and the light of its hundred feet began to throw reflections in the still waters of the lake.


Then suddenly the warrior remembered that he had heard that human saliva was deadly to centipedes. But this was no ordinary centipede. This was so monstrous that even to think of such a creature made one creep with horror. Hidesato determined to try his last chance. So taking his last arrow and first putting the end of it in his mouth, he fitted the notch to his bow, took careful aim once more and let fly.


This time the arrow again hit the centipede right in the middle of its head, but instead of glancing off harmlessly as before, it struck home to the creature’s brain. Then with a convulsive shudder the serpentine body stopped moving, and the fiery light of its great eyes and hundred feet darkened to a dull glare like the sunset of a stormy day, and then went out in blackness. A great darkness now overspread the heavens, the thunder rolled and the lightning flashed, and the wind roared in fury, and it seemed as if the world were coming to an end. The Dragon King and his children and retainers all crouched in different parts of the palace, frightened to death, for the building was shaken to its foundations. At last the dreadful night was over. Day dawned beautiful and clear. The centipede was gone from the mountain.


Then Hidesato called to the Dragon King to come out with him on the balcony, for the centipede was dead and he had nothing more to fear.


Then all the inhabitants of the palace came out with joy, and Hidesato pointed to the lake. There lay the body of the dead centipede floating on the water, which was dyed red with its blood.


The gratitude of the Dragon King knew no bounds. The whole family came and bowed down before the warrior, calling him their preserver and the bravest warrior in all Japan.


Another feast was prepared, more sumptuous than the first. All kinds of fish, prepared in every imaginable way, raw, stewed, boiled and roasted, served on coral trays and crystal dishes, were put before him, and the wine was the best that Hidesato had ever tasted in his life. To add to the beauty of everything the sun shone brightly, the lake glittered like a liquid diamond, and the palace was a thousand times more beautiful by day than by night.


His host tried to persuade the warrior to stay a few days, but Hidesato insisted on going home, saying that he had now finished what he had come to do, and must return. The Dragon King and his family were all very sorry to have him leave so soon, but since he would go they begged him to accept a few small presents (so they said) in token of their gratitude to him for delivering them for ever from their horrible enemy the centipede.


As the warrior stood in the porch taking leave, a train of fish was suddenly transformed into a retinue of men, all wearing ceremonial robes and dragon’s crowns on their heads to show that they were servants of the great Dragon King. The presents that they carried were as follows:


First, a large bronze bell.


Second, a bag of rice.


Third, a roll of silk.


Fourth, a cooking pot.


Fifth, a bell.


Hidesato did not want to accept all these presents, but as the Dragon King insisted, he could not well refuse.


The Dragon King himself accompanied the warrior as far as the bridge, and then took leave of him with many bows and good wishes, leaving the procession of servants to accompany Hidesato to his house with the presents.


The warrior’s household and servants had been very much concerned when they found that he did not return the night before, but they finally concluded that he had been kept by the violent storm and had taken shelter somewhere. When the servants on the watch for his return caught sight of him they called to everyone that he was approaching, and the whole household turned out to meet him, wondering much what the retinue of men, bearing presents and banners, that followed him, could mean.


As soon as the Dragon King’s retainers had put down the presents they vanished, and Hidesato told all that had happened to him.


The presents which he had received from the grateful Dragon King were found to be of magic power. The bell only was ordinary, and as Hidesato had no use for it he presented it to the temple near by, where it was hung up, to boom out the hour of day over the surrounding neighbourhood.


The single bag of rice, however much was taken from it day after day for the meals of the knight and his whole family, never grew less—the supply in the bag was inexhaustible.


The roll of silk, too, never grew shorter, though time after time long pieces were cut off to make the warrior a new suit of clothes to go to Court in at the New Year.


The cooking pot was wonderful, too. No matter what was put into it, it cooked deliciously whatever was wanted without any firing—truly a very economical saucepan.


The fame of Hidesato’s fortune spread far and wide, and as there was no need for him to spend money on rice or silk or firing, he became very rich and prosperous, and was henceforth known as My Lord Bag of Rice.









THE REALMS OF COPPER, SILVER AND GOLD


Have you ever felt frustrated by your dating prospects? Are you looking for your soulmate around every corner? Have you considered using a dragon as a matchmaker? At least that’s how the suitors in ‘The Realms of Copper, Silver and Gold’ managed it. In this nineteenth-century Russian tale preserved by Alexander Afanasyev (translated here by L. A. Magnus) three brothers are in need of wives but no one seems to fit the bill – that is, until one brother stumbles into the lair of a three-headed dragon who might have exactly what he needs. While you might expect a tale of imprisoned damsels and a deadly dragon-keeper, this is one of those stories that reminds you never to assume you know the outcome.
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Once upon a time there was an old man and his old wife, and they had three sons. One was called Egórushko Zalyót; the second was called Mísha Kosolápy; and the third was called Iváshko Zapéchnik. The parents wanted to secure wives for them, and sent the eldest son out to seek a bride. He went for a long time, and saw many maidens, but he took none to wife, for he liked none well enough. On the way he met a three-headed dragon, and was very frightened.


The dragon asked him, “Whither are you going, brave youth?”


“I am going a-wooing, but I cannot find a bride.”


“Come with me; I will take you where you may find one.”


So they journeyed together till they came to a great heavy stone; and the dragon said to him: “Lift that stone off, then you will find what you are seeking.” And Egórushko endeavoured to lift the stone away, but he failed. Then the dragon said: “I have no bride for you here!”


So Egórushko went back home, and he told his father and mother all he had gone through. And the parents reflected for a long time. And they at last sent Mísha Kosolápy on the same journey. He met the dragon after many days, and asked him to show him how he should get a bride. The dragon bade him go with him. And they came to the stone. Mísha tried to lift it away, but in vain; so he returned to his parents and told them all he had gone through.


This time the parents were at an utter loss what they should do. Iváshko Zapéchnik could not have any better luck! But still Iváshko asked his parents’ leave to go to the dragon, and after some reluctance he obtained it.


Iváshko met the three-headed dragon, who asked him: “Where are you going, sturdy youth?”


“My brothers set out to marry, but they could find no brides. It is now my turn.”


“Come with me; perhaps you may win a bride.”


So the dragon and Iváshko went up to the stone, and the dragon commanded him to lift the stone up, and Iváshko thrust the stone, and it flew up from its bed like a feather, as though it were not there, and revealed an aperture in the earth, with a rope ladder.


“Iváshko,” said the dragon, “go down that ladder; and I will let you down into the three kingdoms, and in each of them you will see a fair maiden.”


So Iváshko went down, deeper and deeper, right down to the realm of copper, where he met a maiden who was very fair.


“God greet you, strange guest! Sit down where you may find room, and say whence you come.”


“Oh, fair maiden, you have given me nothing to eat and drink, and you ask me for my news!”


So the maiden gave him all manner of meat and drink and set them on the table.


Iváshko had a drink, and then said: “I am seeking a bride; will you marry me?”


“No, fair youth! go farther on into the silver kingdom. There there is a maiden who is much fairer than I.” Thereupon she gave him a silver ring.


So the young boy thanked her for her kindness, said farewell; and he went farther until he reached the silver kingdom. There he saw a maiden who was fairer yet than the former, and he prayed and bowed down low. “Good day, fair maiden!”


“Good day, strange youth! Sit down and tell me whence you come and what you seek.”


“But, fair maiden, you have given me nothing to eat or drink, and you ask my news!”


So the maiden put rich drink and food on the table, and Iváshko ate as much as he would. Then he told her that he was seeking a bride, and he asked her if she would be the bride. “Go yet farther into the golden realm; there there is a maiden who is yet much fairer than I!” the girl said, and she gave him a golden ring.


Iváshko said farewell, and went yet farther, went deeper still, into the golden realm. There he found a maiden who was much, very much fairer than the others, and there he said the right prayer, and he saluted the maiden.


“Whither art thou going, fair youth; and what do you seek?”


“Fair maiden, give me to eat and drink, and I will tell you my news.”


So she got him so fine a meal that no better meal on earth could be wished, and she was so fair that no pen could write and no tale could tell.


Iváshko set to valorously, and then he told his tale. “I am seeking a bride; if you will marry me, come with me!”


So the maiden consented, and she gave him a golden ball. Then they went on and on together, until they reached the silver realm, where they took the maiden who was there; and they went on and on and on from there to the copper realm, and took this maiden with them as well. And then they came to the hole through which they were to climb out. The rope ladder stood all ready, and there there stood the elder brothers, who were looking for him. Iváshko tied the maiden out of the copper realm to the ladder, and the brothers lifted her out, and they let the ladder down again. Then Iváshko laid hold of the maiden from the silver realm, and she was drawn up, and the ladder let down again. This time the maiden from the golden realm came, and was also drawn up. When the steps were let down again, Iváshko sat on them, and the brothers drew it up into the height. But when they saw that this time it was Iváshko Zapéchnik who sat on it, they began to reflect: “If we let him out perhaps he will not give us any of the maidens.” So they cut the steps down, and Iváshko fell down. He wept bitterly, but it was no good. He went down farther, and he then came across a tiny old man, who sat on a tree-stem and had a long white beard. Iváshko told him how it had been.


The old man advised him once more to go on. “You will come to a little hut. Enter it and you will see a long man lying in it from one corner to the other. Ask him how you shall reach Russian land once more.”


So Iváshko went up to the hut, stepped in and said: “Strong giant, spare me, and tell me how I shall get home again.”


“Fi, fo, fum, you Russian bones!” said Ídolishche, “I did not summon you, and still you have come. Go to the thrice-tenth sea, there there stands a hut on cocks’ legs in which the Bába Yagá lives. She has an eagle who will carry you.”


So the young boy went on and on, a far way, to the hut, and he stepped in.


The Bába Yagá cried out at once, “Fi, fo, fum, Russian bones, why have you come here?”


“Oh, mother, the giant Ídolishche sent me to ask you to lend me your mighty eagle to carry me to Russia.”


“Go,” said Bába Yagá, “into the garden. At the gate there stands a watchman; take his keys and pass through seven doors, and when you open the last the eagle will flap his wings. Sit on his back if you are not afraid, and fly away. But take meat with you and give him to eat whenever he turns round.”


Iváshko did as he was bidden, sat on the eagle and flew away. The eagle flew on, flew on; then he soon turned his head round, and Iváshko gave him a bite of flesh. Then the eagle flew on afar, and turned round again, and Iváshko fed him. And he fed him until he had nothing more left, and Russia was still far off. Then the eagle turned round, and as he had no flesh, he tore a fragment out of Iváshko’s withers and ate it up. But they had already reached the aperture. When Iváshko parted from the eagle, he spat a bit of flesh out and bade Iváshko lay it on him. And Iváshko did so, and his body healed; and Iváshko went home, took the maiden from the golden realm from his brothers; and they then lived happily, and may still be living if they are not dead.
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