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Dedication


To my colleagues and associates of the Alliterates Writing Society (and I mean all of you—even the Bears fans):


Your friendship and counsel has meant so very much to me, and I appreciate the solid advice and constructive criticism you’ve shared with me over the past twenty years. Thank you!



FOREWORD

An Image for NIGHTMARES—And Dreams

I have been writing about dragons for about thirty years, starting with the first Dragonlance novel, Dragons of Autumn Twilight, published in 1984. I love having the opportunity to write about dragons, talk with them, gain their trust, work with them, even fly with them.

As you will learn in this book, dragons are universal. They exist in one form or another in almost every major culture in the world. Dragons have fascinated mankind for countless centuries and will continue to enthrall us, especially the artists and novelists, screenwriters, movie directors, animators, and special effects wizards who dream of dragons and work to bring those dreams to life.

For me, dragons are beautiful, magnificent, magical creatures in any world they inhabit. They are also the most intelligent, the most powerful, and the most dangerous. Humans are such puny creatures compared to dragons, which can slay us with the single swipe of a claw or the whoosh of their fiery breath. Yet we dare to be drawn to dragons, whether they are evil, greedy monsters who hide in caves and guard their treasure or whether they are friendly beings who permit us to fly on their backs.

Conversely, I like to think that dragons can be drawn to humans. They live for centuries and so they find human beings, with our short and frantic lives, fascinating. I like to write about dragons who have their own agendas. Often they use humans to achieve their own ends, but I also like to think that the dragons and humans can come to form a bond. Still, that bond is always tenuous.

No matter how close the relationship with humans, dragons remain aloof and mysterious. We are awed in their presence.

And always a little afraid.

—MARGARET WEIS
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INTRODUCTION




“St. George he was for England, And before he killed the dragon He drank a pint of English ale Out of an English flagon . . .”

—G. K. CHESTERTON,
“THE ENGLISHMAN”
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Tales, images, myths, and legends about dragons form a part of the basic fabric of human storytelling. We have viewed dragons as gods and demons, as monsters, as misunderstood but sympathetic creatures, and as aspects of every imaginable variant of these many roles. Some dragons are scaly serpents, while others are covered with feathers or leathery skin. They can have wings or lack them—though almost all dragons can fly. Some dragons have human parts, most notably heads and torsos. Others mingle the paws, tails, beaks, and talons of birds, lions, tigers, monkeys, and the whole assortment of nature’s menagerie.

Dragons are mysterious—part of their mystique lies in the fact that they are essentially aloof and unknowable to human minds. Dragons are magical, and many tales of dragonkind recall an ancient time when sorcery was believable, and the great, fanged serpents were tangible proof of magic. Often in story and myth, the fading of ancient magic is associated with the extinction of dragons.

Dragons—and dragon stories—are adaptable. One great example comes from the early Christian era: A warrior from Asia Minor—St. George—is said to have saved a princess from a dragon and by his action converted the population of a whole city in Libya to Christianity. Yet the nationality of the hero is often altered to match the setting of a different Christian nation. G. K. Chesterton’s whimsical poem “The Englishman” imagines St. George as a proper, ale-drinking Anglo-Saxon!

The purpose of this book is to bring these tales together. Through it, we can unite in our imagination the scaly serpents of Norse myth with the wise and huge draconic powers of East Asia. With it, we can place the myths of the hybrid snake–human gods and demigods—the nāgas—of South Asia alongside the lethal wyrms of Greek mythology and the massively powerful Feathered Serpent hailed in virtually all of the early Mesoamerican civilizations.

But dragons are more than creatures of myth. We know dragons from literature, such as Smaug, presented by J. R. R. Tolkien in his epic fantasy The Hobbit. The genetically modified flying serpents of Anne McCaffrey’s Pern science fiction series are creatures originating not from magic, but created by humans. Dragons appear in movies and are increasingly detailed as the quality of modern special effects continues to improve. Dragons feature prominently in adventure games and are, perhaps, the ultimate adversaries and omnipotent allies in both tabletop and video role-playing games. It is no accident that the original fantasy role-playing game is called Dungeons & Dragons!

Whether you view dragons as interesting creatures of fiction or as arcane images of ancient myth, you should find some intriguing tidbits and useful details in the pages of this book. Remember, keep your sword sharp and your lance at the ready. And hope your horse is as brave as you are . . .







	Child
	 
	Are all the dragons fled?



	 
	 
	Are all the goblins dead?



	 
	 
	Am I quite safe in bed?



	Nurse
	 
	Thou art quite safe in bed.



	 
	 
	Dragons and goblins are all dead.



	Child
	 
	When Michael’s angels fought



	 
	 
	The dragon, was it caught?



	 
	 
	Did it jump and roar?



	 
	 
	(Oh Nurse, don’t shut the door.)



	 
	 
	And did it try to bite?



	 
	 
	(Nurse, don’t blow out the light.)



	Nurse
	 
	Hush, thou knowest what I said,



	 
	 
	Saints and dragons are all dead.



	Father (to himself)
	 
	O Child, Nurse lies to thee,



	 
	 
	For dragons thou shalt see.



	 
	 
	Please God that on that day



	 
	 
	Thou may’st a dragon slay;



	 
	 
	And if thou does not faint,



	 
	 
	God shall not want a Saint.




—H. D. C. PEPLER, “DRAGON POEM,” 1916







PART I

A UNIVERSAL SYMBOL


CHAPTER 1

ORIGINS and Inspirations

The idea of the dragon is rooted in a deep and universal human apprehension about our own nature and the threats presented by the universe in which we live. Virtually every culture’s mythology and bestiary includes some version of a mighty creature that in power, ability, and often wisdom and memory surpasses the limits of mere human capabilities. As our species came to dominate the rest of the natural environment, we confronted and eventually vanquished many creatures and forces that possessed the power to terrify and destroy us. Many of these potential foes are embodied in the myth of the dragon.

Forces of Inanimate Nature

Since primordial times, the brute forces of nature have presented a threat, generally inexplicable, to humankind. In an attempt to personify these threats, many of the traits of nature have been incorporated into draconic form, which may have made them more understandable—though certainly no less terrifying—to our ancestors.

Fire is a characteristic of many of the most lethal dragons of myth and lore, though by no means of all of them. Still, breathing fire is an unnatural ability, and when we think of a dragon’s fiery breath, such thoughts tap into some of our deepest, most primeval fears. Exposure to fire in nature, whether as the product of volcanic eruption or the conflagration of a forest, presented humans in the past with a deadly threat that was easily attributed to malicious and serpentine foes.

Closely related to fire, the occurrence of lightning, whether as searing bolts lashing the ground or distant, flashing brightness flickering in the heavens, certainly suggested powers beyond imagining to early man. It was easy for people to invent powerful, magical beasts and attribute to them these mysterious explosions.

As with lightning and fire, massively powerful and unusual bursts of powerful winds were often thought to be the work of massive mythical beasts. Whether a dragon created a wind by flapping its broad wings or exhaling its powerful breath, it represented a possible explanation for a source of natural power that was clearly beyond the understanding of prehistoric humanity.
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Water is not a force that we often attribute to a draconic source today, but in many of the earliest legends of dragon lore these serpents were beings that brought forth water. Some of these tales view the giving of water as a benign—even life-giving—gift. Some of these tales represent dragons as creatures that are friendly and helpful to humankind. Yet even the legends of ancient China, which often take a less antagonistic view of dragons than do the stories of the Fertile Crescent and Europe, portray hugely destructive floods as the work of dragons.

Inspirations from the Bestiary of Predators

Not surprisingly, the mythology of dragons incorporates some of the most lethal traits of the multitude of predators that has hunted, killed, and devoured humankind throughout the millennia. Storytellers regularly invoke many of these traits to describe the terrible power of the almighty dragon.

Snakes

The snake is probably the animal most commonly linked to the mighty dragons of myth. The dragon’s body is typically described as serpentine, with a scaly skin and an ability to undulate and coil that is notably snakelike. Snakes have been a source of terror to humans throughout our existence, and even today many people are frightened of them to an irrational degree. Snakes lay eggs, and often live in underground lairs, suggesting further connection to draconic traits.

Furthermore, some snakes are venomous, and their poisonous bites—as well as poisoned blood or flesh—have been frequently described as being traits of ancient dragons. Other snakes can grow to tremendous size, and these massive constrictors, too, have been recognized as threats to humans. In fact, there are good reasons for mankind’s longstanding dread of snakes, and it is only natural that this dread has been twisted into a fundamental part of the draconic myth and legend throughout the ages.

Lizards

Closely related to snakes, the lizards of the natural world have contributed a certain array of their own traits to our understanding of dragons. Most dragons are assumed to have legs and powerful, taloned feet—an image clearly sourced more from lizards than snakes. Some Asian dragons have many pairs of legs and feet, like centipedes. By contrast, the Northern European image of the wyvern is essentially a two-legged dragon. Some lizards, most notably crocodiles, have been a predator of humans throughout the ages, and remain so to a limited extent even today. In Egypt, where Nile crocodiles were common and widely feared, the crocodile formed a basis for many interpretations of the wide pantheon of Egyptian gods.




THE KOMODO DRAGON

This large lizard is native to Indonesia and occasionally grows to more than ten feet long and weighs up to 150 pounds—certainly long enough to inspire dragon stories. Its teeth are up to an inch in length, and its body is covered by a protective armor of reddish-brown scales. Komodo dragons are fierce predators that charge their prey and attempt to rip out its throat.
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Marine Predators

Many dragon myths refer to beasts that dwell, or can survive, in the water. These beasts are clearly inspired by dangerous fish such as sharks, barracudas, and eels, as well as marine mammals such as whales. Certainly, sharks have long been perceived as a frightening and dangerous threat, while the sheer size of whales naturally suggests beasts of a monstrous scale.

Birds

While even the largest birds do not generally present a physical threat to adult humans, these aviary creatures have long been esteemed for their almost mystical power of flight. Throughout the ages humans have watched birds in the air. No doubt our land-bound ancestors wished that they could emulate that liberating ability. Too, the physical weapon of a hawk, eagle, or condor—powerful talons, rending beak, as well as an ability to utter a piercing shriek, audible for miles—certainly helped to give inspiration to those mythmakers and storytellers who were inventing the earliest tales of mighty draconic beings.




“Fairy tales do not give a child his first idea of bogey. What fairy tales give the child is his first clear idea of the possible defeat of bogey. The baby has known the dragon intimately ever since he had an imagination. What the fairy tale provides for him is a St. George to kill the dragon.”

—G. K. CHESTERTON, TREMENDOUS TRIFLES, ESSAY XVII, “THE RED ANGEL”






CHAPTER 2

DIVERGENT Tracks

Dragons are beings of immense power, often unimaginably old, and are typically viewed as more akin to gods than to any mortal human or animal. It is this very awe-inspiring power that compels us to fear or revere them. The unlimited lengths to which that power can extend have caused people all over the world to imagine these beings as fantastic creatures dwelling well beyond the plane of normal existence.

Immortal Forces

Many of the oldest dragon myths view these great serpents as beings that existed in the time before man—in effect, as gods. This concept is in keeping with dragons as beings so incredibly magnificent and powerful that they are truly beyond the capability of mortal man to comprehend.

Dragons as Creators of the World

The myths of Babylon and Sumeria, of Egypt, India, Mesoamerica, and other places all offer examples of dragons as founding gods of the world. Tiamat, the great dragon of Babylon, is essential to that society’s origin myth; while the Indian nāga, Shesha, does nothing less than support the world on his powerful, cobra-like hood.




“And Babylon shall become heaps, 
a dwelling place for dragons, an astonishment, and a hissing, without an inhabitant.”

—JEREMIAH 51:37





Creators of Mankind

Many cultures have legends of serpents playing an instrumental role in the creation of human beings. In Mesoamerican myth, the Plumed Serpent (also called Feathered Serpent), Quetzalcoatl, journeys to the underworld to bring back, from previous eras of existence, components of life. He then wounds himself and uses his own blood to transform those bits into humans. Many other peoples claim that they are direct descendants of serpents. The nāgas of South Asia are credited as being ancestors to entire nations, while the people of Japan believe that their emperors are the progeny of great dragons.

Dragons as Neutral Masters of Nature

Gods as diverse as Draco, in Greek mythology, and Zu (of Sumeria) are said to have possessed great power, capable of controlling wind, rain, and storm. The Japanese long worshipped Ryujin, a dragon said to be master of the sea, while the nāgas of South Asia are still viewed as very potent beings with huge power over water. The story of the nāga Apalala is one example of a cautionary tale in which a potent dragon is neglected by his human followers, much to their regret.

[image: ]

Bane of Humankind

Dragons are the adversaries of humankind in many myths and legends from cultures around the world. Because of their size, power, and special abilities, dragons make formidable foes, and these same traits make them worthy adversaries for humans who aim to achieve greatness.

The dragons of Greek myth, such as the Hydra that guards a magical spring or the golden serpent that protects the Golden Fleece sought by Jason, are typical of these adversarial symbols. The heroes who fight them usually need some sort of help from gods or magic; in Heracles’s case, the hero is actually half-god himself.

Norse mythology, and the ubiquitous tales of fire-breathing dragons in Europe, also embody this type of dragon myth. The eight-headed dragon Orochi, of Japanese legend, is a classic example of the type of dragon that is a menace to the human race.




“It is possible that mankind is on the threshold of a golden age; but if so, it will be necessary first to slay the dragon that guards the door, and this dragon is religion.”

—Bertrand Russell








GUARDIAN AND HELPER OF HUMANKIND

The dragon that helps humans is more common in Eastern myth than in the stories of the West. South Asian nāgas and Chinese dragons all offer numerous examples of dragons that actively look out for people: helping, teaching, and protecting. One Chinese dragon, for example, is credited with giving the gift of written language to humans. In Mesoamerica, Quetzalcoatl is often hailed as a dragon who looks out for humans—which is a good thing, since so many other gods of that mythos seem eager to drink human blood whenever possible.





Dragons as Symbols

Dragons are used as symbols of many things. In Japan and China they symbolize the inherited status of an emperor’s rule. In Christian myths, such as the tale of St. George and the dragon, the wyrm clearly symbolizes Satan. In many tales, dragons and other mythic serpents symbolize obstacles and challenges that seem insurmountable to mortal man. By defeating the dragon, the hero is showing that even the toughest adversary can, with the right combination of planning, equipment, and luck, be vanquished.
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WORMS AND WYRMS

The word “dragon” comes from the Latin draco, a word the Romans got from the Greeks. In German, though, the word is worm, which in Old English became wyrm, a term many writers today use when referring to dragons. In several of his stories, the American horror writer H. P. Lovecraft refers to a mysterious volume De Mysteriis Vermis or The Mysteries of the Worm by Ludwig von Prinn. The title might, presumably, also be translated The Mysteries of the Dragon.
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Guardian of Unimaginable Treasure

Many of the Indian nāgas, and a whole class of Chinese dragons—the Fut—s-lung—are dedicated to protecting treasures within the earth from improper theft or exploitation. Fafnir, a dwarf of Norse legend, actually becomes a dragon because he has stolen treasures of great value and desires only to covet those treasures and keep them as his own. (Something similar happens to the character Eustace Scrubb in C. S. Lewis’s Narnian novel The Voyage of the Dawn Treader.) Most of the dragons of European myth are credited with guarding hoards of valuables, and the attaining of those valuables can become the goal of a quest. The fire dragon that Beowulf fights at the end of the great king’s life is so attuned to its vast hoard of treasure that it awakens from slumber and goes on a violent rampage merely because one precious object was removed by an interloping human. Similarly, Smaug in J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit attempts to slaughter a party of dwarves when Bilbo Baggins, the titular hobbit, steals a cup from his hoard.

Symbols of Unattainable Goals

The Ouroboros is a serpent symbol known to almost every society in the world and is represented by a ring that shows a serpent biting its own tail. This symbolizes the implacable and inevitable nature of time, and seems to suggest that whatever we do, life will go on.

In China the dragon is one sign of the Zodiac, while the pearls of Chinese dragons are rare and mystical, and only very rarely can be held or possessed by a human. In Greek tales, the dragons guard treasures that are unique and godlike, crafted by immortal hands. It is significant that in those tales no mortal man could attack the dragon’s treasure without significant, and usually god-based, intervention.

Finally, many dragon stories of European myth and folklore include a middle part of the story where heroic knights ride, one after the other, to do battle with the great serpent. But, alas, “none of them were ever heard from again.”




THE OUROBOROS

An image of the Ouroboros appears on the cover of E. R. Eddison’s 1922 fantasy novel The Worm Ouroboros. Nearly 3,500 years earlier, the image made its first appearance as part of the Egyptian Book of the Netherworld. In the Middle Ages, it was depicted on playing cards, including tarot decks. The symbol also was used in alchemy, the “science” of turning base metals into gold; as well, it was important in Gnostic religious beliefs.









“Why didst thou leave the trodden paths of men


Too soon, and with weak hands though mighty heart


Dare the unpastur’d dragon in his den?


Defenceless as thou wert, oh, where was then


Wisdom the mirror’d shield


Or scorn the spear?”


—PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY (1792–1822), “DESIRES AND ADORATIONS, XXVII”







PART II

CULTURAL MYTHOLOGY

Although dragons in some form or another are featured in the mythology and storytelling of virtually all human societies, the actual forms of the dragons, as well as their relationships with humankind, vary tremendously from place to place and throughout time. These next chapters will explore specific dragons as described by the peoples of many different cultures.
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CHAPTER 3

DRAGONS of Antiquity

As the earliest human societies began to develop the ability to produce food by domesticating animals and growing crops, they also began, of necessity, to live in towns and cities because they were more or less compelled to remain in one place to protect their means of food production. As a consequence of this increasing concentration of population, other traits of civilization appeared, including government, metallurgy, and other manifestations of technology . . . and writing.

Although storytelling has almost certainly been an aspect of human life since our ancestors had been nomadic hunter-gatherers clustered around campfires, the introduction of the written word allowed some of these stories to be preserved and retold throughout the years. Not surprisingly, some of the first dragon myths come down to us from some of the first societies that developed the art of writing.

Written language was first recorded in the Fertile Crescent of the Middle East, in the realms of Sumeria and Babylon (roughly, present-day Iraq). It spread through much of Asia, including India and China. It flourished in Persia, ancient Egypt, in the Semitic peoples of Palestine, and in other early civilizations of the Mediterranean, most notably the Greeks. 

Dragons of Babylon, Sumeria, and the Fertile Crescent

Some of the earliest writings in human history dealt with the beings who had created and were presumed to still rule over the cosmos and the world. Naturally, some of these beings were dragons.

Making the World

Tiamat is the name given to the World (or Cosmic) Dragon in the early myths of both Sumer and Babylon. Tiamat and her consort, Apsu, existed together long before the creation of the world and humankind. Tiamat was a female who embodied the power of salt water and chaos, while Apsu was the spirit of fresh water and the all-encompassing void that was the nothingness of existence. Tiamat’s body was huge and serpentine, including a long, coiling trunk and a skin impervious to weapons. She had a great head capped by two massive horns, with a long tail lashing from her hindquarters.

Tiamat and Apsu, according to the myth, created first the heavens and the world. These two progenitors contained the seeds of life for all living things, and after they made the world they created offspring who became the first gods of the world. Among these gods were Marduk, the fiercest and most powerful deity, and Ea, who had the uncanny ability to discern the future. Tiamat and Apsu also created the Girtablili, monstrous beings with the torsos and heads of humans set upon lower bodies of grotesque and powerful scorpions.




THE TALE OF TIAMAT

The story of Tiamat and Apsu is told in the Babylonian creation epic the Enûma Eliš, which survives from the ruins of the Library of Ashurbanipal in the ancient city of Niniveh. The story is written in Old Babylonian on clay tablets and was created some 4,000 years ago. This is one of the many examples of the dragon being used as part of a creation myth to explain the origins of the world and mankind. Interestingly, some scholars have suggested a connection between the dragon’s name and the Greek word thalassa, or sea. The word may also have Semitic roots: tehom, meaning the deeps.





Fearing Ea’s power more than that of any of the other gods, Apsu decided that this most wise of his offspring must be destroyed. Of course, since Ea knew the future, he perceived the threat to his life and he acted. He was able to tie Apsu with bonds and, when his father was immobilized, kill him. When the dragon goddess Tiamat learned of the death of her first, and only, consort she flew into a terrible rage and vowed that she would destroy Ea.

Once again Ea’s mighty power gave him warning, for he saw that if the future led to a battle between Tiamat and him, he would inevitably be destroyed. While Tiamat took as her second consort another god, Kingu, Ea gathered all of the other gods together. As a group, they begged Marduk, the most powerful of their number, to do battle with the vengeful dragon. He agreed—but only on the condition that, if he was victorious, Marduk would be hailed by all as the supreme lord of all creation.

The two mighty beings, Tiamat and Marduk, girded themselves for battle. Marduk armed himself with a net, a club, and a bow that could shoot bolts of lightning. He mounted himself upon a chariot pulled by the four winds. Tiamat gathered her Girtablili scorpion-men and created many more fierce, bejeweled dragons to fight at her side.

The fight began with a cataclysmic clash of supernatural forces. Marduk used his net to ensnare Tiamat’s monstrous allies, trapping and chaining them all. The great dragon lunged in to devour the warrior god, but when Tiamat’s jaws spread wide Marduk launched one of his winds into her, holding her maw open so that he could fire his lightning bolts straight down her gullet and into her heart. One after the other, he blasted these lethal missiles into the goddess’s flesh.

Tiamat’s great heart finally ruptured, and after her death Marduk slashed her body into pieces. One part he cast into the heavens, where it still sparkles as the Milky Way. From the rest he formed the firmament that forms the landscape humankind first came to know. From the great dragon’s blood, the rivers of the world were formed—including the Euphrates, which served as the source of so much of early civilization. Human beings themselves, so it was told, were formed from the pieces of Tiamat’s monsters, those that had been caught in Marduk’s net and, after the battle, slain and dismembered.

Zu and Enlil

In Sumerian myth, Enlil was the chief sky-god. His name is loosely translated as “lord of the storm” and he, with his wife Ninlil, presided over the vast pantheon of that ancient religion. Enlil presided over breath and wind, as well as all of the space in the cosmos. In much the same form, he was known as Bel to the Akkadians, and the Babylonian god Marduk also took on many of his attributes. His gentle breath was said to bring fertility to the land, and in the creation myth he was credited with dividing the sky from the world so that plants would have a place to grow. He had many lesser gods serving him, and one of these was Zu.

Zu represented an early concept of the dragon, as a descendent of birds. He could breathe fire and water and was pictured as a massive bird with the hands of a powerful man. In some images he is carved with the head of a lion and body of an eagle. A mingling of the pure waters of the sky and the solidity of the earth itself combined to give Zu life, and in his fearsome form he was commanded by Enlil to serve as a guardian of the palace and the sky-god’s throne. It was said that even the other gods feared mighty Zu, who was regarded by many as a demon.

The role of servant and guardian did not suit the powerful being, however. In his greed and desire, Zu stole the Tablets of Destiny from his master. These scrolls supposedly allowed the bearer to determine the fate of all things, and Zu wanted this power for himself. He flew away from the palace of Enlil and hid them on top of a lofty mountain.
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