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Editorial Reviews
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Ronesa Aveela continues to enchant and educate with the latest installment in the Spirits and Creatures series: A Study of Dragons of Eastern Europe. As advertised, the book offers a bountiful amount of dragon lore from Eastern Europe, a topic often overlooked in lieu of Western European dragon tales. From etymologies to protective measures, Ronesa relays a veritable treasure trove of folklore and fairy tales, not only of dragons but also the heroes who fought them. Numerous citations from Slavic sources are included, a feature not often found in English studies. Through examples, accounts, snippets, stories, and poems, the reader is thoroughly immersed in a fantastical world of monstrous beasts both malevolent and benevolent. Ronesa deftly adds breakdowns of the symbolism in tales and offers meanings and morals to stories more complex than they might seem. Folklore told in an informative and engaging way, A Study of Dragons of Eastern Europe is a must-have addition to any library of myths and legends!

— David Flora, Blurry Photos Podcast

http://www.blurryphotos.org/podcast/
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Dragons are perhaps the most ancient, complex and magnificent of all mythical creatures. They have haunted the human imagination for thousands of years and whenever they appear they herald a significant event, for better or worse.

Ronesa Aveela’s wonderful new book introduces us to the fascinating world of Eastern European dragons, a group that is little-known in the West. Meet the snake-like Smok; the shape-shifting Zmey who can transform into an attractive young man to seduce unwary maidens; the Lamia and Hala, voracious female weather demons; and from Romania, the devilish Zmeu and the flesh-eating Balaur who creates precious gems from his saliva.

These dragons inhabit the twilight zone between good and evil. In folk belief, they play an integral part in the human life cycle, both materially and psychologically. They have elemental power. They can destroy the harvest by causing drought, floods and hailstorms, or they can be benevolent and protect the earth’s fertility. On the other hand, some dragons can drive you mad. The love of a Zmey, for example, can cause a maiden to languish and pine away – a condition that we might now categorise as mental illness. Dragons can also procreate with humans but the child born of a woman and a Zmey will either become a hero, or in anecdotal accounts, will suffer from physical or mental handicaps.

Well-written, easy to read and comprehensive, including texts that have never before been available in English, this is a real treasure trove of a book. It covers the origin of dragons, their mythological transformation over time, full descriptions of the nature of each species and ways to appease or defeat them, plus an account of bold dragon-slayers from fairy-tale heroes to Christian saints. It encompasses extensive research and fascinating “facts,” beautifully embroidered with magical traditional tales, intriguing legends and extraordinary folklore. Did you know, for example, that you can repel a Zmey by challenging him to a pee-ing contest and then tossing his urine over him?

This is not an academic study but it is well-researched and referenced. I have reservations about some of the suggested symbolism, though this is a subjective opinion, and a few of the theories and interpretations that are described are rather fanciful and lack evidence. So keep your critical hat on and decide for yourself whether they ring true or not.

Overall this is an excellent book, a rich voyage of discovery into the mysterious realm of Eastern European dragons. It’s full of surprises, fun to read and jam-packed with dragon facts. Yet it touches deeper levels too, for it is also an exploration of the borderlands where human psychology, the natural environment and the mythological imagination meet. There is much here that we may recognise from our own experience of the world, ourselves and others. Read it and enjoy!

— Moni Sheehan, storyteller and director of

A Spell In Time, British-Bulgarian storytelling company

www.spellintime.co.uk
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Welcome to the third book in the Spirits and Creatures series, where we focus on the mighty dragon. As with the previous books, our intent is not to write a book for academic use. Although many of the sources are from those knowledgeable in the field of folklore, we’ve also used more controversial material, unsubstantiated references, and general public opinions. It’s a book for those who want to learn more about a topic that’s sorely under-represented in the Western world. It’s easy to discover books and articles about dragons from Western Europe and China, but those of Eastern Europe are rarer, at least in the English language. We’ve provided an extensive bibliographic list for those who wish to pursue the topic on a deeper level.
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In the Beginning Was ... the Dragon
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In times of old all things were possible.

Etymology

The name “dragon” traces back to the word “serpent,” such as the Greek δράκων (drákon) or the Latin draco, but there’s more to the meaning. A study of the Proto-Indo-European word shows that, “[i]f you dig deeper, its root derk- (or drk-) is the equivalent of ‘to see’ in Ancient Greek—suggesting that drk-on also indicates ‘seeing one,’ or ‘I see.’ ”[1] The possible meaning of this is “the one with the (deadly) glance.”[2] Some say this refers to the dragon’s extraordinary eyesight.[3] But, perhaps it’s more sinister. You’ll learn later how certain dragons have a “deadly glance,” in which they set their sights on a maiden for a bride.

Other sources say “dragon” comes from an Old Norse word, draugr, meaning “a spirit who guards the burial mound of a king.”[4] It has been interpreted that the idea of dragons guarding treasure comes from this meaning.[5]
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Dragon Eye: A Deadly Glance. Illustration by Dmitry Yakhovsky. © Bendideia Publishing. 

Introduction

The concept of a dragon exists in numerous cultures across many continents. Some scholars in the past believed the creatures had a common origin due to similarities in the dragons’ appearance and traits. Dragons of Eastern Europe have aspects common with their western neighbors, as well as similarities to dragons from both the Near and Far East. Besides the well-known common characteristics of having scales, being able to fly and breathe fire, and guarding treasure, some of these traits include:

	Giving/withholding rain

	Guarding water bodies

	Shape-shifting

	Conceiving children with young women

	Creating whirlwinds, floods, and droughts

	Protecting fertility[6]


The origins of dragons have even made it into psychological topics, saying they’re impressions of now-extinct creatures that “reflect a genetically encoded memory of dinosaurs from the remote prehuman past.”[7] Or, perhaps, yet others have argued, the idea of dragons arose from fossilized bones or eggs of ancient reptiles. Non-animate theories even exist, saying dragons are symbolic of, and evolved from, weather phenomena like clouds, rain, thunder and lightning, and the resulting rainbow after the storm.[8] 

Whatever the reason the idea of dragons came into existence—whether they existed physically or only symbolically or psychologically—these mighty creatures have captured the imagination of people for many ages.

Dragon Transformation 

In the early stages of tribal societies, the monsters that individuals encountered were enormous fish, snakes, or birds. People believed ordinary creatures could develop into these beasts over extended periods. The actual amount of time required, as well as the conditions necessary for the metamorphosis, varied by country. (You’ll learn specific details in the “Origins” section for each dragon referenced in this book.)

Gigantic snakes, in particular, came to represent the concept of dragons. Over time, these snakelike creatures developed into hybrid beasts in people’s imagination, often combining various features of birds, fish, reptiles, and terrestrial animals.[9] 

Dragons of this sort have fascinated—and terrified—mankind since at least 4000 B.C. A shell cylinder seal from this time period (3509 to 4000 B.C.) is the oldest known object to display an image of what is sometimes called a dragon.[10] This so-called dragon has two wings, a snake’s forked tongue, a lion’s head and forepaws, and an eagle’s hind legs and feet; plus, scaly feathers cover its body.[11] The creature is pulling a four-wheeled chariot in which a god brandishes a whip, while a naked goddess holding thunderbolts stands between the dragon’s wings. In front of them, a worshipper pours out libations to the deities.[12]

[image: image]

Cylinder Seal. Internet Archive Book Images / No restrictions. From: Harper, Robert Francis. Old Testament and Semitic Studies in Memory of William Rainey Harper. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1908, p. 362.
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Early, monstrous images like this represent a destructive spirit whose purpose is to cause disorder or chaos. An interpretation of the seal says: 


The king is the personification of the sun, the monster or dragon the personification of the storm, the darkness and the abyss. The female figure is the personification of rain, the trident is a symbol for lightning, and the whole scene a representation of the conflict between the nature powers.[13]



Although this is the earliest image found to date of a “dragon,” an even earlier record of one exists in Sumerian literature. These people inhabited the land between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, extending from the Persian Gulf to Bagdad, from approximately 3500 to 2000 B.C. Their Babylonian conquerors used Sumerian stories and legends as a basis for their own mythology.

The prologue to the epic tale about Gilgamesh includes a fragment of their creation myth. In it, Kur carries off a goddess to the netherworld, which causes Enki, the god of wisdom, to set out to avenge her. The prologue is incomplete, so the outcome of the battle is unknown. In the tale, Kur is a monstrous creature, “conceived as a large serpent which lived in the bottom of the ‘great below’ where the latter came in contact with the primeval waters.”[14] In one version of the tale, Kur’s actions are described below:


Against the standing place of the gods it has directed its terror, 

In the sitting place of the Anunnaki it has led forth fearfulness, 

Its dreadful fear it has hurled upon the land, 

The ‘mountain,’ its dreadful rays of fire it has directed against all the lands.[15]



The mention of “fire” most certainly fits the description of a dragon.

Over time, dragons progressed from these mixed-animal appearances and acquired human features. They either appeared as completely human or had human characteristics, while retaining their reptilian, avian, and animal aspects. Some were portrayed as being able to shape-shift into a different type of common animal (for example, a bear). Dragons could even transform into a natural phenomenon (lightning, clouds, whirlwind) or vegetation.[16]

One researcher describes the possible appearances of the Eastern European dragons as follows:


To begin with the Snake. His outline, like that of the cloud with which he is so frequently associated, and which he is often supposed to typify, is seldom well-defined. Now in one form and now in another, he glides a shifting shape, of which it is difficult to obtain a satisfactory view. Sometimes he retains throughout the story an exclusively reptilian character; sometimes he is of a mixed nature, partly serpent and partly man. In one story we see him riding on horseback, with hawk on wrist (or raven on shoulder) and hound at heel; in another he figures as a composite being with a human body and a serpent’s head; in a third he flies as a fiery snake into his mistress’s bower, stamps with his foot on the ground, and becomes a youthful gallant. But in most cases he is a serpent which in outward appearance seems to differ from other ophidians only in being winged and polycephalous—the number of his heads generally varying from three to twelve.[17]



You, however, may be most familiar with the western concept of dragons—fire-breathing creatures with scales, wings, and four legs. Even in this respect, the species varies, including drakes (wingless, four legs), wyverns (winged, two legs), wyrms (legless and wingless), and more. 

Early dragons, although scary in appearance, were not the dangerous creatures you may know them as today. Once, they were cosmic mediators, guaranteeing harmony in nature. Over time, during the medieval period especially, dragons were considered dangerous, evil creatures, villains that heroes sought to subdue. 

As Christianity emerged, the dragons of Eastern Europe devolved from their role of mediators into the status of demons, transitioning from “the ‘time of the dragon,’ to the ‘time of grace.’ ”[18] Even the space they occupied expressed this degradation. Once they flew high in the clouds, ever watchful, and lived on mountain peaks like the gods. But as they were vilified, they became “earth dwellers,” who lived in forests or who descended into caves.[19] 

The formerly benign beings became associated with Satan. Some people have speculated that the snake in the Garden of Eden was, in fact, a dragon. The story of a serpent, entwined in a tree, as an enemy to the world’s creator, exists in many ancient cultures, and has “prevailed in the very infancy of the human race”:[20] the common theme of good versus evil. This creature tempted humans to do things they should not do.


It is not always the case that the serpent is in the tree, or that he talks to the woman, or appears as the tempter, yet many of the elements of the story as given in the scriptures are contained in these myths and traditions, and especially that one which represents an antagonism between a monster dragon who often assumes the form of a serpent, sometimes the form of a four-footed, winged creature and whose mission is to work evil. There is no tradition or myth that is more wide-spread than the one that embodies this belief.[21]



After the Fall, the tempter was cursed to crawl on his belly, and so he lost his legs and wings. Some people believe that the same thing could have happened to dinosaurs: perhaps they became “small crawling beings instead of grand, magnificent creatures,” stripped “of their grand powers and reduced ... to a shadow of their original selves.”[22]

[image: image]

Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil with Snake and Apple. Illustration by FoxysGraphic. Stock illustration via Depositphotos.

The Biblical creature, as well as dragons in fairy tales, was able to speak. Was this another ability that animals lost from ancient times, or is it merely a fabrication of the tales? It gives one pause for thought, as one blog commenter muses:


I’ve also always been curious about the fact that Eve didn’t seem surprised when the serpent/dragon spoke. While nothing in the Bible directly says it, I’ve wondered if some animals possessed the ability to speak, which they lost after the fall.[23]



Although the dragon has lost its original purpose, benevolent dragons still exist throughout Eastern Europe, ones whose purpose is to assist and protect mankind, in much the same way Oriental dragons do. You’ll learn more about the good and bad types of dragons in the following chapters of this book.

Creation Myths

Creation myths are an important part of cultures. They’re “an effort to explain the origin of the universe, the presence of the gods, and the existence of man.”[24] Across the globe, gigantic snakes or dragons are common in these creation myths, in which “the aquatic chaos and the serpent were the primeval state of the universe.”[25] One of the many early Slavic beliefs maintains that the world floats on a sea. In the story, Rod, the father of the gods, creates Mother-Earth, but she sinks beneath the water. (Note: This source is probably a reconstruction of Slavic mythology of unknown authenticity.)


Rod then gave birth to Mother-Earth, 

And fell Earth into the dark abyss, 

Into the Ocean she disappeared.[26]





It takes a duck (born of the gray foam of the ocean) three tries to retrieve Mother-Earth, each attempt taking a year longer than the previous one. On her third attempt, 


Into the Ocean-sea She dove, 

And three years was gone in the abyss. 

As the time passed—ascended from the abyss. 

In Her beak a handful of Earth She brought.[27]





From that handful of dirt, Svarog, the Slavic god of fire, molds Mother-Earth. 


Svarog took the handful of Earth, 

Began to crush in His hands. 

“Warm it, Red Sun, 

Light it, Light Crescent,



Help me, the strong winds! 

We will mold from this Raw Earth 

Mother-Earth, the nurturing Mother. 

Help us, Rod! Lada, help!”



Svarog crushes Earth—Sun warms,

Crescent lights, the winds blow. 

The winds blew Earth of the palms, 

And She fell into the blue sea.



She was warmed by Red Sun— 

Raw Earth became covered by crust, 

Light Crescent then cooled it. 

Thus was Mother-Earth created by Svarog.[28]



Then Rod creates a gigantic serpent to encircle Mother-Earth and prevent her from crumbling under her own weight. 


And so Earth would not again sink into the sea, 

Rod gave birth and placed powerful Yusha under Her— 

Serpent the marvelous, the strong many times over. 

Heavy is His fate—He is to hold 

Many thousands of years Mother-Earth.[29]





In a Romanian version of the creation myth, Fărtat, the creator, punishes the mischievous dragon for his many tricks, forcing the creature to coil around the world nine times to prevent floods.[30] 

Cosmic Battle

Myths about the cosmos explain not only how nature and the world came into being, but also how universal order was disturbed and then maintained. As the Slavic creation story above continues, giant snakes do more than support the world, and not all these creatures are benevolent. Some are born of fire, or sparks from a god’s hammer. These beasts bring chaos into the world. 


Inflaming the great flame! 

Crept up the Black Serpent to that stone 

And struck the stone with a hammer.

Dispersed the black sparks



Across all of the under-Heavens domain— 

And thus was born the dark power— 

Fierce Serpents [Zmeys], multi-headed, 

And all evil-spirits of Earth and water.[31]



Gods, and later heroes, fight the elements to bring balance to the world, while “destructive chaotic disorder”[32] tries to disrupt the harmony and return the world to a state of chaos. 

This victory over the enemy is a way to restore the natural order of the annual cycle, indicated by space and time, which they measure by “the movement of the celestial lights (the Sun, the Moon, and some constellations).” As the end of the year approaches, they believe that space and time lose their order and the universe falls apart, and that an unknown threatening force desires “to take over the human world and hold it forever in its sinister power.”[33]

In a classic battle of good versus evil, Order fights Chaos (the threatening force), which is described as a fire-breathing dragon. 


In the clear field, wide space 

Chest to chest the two powers clashed: 

Bog Semargl with the Heavenly power



And the monstrous Serpent with the Dark power. 

It was not a fiery whirlwind twirling upon Earth— 

It was Semargl with the Heavenly power

Taking on the power of the monstrous Serpent!



Began Svarojich to burn the Dark power, 

To trample-smash and spear stab the Serpents, 

And their heads to throw far into the blue sea. 

Scum and the undead the son of Svarog burned,



Spreading through fire in all directions. 

As He rode up to the furious Serpent, 

The Dark Serpent, multi-headed. 

A Serpent with a thousand heads,



A Serpent with a thousand tails. 

Svarojich with—a thousand eyes, 

A thousand teeth—fiery. 

Began here a thunderous battle,



Gathered the black clouds. 

Fired-burned the Dark Serpent 

Son of Svarog and Heavenly Rod.[34]





This cosmic battle happens at the winter solstice, when Time and Space have shrunk “like the yolk in the egg or the human embryo in the mother’s womb.” When Order defeats Chaos (or the Supreme God overcomes the Dragon), Time and Space are once again renewed and “rise like a freshly kneaded dough,” thus re-creating the world.[35] 

Slaying the dragon is not only symbolic of order being victorious over chaos, it’s also a triumph of growth over stagnation, of rebirth overcoming death. This cyclical action ensures the fertility myth maintains its magical powers.[36]

From this regenerated world, flow three rivers of fertility: milk, honey, and wine. These correspond to the seasons of spring, summer, and autumn, as well as to the directions of the sun: east, south, and west. Missing are winter and north, indicating that this is when and where the battle occurs: the winter solstice, the transition from the old year to the new one.[37]

World Tree 

Prevalent in many of these creation myths is a cosmic tree, or a World Tree, that grows out of the water and supports the land. It’s known by various names: “tree of life, tree of knowledge, tree of the Garden of Eden, tree of the cross, Shaman’s tree.”[38] It’s also been called “a golden fruit bearing tree,” a “straight tree—tall and lean,” and a tree whose branches are “pure silver, dotted with golden bees.”[39]


Ancient civilizations considered nature sacred, and they deeply venerated the World Tree as a force of strength and protection. The three parts of the tree symbolize the nature of the universe. Branches represent the heavens where divine spirits reside. The trunk signifies Earth, which is the home of men and preternatural creatures like nymphs and fairies. And roots represent the underworld and the dead who dwell there. Like nature itself, all these creatures live in harmony with one another.[40] 



[image: image]

World Tree. Illustration by Dmitrij Rybin. Stock illustration via Depositphotos.

Many illustrations display the serpent coiled at the tree’s roots or along its trunk. However, in popular belief, it can also live in the tree’s crown as a dragon—thus showing the creature’s dichotomy of being both an evil viper and a benevolent guardian. Also inhabiting the branches are magical birds, such as the firebird (the messenger of divine will and the protector of the fruit of life, the magic apple), nightingale, falcon, and eagle (the symbol of light and heaven). Other birds found there include doves, swallows, roosters, and peacocks. Even bees make their home in the tree’s branches. 

The snake and the bird are the most widespread personifications of a human soul. This belief relates to the shaping of the idea about two worlds of death—one below the earth and another above the clouds. Therefore, the images of snake and bird merge to create the winged dragon.[41]

Over time, the benevolent dragon and the eagle have become interchangeable in folklore, thus associating the dragon with both heaven and earth as a cosmic mediator between the two. And so, from serpent to dragon, the creature becomes connected to all three parts of the universe: the roots and the dead, the trunk and the living, the branches and the divine beings. 

	The Dead. The World Tree has been called the “Path to the Souls of the Ancestors,”[42] and it symbolizes “the transformation and transition between the worlds.”[43] It’s a place where the souls of the dead reside, and a place from which one can enter the realm of the ancestors, often called the “other world” or the “beyond.” This is a place where not only the dead, but also mythical creatures, live. (You’ll read more about the other world in the “Dragon Slayers” chapter.)

	The Living. The World Tree has a place in the daily lives of people. It underlines “the inseparable connection between the cosmic balance, life—fertility—marriage—death.”[44] Many life-cycle rituals involve trees—especially fruit-bearing trees, symbolic of this World Tree. 

	The Divine. Among the Slavs, the World Tree is often oak and sacred to the god Perun, wielder of thunder (who in later beliefs becomes St. Iliya or Elijah, who fights against destructive dragons). In folklore, the tree may also be a cypress or sycamore.



In particular, a budnik (a special log burned at Christmas to celebrate the rebirth of the Mlada Boga or Young God, when the days begin to be longer after the winter solstice)[45] acts as “a mediator between the heavenly and earthly life.” People perform rituals “to magically strengthen the vitality of the World Tree, during the transitional time between the old and the new year, and to further reinforce the equilibrium and order in the universe.”[46]



Elemental Connections

In folklore, the dragon’s or serpent’s role is dualistic. It can destroy or restore balance. Rural people, who survive or perish depending on the success or failure of their crops, believe that dragons and other creatures cause droughts, floods, hailstorms, and more disasters. While you may think dragons are connected only with the element of fire, they actually have an association with all the elements: water, air, earth, and fire.

WATER. The dragon’s connection to water is thought to be one of its earliest associations, long before fire became its signature element in many cultures. Within various Eastern European creation lore, the creature preserves world order by maintaining the “balance of water.”[47] Every day, it drinks the water surrounding the land, preventing the liquid from spilling over the edge.[48] 

Among the Bulgarians, the transformation of the water dragon in folklore begins with it being the master or stopan (guardian, owner) of a spring or other water body. It progresses to a lamia, a creature that stops water from flowing or produces floods until people sacrifice to her, thus connecting her to water both on land and below it. From there, the dragon becomes a hala, controlling water in the air and bringing torrential rain and hail.[49] In addition, the zmey, a benevolent dragon, also has control over the moisture in clouds. He houses the rain in his mountainous cave, releasing it when crops need water, and restraining it to prevent floods and rotting grain. Among other Eastern European nations, similar creatures with different names perform these same functions.

AIR. Air goes hand-in-hand with water. Hala, for example, is personified as a whirlwind that brings dark clouds that produce devastating rain. In addition, dragons are creatures that can fly, become invisible, and control the movement of the clouds. 

EARTH. Snakes are “the earth’s brat” according to Herodotus,[50] and they live underground. Since dragons often are thought to originate from snakes, as a result, they, too, have an association with the earth. Dragons reside within caves, which are called the womb of the land, connecting them to the “other world,” the land of the ancestors and rebirth. This earthly connection is associated with a “spiritual awakening,”[51] making the snake and dragon both symbols of “empowerment and enlightenment.”[52] 

In addition, the earth is where minerals are located. Stories often represent dragons as keepers of underground wealth and hoarders of treasures.

FIRE. Besides breathing fire, the dragon has a connection with the sun. Some folk tales explain how the serpent-dragon takes upon itself the duty of maintaining the balance of heat and light from the sun. One day when the sun was thirsty, it bent down toward the seas to take a drink. At this time, the sun had two eyes. The serpent-dragon—fearing the land would get too much light and be scorched by the nearness of the sun’s light and heat—sucked out one of the sun’s eyes.[53] 

In fairy tales, however, the dragon isn’t at odds with the sun, but may be perceived as being the personification of the sun itself, which is thought of as a living being. Both “emit light, blaze like fire, shine like gold.”[54] 

Not least of all is the connection of the dragon’s fire with damnation. With the advent of Christianity, a fire-breathing dragon in art appears with its gaping maw poised at the mouth of Hell. 

Fact or Fiction? 

Belief in dragons was common among the various Indo-European peoples. Creatures like the Bulgarian zmey continued to exist among those living in the Balkan area up until the beginning of the twentieth century, and even now places such as Pirin retain their stories (see more in the “Zmey” chapter), while other dragons like the lamia remain alive only in folklore.[55] 

Some villagers joke that dragons stopped appearing because for a long time their communities lacked girls—either beautiful or ugly.[56] Legends maintain that the creatures disappeared with the invention of firearms, since dragons, as well as other evil beings, fear iron.

But were dragons real in the past? Or did they live only in the hearts and minds of the storyteller? In a folklore study conducted during 1900 – 1901, the author says:


It is extremely difficult—much more so than folklorists sometimes imagine—in investigating the folklore of a country to fix with absolute certainty where real superstition ends and pure mythology begins. The peasant story-teller, though conscious of the fact that he is narrating a myth, is all the time more than half inclined to believe that the world which he describes is not an improbable world, that in the mysterious “times of old all things were possible.”[57]



Perhaps the heading of this section should be “Between Faith and Avowed Fiction” as the above author maintains that “these monsters may be said to dwell in the debatable borderland between the[se] two worlds,” that is, they live in a realm that lies between faith and fiction.[58] One peasant’s response about the existence of these creatures follows:


“Why,” he exclaimed in accents of triumph, “I myself remember seeing, as a child, monstrous horned snakes swarming on yonder plain (πέρα ’ς τον κάμπο). Where are they now? There also used to be lions and bears; but they have disappeared before modern guns. The same thing must surely have happened to the Lamias and the Drakoi.”[59]



Other people, even today, share this sentiment. On Internet forums, you can find comments about the one-time existence of dragons, such as the one below: 


I think dragons and dinosaurs are one and the same. Did legend make them larger than life? or did the curse steal their grandness and seal their doom? I believe we may one day know the truth of it, but for now I’m content with my imaginings. I suspect man and the great reptiles coexisted at one time and they are etched in our histories, but now believed to be made-up creatures of fairy-tale.[60]



Dragon King

In 2004, three paleontologists made a discovery in South Dakota that brought the connection of dragons and dinosaurs closer to reality. Or did they? The bones they found resembled what we today think of as a Chinese or Medieval European dragon, having a flat, spiked head and a long muzzle. They named the dragon Dracorex Hogwartsia, Dragon King of Hogwarts. You’ve got it. It’s named after the Harry Potter books.

But controversy exists whether this is a new species or not. Some professionals say it’s not new; it’s merely a juvenile of the dinosaur genus, Pachycephalosaurus. 


What this means is that, as Pachycephalosaurus juveniles grew, their head ornamentation became more and more elaborate, so adults looked very different from teenagers (and teenagers looked very different from hatchlings). What it also means, sadly, is that there may be no such dinosaur as Dracorex hogwartsia![61]



Such a shame. It likely won’t deter those who believe it’s a dragon, or prevent them from hoping someone finds more substantial “proof” of the existence of dragons in the future. 

Dragon Relics

Many stories, especially those pertaining to dragon slayers, have “material culture connected with the dragon which confirms the validity of the story, such as the weapon of its celebrated slayer, representations of dragons on tombs or heraldic emblems, the transformation of its body into striking topographic elements or sometimes surviving anatomical elements.”[62] 

Let’s take a closer look at the final item: anatomical elements. Physical “evidence” of dragons—or what people once thought was a dragon—remains in existence: a dragon skull in Karlštejn Castle in Prague, bones discovered in a dragon’s cave in Kraków, and an entire stuffed “dragon” hanging from the ceiling in the Old Town Hall in Brno, in the Czech Republic. Today, we recognize the dragon skull and stuffed dragon as crocodiles, while the bones likely come from a mammoth, wooly rhino, and whale.

Some of the so-called dragons mentioned in tales may have been exotic creatures brought from foreign countries. The Church was known to store away treasures and artifacts they considered valuable, including exotic animals. These types of relics, they said, “provided a reminder of the physical presence of the infernal, but also proof that the devil could be overcome.”[63]

Dragon People

Talk about the existence of dragons, however, stretches beyond Church treasures or speculation from people who have never studied folklore or ancient cultures. Pianist, academic, economist, and writer Valentin Stamov has a different take on the “dragons of lore.” He says they were actually generations of ordinary people who lived deep within caves for 500 to 700 years after a cataclysmic event that happened in the Strandzha mountains thousands of years ago.[64] It was a time when “nature rebelled against humans.”[65] A small group of people survived underground where hot and cold springs, rivers, and waterfalls abounded. Their bodies changed due to living underground: their bones became flexible and durable like plastic. They used artificial wings to fly from rock to rock, and they took to the water like amphibians. When they eventually exited their subterranean world, the sunlight made their skin crack and flake like snakes.[66] 

And how does Stamov know this, you may wonder. Because, he says, he is a direct descendent of these people. His great-grandfather was one of these “dragons,” although their existence has been “exaggerated by fantasy.” His father told him detailed stories about their ancestors, and when his life was ending, he vowed to Valentin that everything he had said was true, not his invention, and had been passed from father to son for generations.[67]

Stamov is not the only person who suggests dragons may be real.


As for believers in the existence of dragon people, the main question is whether this belief is related to a long time ago or is it alive today? And what nourishes or suppresses it?

Here’s an honest response recorded in 1997 by an 87-year-old woman in connection with a zmey research in the region of Yugovo village: “There are such stories, but who remembers them, who remembers them?” (Malchev, 2008). Who actually remembers them—the peasant living in isolation from contemporary culture; the uneducated but imaginative person, or the person who, by an unknowable coincidence, has seen, encountered, and communicated with a creature for which he uses the name zmey.[68]



Among some Serbians, it’s also theorized that dragons were the “sons of God” the Bible mentions, the ones who mated with the daughters of men.


Foremost among them was a dragon master who possessed a body that was half dragon and half man. This dragon hero became the Serpent on the Tree of the Serbian Garden of Eden and taught nascent humans many of the mundane and sacred sciences. The other ancient Sons of God that accompanied him were dragons who arrived either within starships from Sirius and other stars, or as flaming balls of fire. They mated with the local women and then built both a pyramid inside of the sacred mountain of Rtanj, as well as a large artificial lake in the shape of a pentagram connected by a network of tunnels to the surface. Those dragons that fell to Earth as balls of fire (the “Fallen Angels”?) are said to have possessed the ability to shape-shift into human males and to then co-habitate with the local women. Their legend was written in some ancient Serbian texts that carbon dating has proven to be 7000 years ago, including The Book of Enoch II.[69]



You’ll learn more about how folklore portrays other dragon people in the “Zmey” chapter. 

Made by Dragons

Dolmens, chambers formed by large stone blocks, are located throughout Europe in mountainous regions, where sheer cliffs hide a cave. Some of these structures date back 7,000 years, while most are thought to be from the early Neolithic age (around 4000–3000 BC). In folk belief, they’re called dragon houses and are said to be proof dragons existed, although archaeologists say they are likely to have been burial chambers.

[image: image]

Dolmens in Gelendzhik on Markhotsky Ridge. Photo by Sanexiz. Stock image via Depositphotos.

Other dragon tales explain how geographical sites came into being: rivers, lakes, mountains, and more. Springs at the bottom of a cave or a rock are often described to be tears of a kidnapped girl. The story below relates how one hot spring gained its name.


Many, many years ago, an old zmey ruled the forests between Struma and Mesta [rivers in Southwest Bulgaria]. He had two sons, and they were zmeys, which he sent here and there for work.

“And what was the work of the zmeys, Grandpa Marin?” the curious asks.

“Their job,” he explains, “was to arrange the clouds, to spread rain, hail, thunder, and lightning.”

Once the smaller zmey was flying over the village of Mosomishte. It was Easter, so all the people were at the horo, and among them was the priest’s daughter, the beautiful maiden Toplitsa. The zmey saw her from the clouds, liked her, and then came down and grabbed her from the horo before anyone knew what was happening. The poor father asked and searched everywhere, but didn’t find any trace of her. A long time passed and her parents stopped thinking about her.

One summer day, the priest climbed St. George’s Rock to gather wood for fire. It felt like something was pulling him higher and higher, until suddenly he saw his daughter, all in golden clothes and adorned with coins. They hugged each other in tears and the girl said that the young zmey had grabbed her, but his father got angry and drove them away from Alibotush mountain, where his palace was. Now the two lived on St. George’s Rock. The zmey’s bride was afraid that her husband would meet the uninvited guest, so she quickly sent her father away, but she wanted to give him a farewell gift. She filled up a sack of coins, but since she had already learned some zmey magic, she made the gold light as a feather so that it would not weigh on her father on the way.

She told him to open it when he got home. They said goodbye and Grandpa Priest left with the sack on his shoulder, but something kept irritating him to see what was inside. In the end he couldn’t stand it. He opened it and what did he see? The sack was full of onion peels! He got angry, poured out the peels, then took the sack and went home without wood. He decided to shake the sack one more time and what did he see? One coin was stuck inside.

The priest told everything to his wife and she scolded him and ordered him to go back immediately and to bring the onion peels, which were enchanted coins. The priest hurried, climbed back, but it was too late. Right in place of the peels, a large river of hot water gushed out and dragged everything down. When the priest shook the sack, his daughter saw him from the rock and got very scared that the zmey would see and get angry. She began to pray to God for help, and he heard her prayers and made the hot water gush out and take away the onion peels. Since then, they named the river Toplitsa after the priest’s daughter.

According to the legend, its warm water gradually cools and when it becomes really cold, the river will dry up.[70]



A few other common places with dragon symbolism follow.

	Great Stones of Khlyabovo Ridge. A long time ago in Khlyabovo, Bulgaria, a dragon protected the villagers. In return, the people provided him with animals from their flocks. Some men soon rebelled, saying they would no longer feed the dragon. And so, the dragon abducted and ate villagers to compensate for his abandoned tribute. One boy, Katos, fought with the dragon all day, finally wounding him. When the dragon fell from the sky, he petrified and formed huge stones. Even today, local people say they see flames, the fire of the dragon, coming out of the rocks.[71]

	Serpent’s Wall or Dragon’s Rampart. According to folklore, long, tall embankments in parts of Ukraine came into being when a hero tricked a dragon into dividing the land between them. The hero harnessed a plow to the dragon, and the dragon pulled and pulled, mile after mile, deeper and deeper, creating ever-growing embankments. The hero didn’t cease urging the dragon onward until the creature died of exhaustion.[72] A more historical purpose of the embankments was as a defense mechanism against invaders, with the dragons being symbolic of foreigners.

	Balaur Hill. This hill, named after a Romanian dragon, arose when a gigantic balaur fell from the sky and died. A single rib measured twenty-two inches (fifty-six centimeters) in width. His body slowly rotted over a long period of time, forming a great mound.[73]

	Margarets Hill and Latin Well. A Bulgarian story relates how a Latin man and his daughter Margarita cultivated a vineyard on a hill, which was near a well that dragons and fairies came out of. Near the well, the father built a cellar to store his wine. A young man courted Margarita in the vineyard, but one day a whirlwind arose and a black cloud covered the hill. The young man, who was a zmey, embraced her and flew into the cloud and headed toward the well. As the cloud descended, lightning crackled, and the two young people sank into the well, never to be seen again. The hill and well were named after the girl and her father. Even today, people will tell you, if you part the bushes and grass on the hill, you can see the ruins of the basement by the well. At night, no one goes near, because it’s still a zmey’s haunt.[74]


Perhaps these examples don’t “prove” the existence of dragons, but in the hearts and minds of the people, they did exist at one time.

Supplemental Chapter Material

Fun “Fact”

Did you know?

Besides being associated with fire, dragons personify darkness, night, water, skies, the rainbow, and clouds (Georgieva, 64).
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Smok (Смок)
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Why are you so pale, as if a smok has chased you?

Smok (singular); Smotzi (plural)

Name variations: tsmok, cmok, zmek, zmok

Etymology

Smok comes from an Indo-European word for “swallow.”[75]

Introduction

In its most common usage, Smok is a name for a snake. Some of these creatures, as discussed in the first book in this series about household spirits, are the embodiment of ancestral guardian spirits. They reside in the home, protecting it and the residents. But Smok also refers to a larger version of the snake, one that has become known as a dragon. 

Origins


Dragons were once ordinary snakes that grew to an enormous size over time. Since dragons and serpents have “an identical mythological significance,”[76] snakelike dragons, such as Smok, were considered ancestors, or the personification of the soul, in the same way the smaller household variety were. 


The dragon’s formation from animals speaks about his totem-related origin. In the Slavic mythology, forests were imagined to be the dwelling places of ancestors, and also as places where dragons live, so this can be seen as a proof that the dragon is a mythical ancestor of the Slavs.[77]



Appearance

Smok most frequently appears as a huge snake. Occasionally, he has wings and limbs, while most times, he remains serpentine. 

Getting to Know Smok

The dragon variation of Smok, unlike the household protector, is anything but benevolent and protective. His name invokes fear. One of the most famous of these dragons comes from Poland: Smok Wawelski.

Smok Wawelski 

Smok Wawelski, also known as the Wawel Dragon of Kraków or the Dragon of Wawel Hill, lived deep within a cave, coming out weekly or daily to devour cattle. In some stories, he had a preference for eating young girls once a month. If villagers didn’t provide the offering, the dragon would attack and consume numerous people instead. The oldest-known version of the story dates back to the thirteenth century. In it, King Krakus sends his sons Lech and Krakus to defeat the dragon. 

In an alternate version from the sixteenth century, the king’s daughter, Wanda, was the only maiden left, all the others having already been devoured by Smok Wawelski. As was the custom in these types of stories, the king offered his daughter’s hand in marriage to anyone who could kill the beast. All failed until a cobbler named Skuba Dratewka came forward. He stuffed sulfur into a lamb’s carcass and placed it outside the dragon’s lair. When the dragon came for his meal, he devoured the lamb, but he soon had a terrible thirst. He rushed to the river to gulp down water. No matter how much he drank, he couldn’t quench his thirst. On top of that, the dragon’s stomach ached and grumbled. Soon, Smok Wawelski swelled and exploded. The humble cobbler then claimed Wanda as his bride. And, in fairy-tale fashion, they lived happily ever after. 

[image: image]

Smok Wawelski. Illustration by Sebastian Münster, 1544. Public domain via Wikimedia Commons.

––––––––
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The story has similarities to an Apocrypha chapter in Daniel.


1 And king Astyages was gathered to his fathers, and Cyrus of Persia received his kingdom.

2 And Daniel conversed with the king, and was honoured above all his friends.

...

23 And in that same place there was a great dragon, which they of Babylon worshipped.

24 And the king said unto Daniel, Wilt thou also say that this is of brass? lo, he liveth, he eateth and drinketh; thou canst not say that he is no living god: therefore worship him.

25 Then said Daniel unto the king, I will worship the Lord my God: for he is the living God.

26 But give me leave, O king, and I shall slay this dragon without sword or staff. The king said, I give thee leave.

27 Then Daniel took pitch, and fat, and hair, and did seethe them together, and made lumps thereof: this he put in the dragon’s mouth, and so the dragon burst in sunder: and Daniel said, Lo, these are the gods ye worship.[78]



Vlechugo, the Reptile

In certain parts of Bulgaria, another snake creature goes by the name of “reptile” (влечуго, vlechugo). People likely call it by a generic name, rather than its true name, due to taboos many cultures have against speaking an evil being’s actual name. Vocalizing such a creature’s name was a way to summon it, and people preferred to keep these creatures at a distance. 

The vlechugo is overly large and extremely strong. One account from a resident of
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