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Dragons are monsters which appear in stories and tales across the world and across all
periods of history. Dragon tales are known in many cultures, from the Americas to
Europe, and from India to China. They have a long and rich history in many forms and
are still popular in books, films and television programmes today. Some people believe
that stories of dragons may have been inspired by
ancient discoveries of fossils belonging to dinosaurs
and other prehistoric animals too.
Stories of dragon-like flying serpents were first
described as early as the ancient Greeks and for much An ancient Greek mosaic showing a dragon
of history, dragons were described like other mythical
animals, sometimes useful and protective, and at other times harmful and dangerous.

Descriptions of dragons also change dramatically and include a variety of features,
some have wings, whereas others don't. Some dragons can speak or breathe fire and
others cannot. Some are quite small and only a few metres long, others are enormous!
Some dragons live in palaces under the ocean, while others can only be found in caves
and inside mountains.
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Dragons
Dragons appear in the mythology of many ancient cultures, but they
are especially important in China. In contrast to many other places
and depictions across the world, in China, dragons are almost always
seen in a positive light and were particularly associated with life
giving rains and water sources.

The Chinese year of the dragon is also
considered the most auspicious, or
Silk painting depicting a
man riding a dragon, lucky, year sign. Dragon symbols are
dated to 5th-3rd century worn on the robes of emperors and
depicted in gold jewellery and precious jade figurines.
There are also lots of references to dragons in Chinese
books, stories and in the performing arts.

An Emperor's robe featuring a dragon

One of the earliest creatures to appear in ancient
Chinese legends, the dragon is often depicted as a
giant beast which lives in the water or the clouds. The
Chinese dragon is extraordinarily powerful, and when
it flies, there is usually lightning or thunder!
Some descriptions of dragons in ancient Chinese
A dragon being used in a special dance,
legends and myths give the dragon the body of a
snake, the eyes of a rabbit, the belly of a frog, and
the antlers of a deer! Other stories also say that the dragon could change its shape and
size, and disappear or reappear wherever it wished!
The modern, western image of a dragon developed in
western Europe during the Middle Ages
using a mixture of Greek & Roman
literature and western European folk tales.
Dragons were particularly popular in the
11th - 13th centuries. While its origins can
be found in the 6th century, the first full
account of the story of St George, the
A medieval manuscript dated to c. 1260
patron saint of England, slaying a dragon,
AD, contains the oldest
recognisable image of a modern, west- comes from an 11th century Georgian text!

Dragons
or are they?
Dragonflies
Dragonflies were some of the first winged
insects to evolve over 300 million years ago!
Did you know that dragonflies are expert fliers
and they can fly straight up and down, hover
like a helicopter and even mate mid-air? If they
can't fly, they'll starve because they only eat
prey they catch while flying. Dragonflies have previously been known as Adder Bolt,
Snake Doctor, Devil's Riding Horse and Horse-Stinger in England. In old Romanian
folklore, the dragonfly was actually a horse ridden by Saint George who rid a mythical
town called Silence, of the dragon that lived in their pond and poisoned it. After
wounding the dragon, he leashed the dragon and gave it to the town's princess. Saint
George's horse became a giant flying insect when cursed by the devil. In the Romanian
language, the word for dragonfly translates into Devil's Horse or Devil's fly!

Komodo Dragons
These large lizards are found living
on several Indonesian islands. They are
the largest, heaviest lizards in the world,
and one of the few with a venomous bite
as well as having sharp, jagged teeth.
They can grow to be up to 3 metres long
and weigh up to 70 kgs! These stealthy, powerful hunters rely on their sense of smell to
detect food. Many dragon images around the world were based on folk knowledge or
exaggerations of living reptiles such as these who live on the Indonesian island of
Komodo.

Dragons
or are they?
Dragon fruit
The 'pitahaya' or dragon fruit is grown in Southeast
Asia, the Caribbean, Australia, and in several other
tropical & subtropical regions of the world. This
bright pink & green fruit tastes like a combination
of kiwi fruit and pear! They are a type of cactus and
can be found in a variety of colours, including
yellow, orange, pink & red. Due to their leather-like
skin and scaly spikes, the fruit has most commonly
been known as 'dragon fruit' in English since the
1960s.

Gargoyles
The word gargoyle derives from the French
gargouille, meaning "throat" & comes from the
French legend of "La Gargouille," a
fearsome dragon that terrorized the inhabitants
of the town of Rouen For centuries. The dragon
swallowed ships and flooded the town, until
around 600 BCE, when a priest named
Romanus came along and agreed to vanquish
the beast in exchange for the townspeople's
Gargoyles at Rouen Cathedral
conversion to Christianity. Romanus tamed the
dragon by making the sign of the cross, then led it into town where it was burned at the
stake! The creature's head would not burn though, so the townspeople cut it off and
affixed it to their church. The gargouille's head became a ward against evil and a
warning to other dragons!

