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Notes on the properties of dragons
Chris McCully

“People who deny the existence of dragons are often eaten by dragons. From within.”
Ursula K. Le Guin.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  From Ursula K. Le Guin, The Wave in the Mind: Talks and Essays on the Writer, the Reader, and the Imagination (2004). I am grateful to Dr. Adrian May for reminding me of the existence of dragons in Ursula Le Guin’s work, particularly in the Earthsea cycle of fantasy novels (1968-2001).Top of Form] 


Many people directly or indirectly helped me think through some of the material contained in this essay, which is a further elaboration of work I introduced in ‘Lessons from the dragon’, a Professorial Inaugural Lecture scheduled to be given at the University of Essex in April 2020. Some of these kind, perceptive voices and faces – Adrian May, Andrew Le Sueur – feature in the footnotes to the present piece but there are others whose intellectual company it is proper – and a pleasure – to acknowledge. These include my colleagues Phil Terry, James Canton, Matthew De Abaitua, Holly Pester and Sanja Bahun as well as David Charleston, Fergus Wilde, audiences at the Essex Book Festival and – not least – my students at the University of Essex, with whom I occasionally discussed fabulous beasts and their roles in narrative….and who didn’t believe a word I said. There were others: over the past three or four years I recall monologuing, through benign fogs of novocaine or morphine, at several members of the medical or dental professions about the work I was then doing on imaginary creatures, and the questions those ministering souls were kind enough to ask – typically ‘But where did those dragons come from?’  -  stimulated me to re-engage with the topic once I was in a stronger position to do so. Monika also endured some of the same monologues and put up with them with more patience than I deserved. None of those named here bear any responsibility, of course, for the errors of understanding which remain in the present work or indeed in my wider apprehension of the monstrous. Those errors are mine alone. CBMcC.

It was Tolkien who noted that the first 3000 lines of Beowulf are essentially the prelude to a dirge.[footnoteRef:2] The dirge is not only for the fall of a king, Beowulf, but for the tribal destruction which will almost certainly result from his death. His fall is caused not by any succession of human or humanoid monsters but by a creature whose existence and nature are alike inscribed and determined outside any circuit of the human – by the dragon. It’s true that by the end of Beowulf the dragon’s corpse has been tipped over a cliff-edge and left to rot in the clabber of the Swedish tides; it’s also true that Beowulf’s virtues as a man have been celebrated (famously he was, the poet tells us, ‘lofgeornost’ - most eager for renown). Yet for the tribe of Geats there is only the smell of ash from Beowulf’s pyre on the wind and a future filled with exile’s dreariness or with terror or with both. What the mourners at Beowulf’s pyre fear is ‘invasion….kidnap….killing….humiliation’ (Beowulf, lines 3154-3155).[footnoteRef:3] By the end of Beowulf we – listeners, witnesses - are somewhere at or even beyond the end of time. [2:  Tolkien, J.R.R. ‘Beowulf: the Monsters and the Critics’.  Sir Israel Gollancz Memorial Lecture, British Academy. London: Proceedings of the British Academy Vol. XXII. (1936).]  [3:  Chris McCully. Beowulf: A Translation and a Reading. Manchester: Carcanet (2018), p.122] 

	The dragon of Beowulf is presented in all its physicality: those of the Geats who witnessed the creature’s corpse lying on the sands at Earnaness saw a dragon fifty feet long whose body was fire-streaked, mottled with soot. This isn’t a notional or metaphorical dragon, a force poetically deployed to convey allegorical meaning. In the hands of a lesser writer then of course the dragon of Beowulf might have become an allegorical instrument but Beowulf never contends with a Satanic fire-rush nor does he heft a Sword of Christian Righteousness. As I was translating these parts of the poem – that is, trying and failing to construct a convincing, non-allegorical, non-Christian dragon in all its physicality and power – I reflected ruefully that such a Christianised, cartoon dragon was exactly the sort of dragon I would have created had I been left to my own poetic devices and hadn’t had the stringent constraints of the original poem to support the new work. Among those rueful reflections were also further speculations about the number and the nature of dragons in Western culture.
	It surprised me, how many dragons there were. Further, if I was surprised by dragons I was astonished by how little dragons have been studied. For all the dragons I encountered in Western art and literature – and I discovered ever more of them - there was no literary history of or cultural guide to the creatures. I unearthed no dragon textbook or convenient monograph themed on dragons. What specific, scholarly work I could find (or was given, or was referred to) usually described and analysed dragons together with giants or other monsters but I was uncertain whether it was legitimate to include the absolutely non-human (i.e. the draconian) with the humanoid.[footnoteRef:4] After all, in the imaginative world of Beowulf a distinction seems to be made between ‘monsters, elves, orc-corpses…[the] misbegotten’ – the generally humanoid inhabitants of a netherworld to which also belong Grendel and his nightmare dam – and the dragon. The former classes of creature may still be motivated by human instincts such as revenge; they may even belong in a baleful genealogy stretching back into the primal wrong of Cain (Beowulf, line 102ff.). Yet the dragon, and certainly the dragon of Beowulf, belongs to no genealogy except, perhaps, that of the miraculous. The dragon is transcendent. [4:  e.g. Carol Rose, Giants, Monsters and Dragons: An Encyclopedia of Folklore, Legend and Myth. New York and London: W.W. Norton and Co. (2000). Perhaps the monograph closest to what I needed (and still need) is Jacqueline Simpson’s British Dragons (2001) but this admirable survey is localised, as its title indicates, to the British Isles and my scope eventually included questions concerning dragons as those could be compared across different cultures.] 

	I’m particularly interested in the origins of Western dragons rather than in dragons as merely decorative – one might say, architectural - motifs: here in Essex, for example, there’s a house near Loughton (built in the late 19th century, the residence is called ‘Dragons’) decorated whimsically with dragon carvings.[footnoteRef:5] Those individualistic appropriations seem to me occasionally of interest – I think of those alarming dragon heads which once decorated Viking warships – but they interest me less than origins and fundamental properties.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  ‘Dragons – a house and its genius’. In E.V. Scott (ed.) The Best of Essex Countryside – A Collection of Sixty Articles. Letchworth: Country Guide Publications (1976), pp.86-7. I’m most grateful to the Dean of my own Faculty, Professor Andrew Le Sueur (University of Essex), for this reference.]  [6:  Here I also wilfully ignore those dragon legends which probably originated as hoaxes, see e.g. ‘Henham history – the dragon’. This web entry (http://www.henhamhistory.org/FlyingSerpent.html, accessed November 14th, 2020) details the dragon allegedly spotted in Henham on the Hill, a village in Essex, in 1669. (I am yet again indebted to Dr. Adrian May for this sighting.) Given the conclusion to the present essay, such hoaxes can’t simply be dismissed – the fact that the joke-narrative of the hoax culminated in a dragon is significant – but a fuller treatment of all dragon sightings in even one county of England must wait for a fuller treatment, perhaps in monograph form.] 

Contemporary Western culture has commodified its dragons along with almost everything else. Briefly leaving aside the dragons encountered in the epic narrative Game of Thrones, one supermarket chain in the UK announced its 2019 range of Christmas goods by making use of the image of a dragon cast in the form of a soft toy with smiling eyes. In 2010, a feature film, How to Train your Dragon, deployed another anthropomorphised dragon – and thereby, begat another kind of commodity.[footnoteRef:7] From phases of my childhood I also recall a Soup Dragon (a character in a 1970s TV show called The Clangers) and also the Ice Dragon of Noggin the Nog (a 1960s TV cartoon intended in the first instance for an audience of children).[footnoteRef:8] Still, even in the span of that brief lifetime and along with the Game of Thrones dragons there were also encounters with the dragon of Tolkien’s The Hobbit (a work I first read in  1968 although the work was published in 1937); the dragons in both Martin’s and Tolkien’s conceptions of their respective epics were recognisably akin to the creature in Beowulf, as were the dragons found in Ursula Le Guin’s Earthsea cycle of fantasy novels (see footnote 1). Yet there had been dragons before, and many of them: ransacking literary memory I found the dragon in The Fairie Queen (1590, 1596). Spenser’s dragon, which appears in Canto 11 of Book I, is the creature Redcrosse vanquishes at the culmination of his quest for holiness: this dragon seems most clearly to be a Christian representation from Revelation, an image of Satan presented in an explicitly allegorised narrative setting: the wounds Redcrosse sustains in his fight with the dragon, for example, are cured by immersion in a miraculous well (‘Full of great vertues, and for med'cine good’, stanza 29), which represents Christian baptism.[footnoteRef:9] For all Spenser’s hard work in attempting to manifest his dragon as material (‘His flaggy wings….His huge long tayle….his long bras-scaly backe’, stanzas 10 and 11), the creature can never be more or less than an entity bounded by - because built from – a Christianised pilgrimage whose motif is the quest. [7:  Dir. Dean DeBlois, Dean Sanders. Dreamworks Productions. See https://www.dreamworks.com/how-to-train-your-dragon, retrieved October 27th 2020.]  [8:  See e.g. ‘Noggin and the Ice Dragon’ (Smallfilms, 1961, pictures by Peter Firmin, narr. Oliver Postgate), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zoq7qwTC1SU, retrieved October 16th 2020.]  [9:  A facsimile of Book I, Canto 11 (1596) can be read at https://rpo.library.utoronto.ca/poems/faerie-queene-book-1-canto-11, accessed October 16th 2020.] 

	Nevertheless, back - and back: Spenser acquired his dragon from somewhere and the name Redcrosse helps to localise the acquisition. Spenser’s Redcrosse is named after and no doubt wears the same red cross that was adopted by English knights returning from Crusades to the Holy Land from the 12th century onwards. There, and specifically in Jerusalem, the Crusaders had heard the story of St. George, who on one account was a Cappadocian, Christian officer from the 4th century CE. Encountering a dragon who was terrorising a local tribe, George offered to rid the tribe of the dragon (and save the princess who was destined by chosen lot to be the dragon’s next victim) if the tribe would subsequently convert to Christianity.[footnoteRef:10] By the time of the compilation of the Golden Legend in the 13th century the setting of the tale was converted to the Libyan desert but there can be no question that English knights first encountered the ‘George-and-dragon’ story while on crusade in the Holy Land. Nor in that context is it coincidental that both St. Christopher and St. George had been reputed in the region as dragon-slayers. Although the relevant iconography is difficult to interpret – George and/or Christopher might be representations of Christ – there’s equally no question that the George-and-dragon stories ultimately have Biblical origins – not only in Revelation, but also in Psalm 91, which promises that once  a believer has claimed ‘The Lord is my refuge’  then ‘the young lion and the dragon shalt thou trample under feet’. [10:  In another, medieval version of the story, the lance of St. George used in dragon-slaying had a name: Ascalon. During World War II, a light aircraft was kept in a state of readiness for then Prime Minister Winston Churchill. Churchill named the plane Ascalon and flew in it to the Tehran Conference in 1943, see https://nationalinterest.org/blog/reboot/wwii-super-summit-when-roosevelt-churchill-and-stalin-met-tehran-170113, accessed 16th October 2020.] 

	Dragon-slaying is not only a male activity during the Middle Ages. There is for example a 15th century Flemish painting of St. Margaret of Antioch saving herself from a dragon: the woman happened to be carrying a crucifix at the time of her ingestion and the dragon, unable to tolerate the sanctity unexpectedly arrived in its stomach, expelled the saint and expired in the process. The story was apparently well-known across Europe.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  https://www.dailyartmagazine.com/here-be-medieval-dragons/, accessed September 2020; that reference includes a manuscript image made by Willem Vrelant (Flemish, died 1481, active 1454 – 1481), ‘Saint Margaret’, early 1460s, Tempera colors, gold leaf, and ink on parchment Leaf: 25.6 × 17.3 cm (10 1/16 × 6 13/16 in.), Ms. Ludwig IX 8 (83.ML.104), fol. 57. The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles.] 

	Psalm 91 references the dragon in the King James Version of the Bible; the Latin Vulgate likewise references ‘leonem et draconem’. Recent Biblical translations, however, seem shy of dragons, and often translate dragons as ‘serpent(s)’: the New International Version of the Bible (2011) seems representative. And it’s quite true that as one works back into the history of dragons – back from present-day epic nostalgias, manias and commodities, back from post-medieval allegory, back from Christian and Judaic iconography – once encounters dragons who assume ever more the guise of serpents. This was so, I think, in the case of Norse dragons: in terms of their origins, it’s highly unlikely that these beasts had to do with anything Christian. 
There are three such beasts to consider. The first is Niðhöggr, encountered in ‘Völuspá’, the first poem in the Poetic Edda. The poem probably dates from the 10th century and is assembled into manuscripts from the 13th century onwards. In the Codex Regius version of this account of origins and fates, Niðhöggr – a dragon bearing corpses in its wings - appears after Ragnarök; in other versions, Thor is killed by the world serpent Jörmundgandr. The world serpent or ‘Midgard serpent’ is the second such beast: in still other accounts of the creature’s life, Thor goes on a fishing expedition to capture the monster, which is so huge that its body and tail span the circumference of the earth. The third Norse dragon to note here is Fafnir, a dwarf so corrupted by greed that he turns into a dragon in order to guard the treasure he has acquired from his father. (It may not be insignificant that at least some of the treasure is cursed and thus causes Fafnir’s transformation.) Fafnir is eventually slain by Sigurd.
Every commentator has noted the similarities between these Norse accounts of dragons and some of the motifs – cursed treasure is just one – in Beowulf. Yet I also find it telling that the Norse dragons often appear in explicitly eschatological contexts and have meanings which span both human and animal: to take three examples, Niðhöggr gnaws continually at the roots of Yggdrasil; when the Midgard serpent eats its own tail then this is followed by Ragnarök; and after Fafnir’s slaying, Sigurd finds that he can understand the speech of birds.
Back, and back: the Norse dragons, like the Christian ones, must have had origins. How significant might it be that the dragons of Classical antiquity are presented in the form of serpents (notably, Greek δράκων may be glossed as both ‘serpent’ and ‘dragon’)?[footnoteRef:12] Jason, Cadmus and Hercules are all in this sense dragon-slayers: the despatch of the Hydra forms the second labour of Hercules, Jason encounters a serpent guarding the tree on which hangs the Golden Fleece, and Cadmus kills a water-dragon (or serpent) in the course of the teleological wanderings which result in the founding of Thebes. Some of these stories would possibly have been familiar to (Christianised, literate) Romano-Britons along with Biblical accounts of dragons (or serpents) in Revelation, where Satan is referred to as ‘the dragon, that old serpent’ (ch. 20, 2-3). It’s possibly from this nexus that dragon symbols first appear in these islands – the Welsh dragon, the dragon of Wessex. I suspect, too, that the white dragon with which England’s first patron saint, St. Edmund, was associated originates from this source.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Centuries later, Dante presents sinners as serpents – and also, disconcertingly, as his ‘friends’ (‘amiche’): Inferno, canto 25. The sinners alternate between serpentine and human shapes. In the same bolgia Dante encounters another dragon, Cacus, one couched on the back of a centaur. I thank Dr. Adrian May for the reference back into Dante. See also https://digitaldante.columbia.edu/dante/divine-comedy/inferno/inferno-25/, accessed November 11th 2020.]  [13:  I’m again grateful to Dr. Adrian May for pointing out the association between Edmund the Martyr and the white dragon symbol which appears on Edmund’s banner. See also Ellen Castelow, ‘St. Edmund’, accessed November 11th 2020, https://www.historic-uk.com/HistoryUK/HistoryofEngland/Edmund-original-Patron-Saint-of-England/ ] 

Still, back – and back: the Biblical dragon(s) must have originated somewhere. These dragons exist on and beyond the margins of Western literate culture. Perhaps we look to Mesopotamia and to Babylon, where a beast with a scaled body and serpent’s teeth was sacred to the god Marduk, also called Bel (c.6th century BCE). Or perhaps like Pliny the Elder, writing in the 1st century CE, we should look eastwards, to India and beyond, for the measure of miracle and the blood resulting from dragons attacking elephants.[footnoteRef:14] Or perhaps – back, and back – we should search among the great fossil beds of China for dragons’ bones. There, in the Far East, dragons are neither serpent nor slayer: they are royal emblems, gentle and helpful to humans. So important are they to the maintenance of the natural world that there are four types of dragon, each with their own sphere of influence.[footnoteRef:15] Their powdered bones are sovereign remedies. [14: It may or may not be coincidental that Edmund was reputed to have been crowned on Christmas Day, 855CE, in ‘Burum’  - possibly what is today the village of Bures, in the heart of dragon country. See Francis Young, Edmund: In Search of England’s Lost King, London: Bloomsbury Publishing (2018), p.41.
 See http://bestiary.ca/beasts/beast262.htm, accessed October 20th 2020.]  [15:  Lehner, Ernst and Johanna. Big Book of Dragons, Monsters, and Other Mythical Creatures. Mineola, NY: Dover, 2004; for an overview of interactions and differences between Eastern and Western cultural traditions and their dragons, see also the introduction to Carol Rose, Giants, Monsters and Dragons (fn. 3 above), pp. xxv-xxix.] 

Dragons, therefore, are found across languages, cultures and histories. Across cultures they have radically different meanings – so different that it seems to me unlikely that there is one simple symbolic equation which will as it were unlock the meaning of the dragon. Eastern dragons – generally, creatures of good omen and pleasant fortune – can’t easily be reconciled with the eschatological dragons of so many Western cultures, whether these last are Christian(ised) or not. Critics convinced of the utility and explanatory adequacy of generally psychological approaches to literature, including a (presumably) universal kind of symbolism associated with such approaches might want to argue, for example, that the caves in which (Western) dragons are so often found are representative of the unconscious; that the act of dragon-slaying can be viewed as part of a quest in which the hero or heroine’s ego does battle with the unconscious so that a Freudian or, probably more aptly, a Jungian kind of individuation might be achieved; that dragon-slaying might represent the extinction of mother attachment such that individuality might be more effectively developed; or again, and given their supposed long-lived natures, dragons might, like snakes, be associated with wisdom and the getting of self-knowledge. 
I did go in search of dragons in Freud and Jung (as also in Jung’s interpreter, Joseph Campbell) but I can’t confess I was so assiduous as to read all of those great authors’ works. Nevertheless, I was surprised to find little about dragons themselves in the psychoanalytic pages to which I’d so hopefully turned. Jung, in particular, when he was not interpreting dragons as incidental circumstances attending the heroic quest,[footnoteRef:16] seemed to offer a highly Christianised conception of dragons, aligning them with the Antichrist. In Liber Novus, for instance, Jung suggested that Christ himself contains the dragon (and embodies His own brother, the Antichrist), whereas in the Collected Works he implied that dragons are separate from the individuated self and may lie in wait, ready to devour it.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  As in Man and his Symbols: ‘The universal hero myth always refers to a powerful man or god-man who vanquishes evil in the form of dragons, serpents, monsters, demons, and so on, and who liberates his people from destruction and death….The narration or ritual repetition of sacred texts and ceremonies, and the worship of such a figure with dances, music, hymns, prayers, and sacrifices, grip the audience with numinous emotions and exalt the individual to an identification with the hero. Man and His Symbols, p.68.]  [17:  Martyn Shrewsbury, ‘Carl Jung and dragons’, https://all-too-human.blogspot.com/2016/04/carl-jung-and-dragons.html, accessed October 27th 2020. ] 

Jung’s accounts of dragons are also difficult to understand in the context of non-eschatological, non-quest dragons such as the generally good-omened and chronologically prior beasts of Eastern traditions (from which traditions Jung thought Western cultures acquired their dragons).
Apparently I needed to think again. If dragons don’t proceed from a Freudian or Jungian unconscious, from whence do they come? If, as in China, dragons do not necessarily represent some obstacle to be slaughtered so that the Self may understand itself better then what do they mean? I reconsidered – back, and back - the fundamental properties of those dragons I knew or was coming to know. All such creatures interact, it appeared, in remarkable ways with time –
· The origins of dragons are often unknown
· Dragons are often remarkably long-lived
· In some cultures, dragons interact with (even guarantee) the succession of seasons or with successful harvests
· When, as in Norse mythology, dragons begin to consume themselves then this might be a signal that time itself will stop

· and also colonised narrative and physical space:

· Winged dragons can fly and thus range through air and across land boundaries
· Serpent-like dragons can swim and thus range across boundaries in both air and water
Time and space. Chronos and topos. If, in the light of their sometimes radically dissimilar cultural meanings, dragons couldn’t be thought of as symbolising X, representing Y or meaning Z, could it be, I wondered, that dragons could be emblems of these fundamental aspects of all narrative? 
	That thought took me to Bakhtin and The Dialogic Imagination.[footnoteRef:18] In that work, Bakhtin offers an analysis – itself a short monograph, largely written in the 1930s – on ‘Forms of time and of the chronotope in the novel’. There, Bakhtin states the following: [18:  M.M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, ed. Michael Holquist. Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press (1981), particularly 84- 258.] 

In the literary artistic chronotope, spatial and temporal indicators are fused into one carefully thought-out, concrete whole. Time, as it were, thickens, takes on flesh, becomes artistically visible; likewise, space becomes charged and responsive to the movements of time, plot and history. The intersection of axes and fusion of indicators characterizes the artistic chronotope.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Bakhtin, p.84] 

After the chronotope has been thus broadly defined, Bakhtin exemplifies aspects of the chronotope from Greek romances (a genre he calls ‘novels’), chivalric romance (p.155ff.) and the Rabelaisian novel (among others). I’m uncertain whether it’s typologically necessary or even critically legitimate to conflate Greek ‘novels’ with medieval vision poems and with Rabelaisian prose and I confess I gained no unified theory of narrative from Bakhtin’s pages. Nevertheless, read as a series of challenging, often provocative asides on the history of Western literatures I found Bakhtin’s view of the chronotope, insofar as I could understand it, helpful in my own understanding of dragons: in so many instances – and I think particularly of Norse dragons and the dragon of Beowulf – the dragon, which has (one infers) been there all along, is precisely the place where the narrative also ends. These dragons – like ideas, like stories themselves – emerge from the dark. Such emergence, such timelessness, could to a story-teller be instantiated in good or bad; in Western cultures, the instantiation is generally bad, eschatological, though as Christianity absorbs the dragon a new (and in my view, weaker) range of meanings is generated whereby Christian virtue can and does slay the bad and thereby guarantee the continuation of imaginative time.
For the Geats of Beowulf the act of dragon-slaying has no redemptive purpose. Quite the opposite: the treasure gained by the slaying is cursed and useless. Once neighbouring tribes hear of Beowulf’s death those tribes are (we’re told) almost certain to attack the Geats. The dragon of Beowulf – the creature who causes all the trouble - is particularly interesting in that it can be seen as an emblem of the chronotope. 
First, it emerges from the dark backward of time without announcement: ‘a dragon…in doom’s dark began ruling’  (lines 2210-2211) says the poet. Although we’re later told (line 2278) that the dragon has guarded the hoard for three hundred years it’s clear that the beast itself is much older.
Second, while it most covetously watches its hoard of treasures in an underground sty, the creature can also fly, and thus transcend boundaries of earth and sky.
Third, the dragon transects geophysical boundaries – ranges across coastlines and begins his attacks on Geat-land by braising ‘ bright farmsteads’ (line 2313). In the intensity of its rage it works from periphery to centre, ever closer to the seat of Geat power, eventually torching even Beowulf’s own throne-room (lines 2325-2335).
The dragon of Beowulf seems to be an emblem precisely of ‘time made flesh’. Interestingly, too, both the dragon and, finally, Beowulf belong to a world in which time is miracle: if the dragon’s origins are mysterious, so too are the origins of the Scyldings’  founder, Scyld (in line 45, Scyld’s genesis is presented as that of a foundling ‘cast into the clutch of waves’). Both are presented as solitary in this world of imaginative time; Scyld’s funeral begins the poem, the dragon’s and Beowulf’s deaths end it….but the end is simply a suspension.
If, therefore, you ask me ‘what does the dragon mean?’ I can give no straightforward answer. As I noted above, I don’t currently think the dragon ‘means’ X - or for that matter, ‘represents’ Y or ‘symbolises’ Z.  Admittedly, ascribing some symbolic meaning(s)  to dragons seems a widespread practice: Cirlot’s Dictionary of Symbols (2001) suggests without much argument that the acculturated dragon (‘a universal, symbolic figure’) originated as an emblem – a sort of visual metaphor – for ‘things animal’, a metaphor later applied by Sumerian cultures to animals as human adversaries and thereafter, to animals as symbols of the devil or ‘primordial enemy’.  Yet Cirlot also notes that the dragon can function not as a devil but (as in China) as an ‘emblem of imperial power’.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  I’m once more grateful to Dr. Adrian May for putting me in the way of Cirlot. See J.E. Cirlot, A Dictionary of Symbols, second edition. London: Routledge (2001), 85-89.] 

If dragons aren’t neatly symbolic creatures, nor do they have inherent or constant properties: one can’t say ‘dragons are always malicious’ or ‘always greedy’  or even ‘always good omens’. Dragons are too various for that. Yet the variety and even universality of dragons can be thought of, and thought of productively, as emblematic – emblematic of story-telling, of the assemblage of hope or doom in imaginative time. What flies out of the dark is consequence sheathed in a claw. To that extent, Jung wasn’t wrong to note Christ’s recognition of the Antichrist dwelling inside His spiritual form or to sense that all humans may find dragons inside themselves. Humans are story-tellers and dragons are emblems of stories. A dragon, then, must not so much mean as be – and as story-tellers we should beware: humans have nothing except their narratives but even as the narratives are framed, even as ‘Once upon a time’ is spoken, a dragon opens an eye. Dragons, therefore, seem to be best defined not as symbols but as sums of narrative latencies. Dragons are where consequences take on flesh. As well as being the emblems, they are also the souls of stories.
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Appendix

[bookmark: _Hlk57621838]Chronotope

after the funeral they trailed off
	into exile/to the car-park/to social services/towards the café
and wondered
	about ice-cream/about their investments/whether to call home/about infection
some were secretly ashamed
	by their cowardice/because they’d voted for Trump/because they’d supported Brexit
and therefore they
	were all the more aggressive/lied/sang patriotic songs/went shopping
to bolster their spirits. However, time
	wasn’t kind to them/passed anyway/didn’t forgive them/lurked
wherever they went. Some of them decided
	to retrain/to give up/to sue the local council/to opt out of the new scheme
while others
	went onto social media/took up ballet/learnt Finnish/had squalid adventures
although most of them
	just wanted a cigarette/were thick as mince/hadn’t done the relevant course
no-one
	was unchanged/thought any more about it/was happy ever again/complained
but when all those years later they
saw the shadow of a talon in the firelight/smelt bonfires/were finally diagnosed
they said
	it was fate/nothing/a particularly sentimental and tearful goodbye/oh, fuck




Chris McCully
(draft November 30th 2020)
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