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‘I loved Goddess with a Thousand Faces. Fascinating, fun, thoughtful and enlightening.’ —Jennifer Saint, author of Hera and Ariadne

 

‘A passionate ode to the inner goddess within us all, that blends a rich and vibrant introduction to a diverse array of cultures and mythologies with accessible retellings. Part mythical guide, part history compendium and part self-help handbook, Jasmine Elmer’s sparkling debut offers up a refreshing, inclusive and powerfully feminist manifesto for what it means to be a goddess, ancient and modern.’ —Emily Hauser, author of Mythica

 

‘If you love history and feminist retellings, this is your next must-read. Goddess with a Thousand Faces is a thrilling exploration of lesser-known goddesses from around the world – offering a crash course in feminine myth and worship, with all its power, fury and wonder. I adored it.’ —Rachel Blackmore, author of Costanza

‘You have to read this brilliant and amazing book.’ —Bettany Hughes, bestselling author of The Seven Wonders of the Ancient World

 

‘Gorgeous. Jasmine Elmer has a fierce passion for these women, and this shines through in her writing. Come for the goddesses, stay for the spiritual journey!’ —Lizzy Tiffin, author of Bad Girls of Ancient Greece
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For John, my love, these words belong to you.

 

For my boy, my life, may you see how powerful women are

and grow up to honour this truth.
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A Note from the Author

Men kill dragons, right? It’s all St George, Beowulf, Sigurd and Thor. If I ask you to close your eyes and imagine a dragon slayer, I am pretty sure what comes up is a guy in some sort of elaborate metal armour, wielding a huge sword, possibly on a horse that is rearing up against a fire-breathing monster. I bet you also know in your bones that this man will be successful, because all dragons represent some kind of evil and man some kind of good, and so good must win? You probably also think that all dragon fights need brawn and manly strength to be won. I am not having a go at you; this is just what we have inherited. This is what happens when patriarchy snatches up a narrative for its own purposes and to hell with anything that flouts the agenda. It happens with all myth, all history. The greatest damage is done, however, when we forget that lens. When we suck it all up as fact and don’t stop to question why we only have this narrative left. A better question to ask is: Is this really the whole picture? In the unfolding of that question, we find the truth: that women also slay dragons. Across a number of world cultures. Their stories may not be as well known, but does that make them any less impactful? No, I cry! What is very important though is why they kill them and how.

In this book we are going to discover some of the stories of women who slayed dragons in world mythologies. Furthermore, we are going to examine whether their motivations differ from men’s, what their methods are and the outcomes of their quests. We are going to absolutely flip the script on what we think we know about dragon slayers. We are going to reinstate these women to their rightful places in our shared cultural history and re-examine what female power looks like through their eyes. Prepare to experience dragon tales like never before. Prepare to feel profoundly enraged that it has taken this long for these stories to be collected and celebrated. Prepare to dismantle the patriarchy just by reading this book and talking to your friends about it.

 

I have been studying dragons since 2017, when I focused my master’s degree and PhD on this topic. It fascinated me that the dragon was so much more than just a monster. I was blown away by the multiple layers of hidden symbolism, and how gazing into a dragon’s eyes was perhaps the most exposing thing you could do. Because dragons are in fact a deep dive into our own fears about being human. Far from being just a thing to kill, a dragon becomes a spiritual lesson. And when we add women into the mix – well, that really did ignite a fire in me. I had so many questions about why we don’t know more about these female dragon slayers, and so I came to writing this book. What I have found has, at times, shocked, enraged, delighted and inspired me. Often all at once. The stories in here may just be that – stories – but in rediscovering them I have found a new understanding of my own femininity and inner power. My greatest hope is that you take the women in this book into your hearts and consider what impact they have on you and your own view of yourself. Make it personal. Connect to the slayer within and listen to what she has to say. This book might just change you, if you have the courage to stay open to its lessons. I can certainly say it has changed me.





Introduction

How to Read This Book

You are kind of getting bang for your buck with this book. Not only am I going to restore tales of female dragon slayers to their rightful place in the popular imagination by bringing their stories to life, but I am also going to take you on a journey to understand the captivating world of the dragon and its symbolism in world cultures. Aren’t you lucky! But I won’t stop there. I want to ask how our understanding of dragonlore changes when we add in female slayers. What happens to the man versus beast narrative when we include women? Does dragon symbolism change in the context of female slayers? What can the addition of female dragon killers add to our cultural understanding of this type of mythology?

Too long have these women been relegated to the sidelines of history; it is time to bring them centre stage and see how this illuminates our current understanding. These women deserve to be restored to our canon of dragon myth, and I am honoured to be the one to do it. Like all stories, though, they need to be read to be spread. Myths, stories, folktales and legends do not exist without you. The audience. It’s also down to you that you’ve picked this book up and decided that these stories are worth your precious time. By reading them, you are undertaking a radical act to restore these slayers to their rightful place. So, they, and I for that matter, thank you. Make sure you talk about them to others, share their stories with your families and friends, post on socials, or just good old-fashioned shout it from the rooftops. Let’s give these women back their power and make sure they don’t get lost in the sands of time again.

 

If you are new to my unique and personal take on the past, let me break it down for you. I have created a new type of mythical journey, rooted in history and our deep desire to connect to our femininity. What I firmly believe is that we have lost the deep heartfelt connection with our past, and that so much of our scholarly approach boils down to cold hard facts while we neglect the bigger picture. That picture is one of us, of our shared ancestry. It is not dead and gone, but very much a part of who we are today. I believe that when we study myth there is room for this approach, one that doesn’t undermine the rigour of the academia, but allows for us to stop and breathe and reflect on our past in a way that is personal to us. I have been a teacher, researcher or student of myth and history – ancient, to be specific – for almost twenty-five years. I have worked with thousands of people, some of whom couldn’t have cared less about myth and were disconnected from its emotive potential. Once these people were able to connect to the material and reclaim it as their own, they changed. They softened. Their hearts gave out a little yay as they remembered all those who came before them, and they were able to see themselves more clearly in the light of this new perspective. So, armed with this knowledge, I decided to dedicate myself to guiding people to experience this for themselves. In my first book, Goddess with a Thousand Faces, I showed people how they can learn about ancient goddesses from across the world, as well as – and this is key – seeing how they feel about these goddesses. How they can mean something to us today, that they are part of our essence. In this book, I continue this mission of mine. When we begin to look at the dragons and their female slayers, we uncover rich layers of meaning that are only perceptible with this kind of approach. We see that these women upturn a very well-trodden narrative in myth and legend: that it is men who have the courage and bravery to face the darkness. That it is men who have the strength to take on hideous creatures. It is my sincerest hope that you read this book and, alongside being fascinated by the stories yet untold, are also lit up in some way. Enraged, inspired, spellbound and curious. Because history can move your soul if you let it.

 

Now, if I may, a little bit of housekeeping. I always like to start a book upfront and honest about its contents. Some of you will have read my first book and know what my style is like. If you are new here, well, first – welcome! It’s important to understand that I like to blend real history (more on that in a minute) and mythical retellings. I do this intentionally, as I think that the more we align factual and researched content with storytelling, we are not only bringing it alive, but we are truly doing it justice. Gone are the days where you have to read the same line a thousand times because it’s just so dense and boring you cannot discern its meaning (I have been there). Your job is to sit back and relax and trust me to take you on a journey, guiding you through this topic. You may read the stories and see yourself in some of them, even though I very much doubt you have slayed an actual dragon yourself. You may see themes like coming of age, unrequited love, blind rage or devotion. When you spot them, they may invoke feelings in you because you sense deeply what these women represent. You may feel saddened that their stories have been so forgotten. You are also very much allowed to read a tale and say, ‘cool story’, and turn the page. All is welcome.

 

Now let’s get into the details. As dragons aren’t real – sorry if that is news – from a historical point of view we are interested in what people’s ideas about these creatures can tell us about them. We are interested in the depth of symbolism and its potential meaning. A caveat on this: we have to accept that we cannot absolutely know exactly what dragons meant to a particular person living in a particular time, but what we can do is use the material we do have to build a picture of what sort of ideas they had. For many people living in the past, these dragons were very real indeed, as we will discover throughout this book.

In my non-fiction sections I have chosen not to use footnotes, simply because I feel that they take away from the flow and tone of my approach. If you are keen to read up on some of the source material, you will find a select bibliography at the back of the book. Another small note on dates: I will be using bce (before common era), as I prefer to use this term rather than the more religious bc (before Christ). I will also use the abbreviation ce (common era) in place of ad (anno domini) for the same reasons. This is just to avoid too many abbreviations clogging up the text!

 

In terms of the stories themselves, I will give you the source material after each retelling, so you can feel secure in what you are reading and go and find the original source if you should so wish. You will no doubt have many questions about whether there actually were female dragon slayers in legend, myth and folklore of the past or whether I am just making all this up. The answer is, in short, yes there are actual stories of women killing or helping to kill dragons in the records. This is the whole point of the book. Women’s stories have often been written out of the histories that we have received today. Patriarchy isn’t a fan of recording and promoting female empowerment unless it serves its own agenda. Therefore, it won’t surprise you to read that few cultures globally, especially those with patriarchal structures, thought it would serve their interests to circulate tales of women killing dragons. Or if they did, then the women in the stories needed to fit whatever suitable view of female behaviour was dominant at the time. But women’s stories do exist; and, contrary to some views, there is evidence of women’s lives and mythologies. And this is why I focus on women in my books . . . because it’s time that we re-examined history to include all of the things that have been written out by the hands of men. What we have may be fragmentary, but that doesn’t make it any less valuable.

I have structured the book in four parts, in each of which a woman leads by telling her own story in the first person. After that, we will explore what her story reveals about female slayers and wider dragonlore. Putting the agency back into the hands of women, revealing dragons through them in their own sweet time, and really hammering home the point that it’s time for women to lead. Yes, I know these women aren’t real, but I do this for the women who were – the women in the past who had their stories silenced, their images erased, their memories wiped out.

Meet the Dragon

No book on dragon slayers would be complete without delving into the world of the dragon itself. Dragons do not exist, but when something is a product of mythology, legend or folklore it carries a currency that is far more precious. Beyond the entertainment of these myths, of the slayers, of the dragons, lie fascinating insights into the people and cultures who created them. For each and every time a dragon, or dragon slayer, pops up in a story, it is woven into a rich tapestry of cultural significance and symbolism. The characters in these stories are never what they seem at face value – they always carry some deeper meaning and purpose. For the mythologist, this is gold dust. We can excavate underneath the surface to explore what genuine and real truths are hidden beneath; peel back layers of symbolism to reveal tales that are imbued with deep meaning. In this way, stories of dragons become gateways into exploring the cultural and societal beliefs of any given time. Scholars have approached mythology like this for a very long time – as a treasure trove of clues that can reveal more and more about the people who created them. What I hope to do with this book is to bring you both sides. You have tales of female slayers that have been buried for so long, but also you have the cultural significance of the dragon to go alongside it. For I cannot conjure up a real dragon for you, sadly, but I can give you a wonderful introduction into what these dragons symbolised in various cultures across the world. In this way, they are brought to life. Alongside the women who challenged them.

What you will find across this book are chapters that delve into the rich symbolism of dragons. I have chosen to break up the cultural history of dragons into specific themes or areas that are enriched by the story that you have just read. But as with all good things, we need a nice introduction to the dragon first so you have some grounding in what you will discover. What follows are my answers to some key questions that are probably burning a hole in your head. Some of these answers have tantalising tastes of what’s to come later in the book in finer detail. For now, though, here is what I imagine you are itching to know, in a section entitled FADQs, or Frequently Asked Dragon Questions.

FADQs: Frequently Asked Dragon Questions

What even is a dragon?

OK, so I know you think you know what a dragon is, but I am about to change all of that. Yes, it is true a dragon is often a winged, fanged, scaly, fire-breathing, green monster, but only in certain historical contexts. In the West, we have inherited this image from our medieval ancestors, who emblazoned dragons in our imaginations through art, storytelling and architecture. These inspired later fantasy works of literature and our modern movie business. So that is what we all see. But that isn’t what all cultures in the past saw. Of course, like all things, different cultures created images of what dragons were like in their own minds. Like its subject matter, this picture has shifted throughout time. It might surprise you, as you hold that image of the conventional dragon in mind, to learn that many dragons across cultures are actually composite creatures – that is, they contain elements of various animals, such as snakes, crocodiles, lizards, birds, goats, lions, horses, whales and fish. Composite dragons are actually very common, and there is good reason for this. For the more composite they become, the more ‘other’ they feel, and therefore the more difficult for our human minds to comprehend. We humans need to understand what we see to determine the level of threat – a hybrid creature is the ultimate foe as our brains scramble to find meaning. In this way, composite creatures represented some of our darkest fears of the unknown, the unquantifiable and downright terrifying across all world cultures.

Having said this, there is one animal that dominates the design of the dragon. Some of the oldest images of dragons resemble snakes. It is actually hard to disconnect the snake from the dragon in mythology, because they are just so intertwined. This is our first lesson: those older interpretations of dragons most likely evolved from an earlier monster of mythology that had more in common with snakes than the images we see today. The word itself contains a vital clue. The etymology of the word dragon traces back to the ancient Greek word drákōn (δράκων), which means ‘serpent’ or ‘giant snake’. The term drákōn was adopted into Latin as draco, which also carried the meaning of serpent or dragon. From Latin, the word passed into Old French as dragon, and eventually into Middle English, where it retained its association with large, mythical serpentine creatures.

Interestingly, the concept of dragons as serpentine, often winged, fire-breathing creatures became more associated with European myths during the Middle Ages. The meaning of the word ‘dragon’ broadened to encompass more supernatural features, evolving into the monstrous creatures we recognise in modern folklore and fantasy. So, the word ‘dragon’ has evolved over time from simply meaning ‘serpent’ to representing a more complex creature in myth and legend, shaped by cultural interpretations and stories. In short, you’ll be seeing a lot of snakes in this book, or creatures that you might not instantly recognise as the dragon of your mind. Remain open!

 

Why haven’t we heard of female slayers before?

Patriarchy. Enough said! Seriously though, that will become clear as you read.

 

So, did they actually believe dragons were real in the past?

While nowadays most of us have got the memo that dragons aren’t real, that wasn’t the case for cultures in the past. For much of human history, dragons were not seen as mythical. They were believed to be real creatures – fierce, physical and part of the natural world. Historical texts from across Europe, Asia and beyond record dragons not as allegories, but as animals that could be studied, feared or even encountered.

In first-century Rome, the natural historian Pliny the Elder included dragons in his Natural History, a foundational encyclopaedia of the ancient world. He wrote of enormous serpents in India and Ethiopia, describing their size, habitats, and interactions with elephants. Pliny did not distinguish dragons from other animals; he simply documented them as fact. The belief continued well into the Middle Ages. Isidore of Seville, in the seventh century, included dragons in his scholarly work Etymologiae, a widely read and respected text for centuries. He wrote that ‘the dragon is the largest of all the snakes’ and claimed it could kill with its gaze or its breath. European bestiaries from the twelfth century onward, such as the Aberdeen Bestiary, catalogued dragons as natural creatures alongside bears and leopards. These texts were used by monks, scholars and even physicians, suggesting a general acceptance of dragons as real, not symbolic.

There are also direct reports of dragon sightings recorded in chronicles. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, an official record of English history compiled in the ninth century, mentions sightings of dragons in the skies in the year 793 coinciding with ominous portents before Viking raids. In the sixteenth century, Swiss naturalist Conrad Gessner, a founding figure in zoology, published woodcut illustrations of dragons in his Historiae Animalium, based on eyewitness accounts and local reports. These were not presented as myth but as scientific record.

Of course, we cannot account for the validity of any of this or provide explanations for what these individuals saw in the skies. In Europe, similarly, strange bones were sometimes displayed in churches or castles as relics of slain dragons. At no point before the scientific revolution were these remains widely understood as belonging to extinct species. Even maps reflected this belief. As late as the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, mapmakers occasionally marked unexplored areas with phrases like ‘Here be dragons’, indicating not fantasy, but genuine locations and the possibility of monstrous creatures. In apothecaries across medieval Europe you could purchase ‘dragon’s blood’ for your various ailments in the local market!

However, one of the coolest theories about where we got the idea of dragons from relates to fossils. Some scholars have argued that fossils were either unearthed by human hand, or shaken up in earthquakes, to reveal monstrous-sized bones with dragon-like features. Prominent historian Adrienne Mayor has argued that the ancient belief in dragons may have been grounded not in fantasy, but in early fossil discoveries. In her influential book The First Fossil Hunters, Mayor suggests that ancient peoples, particularly in Greece, Rome, Central Asia and China, encountered the large, fossilised bones of extinct creatures like dinosaurs, mammoths and giant reptiles, and interpreted them as the physical remains of dragons, griffins and other legendary beasts. Without the concept of extinction or the understanding of prehistory that we have now, these massive bones demanded explanation, and dragons fitted the evidence. Mayor highlights how regions rich in fossils, such as the Gobi Desert or the mountains of Greece, often correlate with persistent local dragon myths. In China, where dragon belief endured for millennia, ‘dragon bones’ were dug up and sold in apothecaries for medicinal use – a practice rooted in the idea that these remains were from real, powerful creatures.

Mayor’s work stands out for connecting ancient storytelling with palaeontology, showing that myths may have been shaped by genuine attempts to understand the natural world. While she is one of the most prominent scholars to explore this connection in depth, others, including folklorists and palaeontologists, have supported the idea that fossil evidence likely influenced monster legends, especially in cultures that treated bones with reverence and curiosity. It’s hard to say whether the bones came first or the imagination, but it is certainly a wonderful thing to consider. Imagine living in an ancient society with no knowledge of dinosaurs and coming across the jaw of a T-Rex. You would almost certainly leap to conclusions about monsters, like the dragon, roaming the land. Perhaps you would then create stories about this creature, by way of warning or a form of entertainment. It is easy to see how fossils and dinosaur bones hinted at a world beyond what we humans can see, especially for ancient cultures in which the line between real and fantastical was often blurred. A world where gods walked the earth, where the superstitious and portentous swirled around, where the mystical reigned supreme. Of course, we must also note here that sometimes dragons just look a lot like actual animals. Perhaps the dragon was just an expression of a predator – a snake, a lizard, a crocodile. In my view, this is an oversimplification of a complex tradition, but it’s important to give it some reflection.

Far from being relegated to folklore, dragons were taken seriously by early scientists, historians, clergy and chroniclers. Their presence in scholarly texts, historical records, medical practice and even natural science shows that, for centuries, many people across cultures truly believed dragons were part of the real, observable world. So, we might scoff today, but remember this when reading this book: try to imagine a time where everyone genuinely thought that a dragon lived on the edge of your town, and how that might feel.

 

 

 

Why did so many cultures across the world believe in dragons?

This is one of the most fascinating aspects of the dragon. How is it possible that so many seemingly unconnected world cultures came up with the idea of them? Dragons appear in mythologies across the globe, from places like ancient India, Greece or China, through to regions like Russia, the Pacific Islands or the Inuit lands of the Arctic. They span thousands of years of history and appear in all sorts of contexts. They are some of the oldest symbolic beasts you can find, appearing in the iconography of the oldest cultures known to us, such as the Mesopotamians. It is hard to pinpoint how much further back dragons go in the oral tradition; possibly many more thousands of years into the past. But the question remains: why did this happen independently across cultures?

Theories abound regarding this. We have already discussed in the previous section how fossils may be part of the reasoning. But what else is there? In An Instinct for Dragons, anthropologist David E. Jones argues that the dragon is not merely a product of cultural imagination, but rather an expression of deep-seated evolutionary instincts. Drawing on insights from evolutionary psychology, biology and comparative mythology, Jones proposes that the universal image of the dragon – a creature often described as serpentine, clawed, winged and fearsome – is a composite of three of our prehistoric ancestors’ main predators: snakes, large cats and birds of prey. These animals posed a significant threat to early humans, and over time our ancestors developed an innate vigilance and fear response to their presence. Jones points to psychological studies showing that infants and small children are unusually quick to detect and react to snake-like forms or predatory eyes, even without prior exposure, suggesting a biologically inherited survival mechanism. The dragon, then, becomes a symbolic amalgam of all the things early humans needed to fear and overcome to survive.

In addition to this, comparative mythologists and psychologists would have us delve into the human psyche for answers. Further to our direct fears, figures like Joseph Campbell and Carl Jung would ask us to perceive the deeper symbolism of snakes. For instance, snakes, and therefore dragons, often appear to mimic the shapes or behaviours we see around us in the natural world. The soft curving silhouette of a snake deeply resembles the river as it bends and meanders through the valley, quite literally ‘snaking’ through it. The erupting volcano spews out fire across the land with its angry bellows and rumbles, hurling rocks across the skies, much in the same way as a dragon unleashes fiery horror and destruction across the land. Through this lens, these beasts become synonymous with the terrifying forces of nature, and slaying a dragon can become a way of taming it, and therefore the chaos of nature. Jung would add that the dragon, as a monster, represents the darker side of us humans, what he calls the ‘shadow self’. He would point to the multiple terrifying features of dragons as evidence of this, that they were a sort of projection of our deepest fears and horrors. To me, however, this just scratches the surface of what the dragon reveals within us. As we descend deeper into dragonlore and see beyond generic horrors, we notice that slayer myths raise a mirror to our inner worlds, in ways that are deeply personal and unique. I encourage you to see how stories of dragons and their killers call forth your own shadow, and, when it arrives, see if you have the courage to meet it face to face like the heroines in our tales.
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