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On Dragons And Strynges

Translator’s introduction

Saint John of Damascus expresses him-
self in remarkably scientific terms when 
addressing decidedly unscientific popular 
legends found in the two short treatises/
fragments below, translated here from the 
original Greek. The modern reader may 
still find fault with his easy deference 
to written authority, but Saint John’s 

dispassionate application of Scripture, 
theological principles, and objective scien-
tific observation while debunking contem-
porary superstition deserve our admira-
tion. To the best of our knowledge, this is 
the first appearance of these fragments in 
English. The Greek text, with its accom-
panying Latin translation, can be found 
in the Patrologia Graeca, vol I, pp.. 1598 
—1604, 1864.

Concerning Dragons

There are also those who imagine 
that dragons can transform into hu-
man form; that at times they are small 
serpents, then grow into enormous 
creatures by the size and mass of their 
bodies, eventually becoming human, 
as said before, and interacting with 
humans, walking among them, ab-
ducting women, and having sexual 
intercourse with them. We ask those 
who tell such stories: how many ratio-
nal creatures has God made? If they 
do not know, we will tell them two: 
angels and humans. The devil was 
one of the angelic powers, and having 
voluntarily defected from the light, 
now walks in darkness. But God creat-
ed both of these natures. However, if a 
dragon, assuming another form, inter-
acts with humans and defiles women, 
and sometimes appears as a serpent 
and at other times as a man, it follows 
clearly that it possesses reason, and 
is therefore far superior to humans: 
something that clearly has never been, 
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nor ever will be! Let them tell us, 
who has observed such a thing? We 
indeed trust the teachings of Moses, 
or rather the Holy Spirit, who spoke 
through him. For he said, “And God 
brought all the animals to Adam to see 
what he would call them: and what-
ever Adam called them, that was its 
name.” Therefore, the dragon was one 
of the animals. I do not say that the 
dragon does not exist. For there are 
indeed dragons. But these are [a kind 
of] serpent, born from other dragons. 
For when they are newly hatched, 
they are small; but after being fed and 
growing, they become large and thick, 
surpassing other serpents in size and 
mass. They say they grow over thir-
ty cubits long, and in thickness equal 
to a large beam. Dio the Roman, who 
wrote about the Roman Empire and 
republican times, recounts the fa-
mous Carthaginian war. He mentions 
that when Regulus was Roman con-
sul and was waging war against the 
Carthaginians, a dragon lying beyond 
the rampart of the Roman camp was 
killed by his order, and its skin was 
sent to the Senate in Rome. To their 
great astonishment, when the Senate 
measured it, it was found to be 120 
feet long, according to Dio. There is 
another kind of dragon, whose head 
is broad, with eyes that shine like 
gold, and horns on its neck; others 
have a beard hanging from their jaws: 
these are called agathodaemons and 
are said to be non-venomous. But the 
dragon is indeed a type of animal, just 
like the other beasts. It has a beard 
like a goat, and a horn on its neck. Its 
eyes are large, resembling gold. These 
dragons vary in size. All types of ser-
pents are venomous; only the dragon 
has no poison.

They also tell a fable that dragons 
are chased by lightning, so that they 
are lifted into the air and killed. I 

laughed upon hearing this. How can 
they sometimes imagine it clothed in 
human form and reasoning, and oth-
er times as a serpent, even opposing 
God, and being pursued by God? 
Ignorance is a very slippery thing. 
We suffer the greatest harm when we 
neglect to read the Holy Scriptures or 
examine them according to the Lord’s 
word. A soldier might say: I am a sol-
dier, I have no need of reading; the 
farmer, in turn, excuses himself with 
the care of his fields, and others con-
tinually make similar excuses, and 
all of us fail. But lightning does not 
pursue dragons: rather, lightning is 
formed from clouds, when a cloud, 
full of moisture, is dissolved into rain 
and is driven by a wind or a breeze, 
becoming dense. For when the wind 
enters it and bursts it, then a sound is 
heard, and that noise which is made 
above is called thunder; what is driv-
en down by the force of the wind as it 
falls to the ground is called lightning. 
And this is why whether it strikes a 
house or a tree, it breaks and splits 
them; if it strikes a man or any other 
animal, it kills it: which is why we of-
ten see men and other animals killed 
by lightning, but not dragons. As for 
flashes of lightning, some appear as 
straight lines, others spiral, and some 
are reddish. They say that lightning 
and thunder happen at the same time: 
because, when a cloud is broken apart, 
lightning and thunder flash forth to-
gether; so that lightning, which was 
hidden before, suddenly appears; 
but thunder, until it descends from 
its height, is harmless and idle. This 
is why the sound of thunder is heard 
long after the lightning has been seen. 
I will give you an example of this. 
Observe, therefore, when someone 
stands far away on a high place and 
makes a signal, you first see the hand 
striking the wood, and only after a cer-
tain interval of time does the sound of 
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the striking reach your ears. Imagine 
the same happens with the clouds. 
When filled with wind or moisture, 
they are ruptured by the force of the 
rain inside, making a sound. And if 
one cloud collides with another, a 
great noise is made.

Concerning the Strynges 1

I do not want you to be ignorant of 
this either. Some of the less educated 
or more foolish claim that the Strynges 
are women, who are also called 
Geludes. They tell stories about how 
these beings are seen flying through 
the air, and while circling around a 
house, are not stopped by doors and 
locks, but are able to enter even when 
the doors are carefully closed, and 
suffocate children. They even say that 
they devour the liver of infants, along 
with everything that contributes to 
their bodily constitution, and they are 
said to mark off the very limits of life 
as well. Some declare they have seen 
these things, others say they have 
heard of them: specifically, how, with 

doors closed, they enter houses either 
with their body or at least with their 
bare soul. But I say that this was only 
done by our Lord Jesus Christ when 
he entered into the presence of the 
holy apostles, with the doors closed, 
after he had risen from the dead. But if 
a sorceress does the same thing, there 
is nothing more admirable about the 
Lord’s action of entering through 
closed doors. And if they say that a 
bare soul enters while the body lies 
in bed, I would have you listen to 
me: Our Lord Jesus Christ declared, 
“I have the power to lay down my 
soul, and I have the power to take it 
up again by myself.” He did this once, 
at the time of his most sacred passion. 
Therefore, if a vile and obscene sorcer-
ess performs the same whenever she 
pleases, then the Lord accomplished 
nothing more. But, if the liver of an in-
fant is eaten, how is it possible for the 
child to live? These things are babbled 
by certain heretics who hold views 
contrary to the Catholic Church, aim-
ing to mislead the simpler minds from 
the correct understanding. 
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1 I have left the 
proper name of these 
supernatural beings 
transliterated, but un-
translated. Saint. John 
himself seems to hesi-
tate what to call them. 
From the description 
he gives of them, they 
resemble one or more 
creatures of folklore: 
hobgoblins, vampires, 
evil fairies (the 
preferred idea of the 
19th century French 
Jesuits who edited 
the Patrologia Graeca). 
The Jesuit editors also 
point out the parallels 
between these beings 
and the spirit of 
Lilith, the mythical 
first wife of Adam of 
Jewish folklore, who 
performs some of the 
same nefarious activi-
ties upon unfortunate 
male infants before 
their circumcision. 
—trans.


