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Abstract 

This essay explores the different views the European nations have about the 

mythical dragon, as opposed to the Chinese and how these contrasting perspectives 

are represented in Naomi Novik’s Temeraire series (2006-2016). The introduction 

explores various European myths and mythologies containing dragons, in particular 

those of Germanic, Greek and Slavic origin. The introduction examines Chinese 

dragon mythology as well, highlighting the contrast between European and Chinese 

dragon tales. The essay provides description of these myths and addresses how the 

European tales focus on the malice of dragons while the Chinese ones display 

dragons as benevolent beings used as a symbol for the Chinese Imperial family.  

The main topic of this essay is to compare and contrast the aforementioned 

traditions and cultural representations as found in the fantasy series Temeraire. With 

this theme in mind when examining the series, one can see great contrast between 

the nations of Europe and China when it comes to the treatment of Dragons. The 

Europeans, particularly the English, treat their dragons with fear while the Chinese 

view their own dragons as a necessary constituent in their lives. Novik further uses 

her knowledge of Chinese myth for the dragon Temeraire himself and uses many 

aspects of Chinese dragon traditions to make him uniquely Chinese among the 

European dragons. Each country has their own view of dragons, and the series 

display how they are treated according to each culture.  

Lastly, this essay also explores how the dragons view themselves, especially 

Temeraire, his experiences with the different cultures of the world and how he wants 

nothing more than for dragons to be viewed equal to their human companions. The 

contrasting manners in which he is treated greatly affect him and his ultimate goal 

throughout the series is seeing dragons being treated fairly all over Europe. 
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Introduction 

All around the world, people have been telling stories of dragons for centuries. Most 

cultures around the globe have stories and myths containing creatures which today 

might be described as dragons (Malone 96). Whether crawling on the ground or 

flying in the air, most western traditions portray dragons as fierce and dangerous 

monsters that hoard treasure and are prone to stealing away young maidens. One of 

the most popular themes of children’s literature is the one of the brave knight, or 

prince, slaying a dragon in order to rescue a princess being held captive. Modern 

Western media often continues this medieval tradition and depicts dragons as evil, 

which can be seen in J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Silmarillion (1977) and The Hobbit 

(1937), J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series (1997-2007) and the role-playing game 

Dungeons and Dragons. Moreover, this trend carries over to other media, including 

many video games such as the Dragon Age franchise, the World of Warcraft 

franchise, and The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim, where the player’s enemies include 

hostile dragons.  

While most European lore depicts dragons as monsters to be slain, the 

Chinese have considered dragons as creatures of wisdom and as sacred beings 

(Stableford 115). Chinese dragons have been worshipped as conductors of natural 

forces such as rain and thunder and are often found in ancient Chinese tales (Bates 

3). Doug Niles writes in his book about dragons: “Dragons are used as symbols of 

many things. In Japan and China they symbolize the inherited status of an emperor’s 

rule. In Christian myths, such as the tale of St. George and the dragon, the wyrm 

clearly symbolizes Satan” (23). This association of the dragon with the devil himself 

is evident in many Christian myths involving dragons and older European tales of 

dragons support this view that is shown in the Christian tales by depicting dragons 

as inherently evil beings. This view that Christians and Europeans have of dragons is 

considerably contrasted by the East-Asian nations, notably by the Chinese. These 

two very different perspectives of dragons are excellently depicted in Naomi Novik’s 

historical fantasy series Temeraire (2006-2016) as the main characters travel around 

the world and experience the different cultural views of dragons that Europe and 

China has. 
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European dragons 

Dragon myths exist in many forms around the world, the most common one being 

the modern depiction of the winged fire-breathing beast. When examining the 

medieval myths of individual cultures, however, there is an array of different types of 

dragons, many described as gigantic wingless serpents. Among the most famous 

medieval dragons of Germanic origin are Fáfnir and the unnamed dragon in Beowulf 

(Niles 117, 120). Both dragons share several traits, one of them being their 

obsession with treasure and another being their ability to cause harm. The dwarf 

Fáfnir becomes obsessed with a treasure after having killed his own father and ran 

away with it (Niles 117). He hid with the treasure and guarded it by lying on top of it. 

After a long time his body transformed into that of a dragon because of his greed and 

selfishness, and this corruption made him a poisonous beast (Niles 117). Fáfnir’s 

brother, Regin, desired the treasure but feared the dragon and thus sent Sigurd, a 

young prince, to kill the dragon for him and gain the treasure (Niles 117). Sigurd 

managed to kill the dragon by hiding in a pit underneath the dragon and slicing the 

dragon’s soft underbelly (Niles 119).  

In the epic poem Beowulf, a dragon was angered because one of the king’s 

servants stole a single goblet while the dragon slept (Niles 121). The dragon, having 

obsessed over the treasure, knew at once that a part of it had been stolen. The 

dragon immediately descended upon the nearby villages and farms in its rage, 

leaving only destruction in its wake. Beowulf, the king of the people, challenged the 

dragon and with the help of his kinsman, Wiglaf, managed to kill the beast (Niles 

123). However, before the dragon was killed, it had injected its poison into Beowulf 

and when the dragon was dead, Beowulf succumbed to his wounds and died a 

heroic death (Niles 124). These two dragons were a menace to their surroundings, 

spreading poison and death everywhere they went. The heroes of each tale, Sigurd 

and Beowulf, each did a favor to the people by killing the dragons. Otherwise, the 

dragons might have brought on even more destruction and death than they already 

had. 

The legend of Saint George and the Dragon is another and more recent 

example, in which Saint George fights a dragon terrorizing a village (Stein 179). This 

legend dates from around the 12th century and although it has pre-Christian origins, 

it is known today as an integrated part of Christian saintly traditions (Whatley). The 
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story tells of a province in Libya called Silene, plagued by a venom-breathing dragon 

that lived in a pond nearby (Niles 53). The people of Silene gave the dragon two 

sheep daily in order to appease him but before long the dragon started demanding 

human sacrifices. Just as the king’s daughter was to be sacrificed to the dragon, 

Saint George arrived and killed the beast in exchange for the people of Silene 

becoming Christian (Niles 55). 

There are numerous other tales in Europe that tell similar stories of an evil 

serpent or dragon that is killed by the hero of the story, some even from classical 

antiquity (Stein 179). Most of the European tales involving dragons tell of the 

dragon’s evil deeds and how it is a monster that needs to be killed so that the people 

may live in peace. Most children from Western societies remember hearing stories 

and fairy tales told involving a hero and his many adversaries, often including 

dangerous dragons (Blount 116-117). An excellent example of this type of dragon 

tale in modern literature is Tolkien’s novel The Hobbit. Tolkien uses the traditional 

European dragon as a model for Smaug, including the dragon from Beowulf (Niles 

122). In The Hobbit, Bilbo steals a cup from Smaug and the dragon notices a single 

missing item from his vast hoard of treasure. This is a direct reference to Beowulf, 

where a cup is also stolen from the dragon and as a result the dragon goes on a 

rampage (Niles 122). Jonathan D. Evans argues in his article that “J. R. R. Tolkien ... 

was a medievalist whose dragon lore is demonstrably founded upon his intimate 

familiarity with Old English and Old Norse legends in addition to the folk- and fairy-

tales to which he was introduced as a young person” (86). 

Many European mythologies also contain giant dragon-like creatures, for 

example the Norse mythology. In Norse mythology, there are two prominent dragons 

or giant serpents: Níðhöggur and Jörmungandur. Níðhöggur is described as a 

dragon that gnaws at one of the three roots of Yggdrasil, the world tree (Sturluson 

38). The root that Níðhöggur gnaws at is placed above Niflheimur, the realm of ice 

often connected with Hel, one of the locations of the Norse afterlife. Níðhöggur also 

consumes the corpses of the dead in Náströnd, where criminals go after they die and 

it is speculated that when Níðhöggur breaks free of the roots of Yggdrasil it signals 

that Ragnarök has begun (Sigurðsson 20). Jörmungandur, also known as the 

Midgard Serpent or the World Serpent, encircles Midgard, the realm of men in Norse 

mythology. He is long enough to encircle the Earth and to bite his own tail (Sturluson 

56). His greatest enemy is the god Thor, and when Jörmungandur releases his own 
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tail from his mouth, Ragnarök will begin (Sturluson 93). Jörmungandur is destined to 

fight Thor in Ragnarök, where they will kill each other (Sturluson 93). Both of these 

serpents are portrayed as evil and seen as adversaries of the Norse gods. 

Níðhöggur is constantly damaging a root of Yggdrasil and torturing the dead while 

Jörmungandur is a dangerous creature capable of spewing poison and causing great 

damage (Sturluson 38, 92). 

The word dragon derives from the Greek word δράκων or drakon and was 

applied to “large, constricting snakes” (Senter 68). Greek myth is rich with dragon-

like serpents, including monsters such as Ladon, Python, also known as Drakon, and 

the Lernaean Hydra. Ladon was a dragon that was tasked by Hera to guard a tree 

bearing golden apples as well as the garden it stood in, the Garden of the 

Hesperides (Niles 41). Ladon is said to have had many heads, some sources say up 

to a hundred, and he never needed sleep (Niles 41). As one of the twelve tasks or 

labors, Heracles had to steal a golden apple from the tree in the garden and in some 

versions Ladon is slain by Heracles in the process (Niles 41-43). 

Python, the offspring of the goddess Gaia and often depicted as a dragon, 

was a guardian to the sacred oracle of Delphi before being slain by the god Apollo 

(Niles 37-38). When Leto, Apollo’s mother was pregnant with Apollo and his twin 

sister Artemis, she was pestered by Python at the request of the goddess Hera as a 

punishment for having lain with Hera’s husband, Zeus (Niles 37). To avenge his 

mother’s distress and to claim the oracle in Delphi, Apollo later killed Python when 

he had come of age (Niles 38). The second task of Heracles’ labors was to kill the 

Lernean Hydra (Niles 39). The Lernaean Hydra was described as a gigantic multi-

headed serpent that lived in a swamp and was extremely poisonous to its 

surroundings (Niles 39-40). Its most famous defining trait was its ability to regenerate 

its heads when cut off, growing two in place of the one cut off, making all of the 

heads immortal except for the central head (Niles 40). Heracles eventually managed 

to kill the monster by searing the wounds after he cut the heads off, preventing it 

from growing new ones (Niles 40). As with the dragons in Norse mythology, these 

giant serpents are evil and cause harm, which further emphasizes the European 

tradition of dragons being dangerous monsters. 

Slavic myth also has dangerous dragons, for example the dragons Gorynych 

and Tugarin Zmeyevich (Niles 146, 149). Gorynych was a horrific fire breathing 

monster of Russian legend. It is said to have had three heads that could breathe a 
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cloud of fire, seven spiked tails, and always surrounded by the smell of sulfur (Niles 

146). Gorynych was also said to be able to take a bite out of the sun and moon, 

resulting in solar or lunar eclipses. An evil wizard named Chelovek wanted to make 

Gorynych the ruler of all of Russia and thus kidnapped the tsar’s daughter (Niles 

147). After many knights and warriors tried to free the princess and were killed, a 

young soldier named Ivan eventually managed to save the princess because of his 

ability to understand bird speech and with the aid of a magic sword he killed both the 

wizard and the dragon (Niles 147-8).  

Tugarin Zmeyevich was a dragon that prayed on the people around the 

capital city of Ukraine, Kiev (Niles 149). Tugarin was able to breathe fire and 

pestered the people by stealing their livestock, burning their buildings and killing 

everyone who got in his way. The Ukrainian folk hero Alyosha pursued the dragon 

and attempted to kill him using his wit rather than his strength (Niles 149). Alyosha 

and Tugarin met in an open field and Tugarin tried everything in his power to kill 

Alyosha with fire and smoke without success, but Alyosha was unable to strike the 

dragon. Eventually, Tugarin rose up to the air on his incredibly large, but flimsy, 

wings. Tugarin’s eventual downfall was a rainstorm that took him by surprise and 

shredded his paper-like wings, which made him crash to the ground and gave 

Alyosha the opportunity to slay him (Niles 149-150). Tugarin became a symbol to the 

Slavic people of the dangers that followed invaders, most likely the Mongols (Niles 

150). As with the dragons mentioned above, the Slavic dragons had evil intentions 

before being killed by the heroes of these tales. Just as Beowulf and Saint George 

slay dragons in their tales to protect people, the Slavik heroes Ivan and Alyosha see 

it as their duty to rid the people of the evil creatures killing people and destroying 

properties. 

Chinese dragons 

In Chinese culture, however, the dragon is a symbol of monarchy and power. In 

sharp contrast to the descriptions here above, the Chinese considered the dragon a 

benevolent creature that would bring them luck (Bates viii). Even the word for dragon 

in Chinese, long, can also mean grand, high or exalted (Bates 6). The theme of 

dragon-slayers is extremely rare in Chinese tales as the dragons were believed to be 

sympathetic to humans as well as a symbol of nature, good fortune, and imperial 

power: 
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There is rarely any such thing as a heroic dragon-slayer in Chinese myth and 

legend. Indeed, one tale recounts how a man prepared himself for years to kill 

a dragon but, despite his eagerness, never had the opportunity to do so. 

According to the fourth-century BC Taoist philosopher Zhuang Zhou, this man 

epitomizes the fool and the time-waster. (Arnold 150) 

Moreover, the Chinese truly believed dragons existed and they are often found in 

Chinese mythology (Bates 3). The Chinese dragon is the earliest found in any 

mythology, with archaeologists having found mosaics and sculptures of dragons 

dating back over six thousand years (Arnold 145). Werner writes in his book about 

Chinese myths and legends: “In China the dragon...is not a power for evil, but a 

beneficent being producing rain and representing the fecundating principle in nature. 

He is the essence of the yang, or male, principle. ‘He controls the rain, and so holds 

in his power prosperity and peace’” (209). In this passage, Werner emphasizes that 

Chinese dragons are benevolent beings that are important as commanders of 

natural forces. This is further accentuated by Bates, as he writes: “In contrast to the 

European concept of a dragon, the Chinese seldom considered dragons as being 

fierce and cruel monsters. In most cases, they considered them benevolent 

creatures, benign and not aggressive” (5). The dragon has long been a symbol of the 

Chinese emperor and “[the emperors] would sit on the Dragon Throne, their faces 

admiringly regarded as a Dragon Face, and, on dying, were said to have ascended 

to heaven on a dragon’s back” (Arnold 147). Furthermore, many emperors claimed 

to have descended from dragons themselves, for example the Emperor Yao (third 

millennium BC), who claimed he was sired by a dragon (Arnold 147). The Chinese 

dragon is “as much an expression of political authority as it is one of religious 

conviction” (Arnold 149).  

In China, most people believed that there were at least three types of 

dragons: the long dragons were the most powerful and resided in the sky, the 

smaller jiao dragons that lived in marshes, and finally the primitive gui dragons 

(Bates 2). Each of these dragons had their own purpose in nature; to produce rain, to 

mark the courses of rivers and streams, and the most important ones that protected 

the palaces of the gods, called tian long (Bates 2-3). The tian long or tian lung were 

the so-called celestial dragons and held the highest positions among the dragons 

(Niles 64). The shen long dragons, also known as imperial dragons, were also 

important in Chinese mythology. They were the spiritual dragons, and their purpose 
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was to control the wind and rain, as well as to bring storms (Niles 64). These 

dragons were the most important to farmers because of their association with rain 

and people were careful not to say anything that might offend the shen long dragons 

because such an insult could result in either great floods or terrible droughts (Niles 

64).  

Among the most important dragons of Chinese mythology were the five 

Dragon Kings of the sea (Werner 211). They lived deep in the sea in great palaces 

and fed on pearls and opals and each Dragon King occupied its own part of the sea; 

the chief being in the center and the other four dwelling in the north sea, the south 

sea, the east sea, and the west sea (Werner 211). Each dragon was associated with 

a color and season; from the east there was the azure dragon and was identified 

with spring, the red or yellow dragon from the south and associated with summer, 

the white dragon from the west stood for autumn, and finally the black dragon from 

the north associated with winter (Tom 55). When the Dragon Kings rise to the 

surface of the sea “the whole ocean surges, waterspouts foam, and typhoons rage” 

(Werner 211) and when they fly, “the winds howl, torrents of rain descend, houses 

are unroofed, the firmament is filled with a din, and whatever lies along its route is 

swept away with a roar in the hurricane created by the speed of [their] passage” 

(Werner 211).  

Dragon color schemes have also been associated with the dynastic power of 

individual emperors (Arnold 148).The Emperor Huizong (AD 1082-1135) identified 

these five classes of dragons, each with their own meaning according to color: a blue 

dragon would be associated with a compassionate and courageous ruler, red ones 

with rulers that bring pleasure and bestow blessings, yellow dragons with rulers who 

would spread literacy among the people and convey their prayers to the gods; white 

dragons were associated with emperors that were virtuous and pure while black 

dragons were affiliated with emperors who had mystic powers (Arnold 148). 

Korean dragons are very similar to Chinese dragons, due to the fact that they 

are also viewed as benign creatures (Niles 75). Much the same as the Chinese 

dragons, Korean dragons are also associated with water and rain and many Korean 

tales tell of dragons living in ponds and lakes. They are creatures of wisdom, much 

like the Chinese dragons, and would often offer councils to the kings and wise men 

of Korea. Japanese dragons, however, are somewhat different from the Chinese and 

Korean legends. The Japanese dragons are an assortment; that is, their alignment 
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varies greatly. Some are evil and might represent the same themes as in European 

types: greed, violence, and decay (Niles 76). Other dragons are messengers, 

warning of dangers ahead and bad things to come, while yet other dragons are 

friends to humans and bring luck to the people, much like the Chinese and Korean 

dragons (Niles 76).  
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Temeraire 

The Temeraire series by Naomi Novik is an alternate reality fantasy series whose 

focus is on the intelligent dragon species of her alternate world. The series takes 

place during the Napoleonic Wars and follows the adventures of Captain William 

Laurence. At the beginning of the first book, His Majesty’s Dragon, Laurence 

encounters a French ship containing a rare and mysterious dragon egg. Laurence 

sees it as his duty to capture the dragonet in the egg so it may be useful to England 

during the war with Napoleon. In compliance with his country’s customs, the 

dragonet needs to be harnessed and thus tamed. Due to his circumstances, 

Laurence is the one who harnesses the dragonet, whom he names Temeraire, and 

becomes bound to the dragon and the aerial corps of England (Novik His Majesty’s 

Dragon 20). The following books tell of their many adventures surrounding the war, 

where they travel all over the world, including to China, Japan, Australia, South 

Africa and to the Incas in South America. Throughout the series, Laurence and 

Temeraire discover that not all nations treat their dragons the same and some 

cultures favor their dragons more than others, most notably China. Furthermore, 

there are many allusions to the Chinese tradition regarding dragons in the series, 

especially concerning Temeraire himself. 

The Dragon Temeraire 

Temeraire is of the Chinese Celestial breed, also known as Lung Tien in Chinese 

(Novik Throne of Jade 9). The Chinese name of the breed is a direct reference to the 

tian long, or the Heavenly Dragons associated with the gods. In Chinese culture, as 

mentioned above, the tian long inhabited the sky, and their duties were to guard and 

protect the palaces of the gods (Bates 2). At first, nobody knew of what breed 

Temeraire was and a renowned English dragon scholar guessed that, despite not 

having seen Chinese dragons himself, that Temeraire was of a Chinese breed, 

specifically an Imperial dragon (Novik His Majesty’s Dragon 61). Later in the same 

novel, the scholar meets Temeraire again and identifies him as a Celestial because 

in the time between their meetings, Temeriaire had grown whiskers on his nose and 

a ruff around his head, which differentiates Celestials from the Imperials (Novik His 

Majesty’s Dragon 339). Chinese tradition tells that when a dragon hatches it looks 

like a water snake and it takes five hundred years to develop into what is called the 
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Kiao, another thousand years to turn into the hornless long, and then further five 

hundred years to turn into the horned Kiaolong (Arnold 149). Thousand years after 

having turned into the Kiaolong the dragon will become the Yinglong, finally capable 

of flight (Arnold 149). This depiction of the Chinese dragon’s lifespan may be the 

source of why Temeraire does not have the whiskers and ruff at the time of his 

hatching. The Celestial breed does not develop these characteristics until they reach 

maturity and perhaps this later development is an allusion to the Chinese tradition of 

how dragons mature. 

The appearance of the many dragon species in the series varies greatly 

although they all share certain traits, akin to that of dragons in European lore. They 

all have big, reptilian bodies with wings although the sizes vary greatly according to 

breed. Among the smallest English dragons are the Greylings, about the size of a 

large horse, and the largest English dragons are the Regal Coppers, sometimes 

reaching 120 feet (almost 37 meters) in length (Novik His Majesty’s Dragon 65, 350). 

European stories do not always agree on the number of limbs of dragons. Some 

depict them with only hind legs and a pair of wings while others, such as Novik in her 

series, describe them with four legs in addition to the wings. The different English 

breeds are described throughout the first novel of the series, the most notable ones 

being the Regal Coppers and the Longwings. None of the English breeds have the 

ability to breathe fire, a stark contrast to most European tales of dragons. The 

Longwing, however, is able to spit acid so deadly it can corrode through almost any 

substance and is the greatest offence the English have against Napoleon’s armies in 

the series (Novik His Majesty’s Dragon 351). The Regal Coppers have no offensive 

abilities except for being the largest dragon breed in Europe (Novik His Majesty’s 

Dragon 350). Some other breeds mentioned do have similar abilities to the 

Longwing, the ability of venom-spitting, and there is a particular Turkish breed that is 

able to breathe fire (Novik Black Powder War 108). Among the most powerful dragon 

abilities though, is the Celestial’s divine wind (Novik His Majesty’s Dragon 353). 

Temeraire is different from the rest of the English dragons. He has five toes 

instead of four, his wings have more spines, he has whisker-like tendrils, he is able 

to hover mid-air while other dragons have to fly in circles, and he loves water (Novik 

His Majesty’s Dragon 63, 151, 339). These characteristics make him unique among 

the other English and European dragons and refer to the dragon lore of China and at 

one point they make him uneasy among the other dragons: 
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“No one was unkind, but they could not help but noticing, while we were all 

feeding, that I do not look quite like the rest of them. They are all much more 

brightly colored than I am, and their wings do not have as many joins. Also, 

they have those ridges along their backs, and mine is plain, and I have more 

talons on my feet.” (Novik His Majesty’s Dragon 151)  

During the Ming dynasty, five clawed dragons were reserved for works of art solely 

made for the emperor and his family (Bates 14). The five-clawed dragon became 

firmly adopted as an emblem of imperial power and became the standard for all Ming 

emperors and a sign of imperial favor (Bates 20). From then on, dragons with fewer 

claws became representations of lower classes, lower ranked princes and ministers 

were entitled to four clawed dragons and commoners were allowed to use a three 

clawed dragon (Tom 55).  

The long dragons are said to have whiskers at the side of their mouths 

(Arnold 146), which can also be seen in the Chinese Celestial breed in Novik’s 

series. Dragons in China have long been associated with water, especially the rain. 

This association with water and rain can also explain why Temeraire loves swimming 

and being washed, an unusual trait among dragons. Many Chinese tales of dragons 

involve water, where they often appear out of lakes or pools, and it was often 

believed that the dragons resided there (Bates 17). During times of draughts, the 

Chinese would even make images of dragons in clay and sacrifice them in hopes of 

the images bringing them rain (Bates 17).  

In Chinese tales, it is said that when dragons appear, the dragons bellow and 

their voices are “like the sound made by copper basins when they are struck” (Bates 

13), that is, their voices are the sounds of thunder, and are immediately followed by 

downpour. The thunderous voices of the Chinese dragons can be found in 

Temeraire’s ability to produce what is called Divine Wind, a roar capable of great 

destruction (Novik His Majesty’s Dragon 338). The description of the Divine Wind is 

as of a great thunder: “Temeraire opened his jaws, and what emerged was a roar 

that was less sound than force, a terrible wave of noise so vast it seemed to distort 

the air before him” (Novik His Majesty’s Dragon 330). 

The Treatment of Dragons in China and Europe 

During the Song dynasty (AD 960-279), emperors took over the dragon symbol and 

made it their personal emblem and everything related to the imperial throne began 
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incorporating the dragon emblem (Bates 19). In the series, the association of 

dragons with emperors in China is evident in Temeraire’s particular breed, the 

Celestial. The Celestial is a dragon breed solely reserved for the imperial family, no 

one else may have a Celestial as a companion (Novik Throne of Jade 360, 369). 

Moreover, having a Celestial companion in the Imperial family makes one eligible as 

an heir for the imperial throne (Novik Throne of Jade 360). The reason Temeraire’s 

egg was sent away from China to France is because his mother laid twin eggs and 

only the Emperor’s first son and heir may have a Celestial as a companion (Novik 

Throne of Jade 360). That is why, in Throne of Jade, the Chinese prince Yongxing 

tries to persuade Temeraire to either leave Laurence or make him believe Laurence 

dead so that he might take on a new companion, one under Yongxing’s influence 

(Novik Throne of Jade 333-4). This young boy of his choosing might then become 

eligible to inherit the throne simply because of Temeraire (Novik Throne of Jade 333-

4).  

As soon as Laurence and Temeraire arrive in Macao, a region of China, they 

are met with great hospitality, something that would never have happened in 

England; the people would rather have fled as soon as they saw the dragon aboard 

the ship. On the contrary, the locals become fixated on Temeraire when they first 

notice him aboard the ship Allegiance: 

“Tien-lung, tien-lung!” The cry carried across the water, and many of the 

smaller junks, more nimble, came bounding across the water to meet them, 

crowding each other so closely they often bumped each other’s hulls and the 

Allegiance herself, with all the hooting and shouting the crew could do to try 

and fend them off. (Novik Throne of Jade 263-264) 

The Chinese women even bring their children out to the ship because they believe 

Temeraire, as a Celestial, will bring them good luck. The locals make use of this rare 

opportunity to meet a Celestial because as merchants and commoners living far 

away from the imperial family, they will probably never get this chance again.  

Temeraire and his crew then continue on to Beijing where Laurence is 

surprised to see so many dragons out among the people: 

Nor was this dragon the only one in the streets...a couple of the big red 

dragons were sitting outside the gate talking and exclaiming over a dice game 

which their captains were playing. No one seemed to take any particular 

notice of them; the hurrying peasants carrying their loads went by without a 
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second glance, occasionally climbing over one of the splayed-out limbs when 

other routes were blocked. (Novik Throne of Jade 290) 

This is a sight he never would have seen back in England, or anywhere else in 

Europe. In England, the treatment of dragons is such that they live outdoors in 

clearings where they spend most of their time when not airborne, no matter what the 

weather is like. They are fed live animals which they kill themselves and eat raw. 

Furthermore, there is an assumption among all those who work with dragons that 

they need to be restrained as soon as they are hatched so that they may be tamed 

(Novik His Majesty’s Dragon 12). Otherwise, it is believed that they will turn feral and 

cannot be tamed and only useful to the aviators for breeding.  

The common English person will never see a dragon in their life and dragons 

are not allowed in any densely populated area. Not even the soldiers of the King’s 

army are used to seeing dragons up close, even though they have fought battles 

together (Novik Victory of Eagles 135). The dragons are also considered the 

property of their handlers with no rights or autonomy at all, reflecting the view 

towards slavery in the American colonies of the time. Patriotism and loyalty to his 

King and country prevent Laurence from realizing that the treatment of dragons in his 

home country is less than adequate until he arrives in China and sees their treatment 

of dragons: 

Instinctively Laurence was certain British treatment of dragons was superior 

and more generous than that of any other Western nation; but he was 

unhappily aware he would have considered it also superior to China’s, if he 

had not come and already seen plainly otherwise. A month before, he could 

easily have spoken with pride of how British dragons were cared for. Like all 

of them, Temeraire had been fed and housed on raw meat and in bare 

clearings, with constant training and little entertainment. Laurence thought he 

might as well brag of raising children in a pigsty to the Queen, as speak of 

such conditions to this elegant dragon in her flower-decked palace. (Novik 

Throne of Jade 326) 

In China, the treatment of dragons is vastly different. The streets of Beijing are made 

intentionally wider so that the dragons are able to walk them along with the people: 

“Laurence was struck afresh by the great breadth of the streets, which seemed to 

almost have been designed with dragons in mind” (Novik Throne of Jade 311) and 

each dragon has their own pavilion that are heated up, in which they can sleep and 
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keep their personal belongings. Every citizen of Beijing will see a dragon on a daily 

basis and dragons are often used there as transport for goods as well as people 

(Novik Throne of Jade 291).  

The dragons are citizens in their own rights and can establish a type of bank 

account so that they may work and earn their own wages. Laurence and Temeraire 

witness a transaction where a Chinese dragon clearly purchases an animal to eat:  

 A man came out of the shed and held a discussion with the dragon, then 

went inside again; he came out carrying a large plank of wood and laid it 

down before the dragon, which carved a few Chinese symbols into the plank 

with its talon. The man took away the plank, and the dragon took away a cow: 

plainly it had been making a purchase. (Novik Throne of Jade 296) 

This transaction would never have been possible for a dragon to make in England. 

The English dragons would have to get their handlers to purchase the cow for them, 

as the dragons are not considered individuals in their own right, rather dumb 

animals. Therefore, the dragons are treated as if they are merely the property of their 

handlers, such as one would treat somebody’s horse or dog. If the dragons were to 

desire something which could be bought, they would have to tell their handlers and 

the handlers would buy it for them.  

In China, the dragons are citizens and have their own bank accounts from 

which they can withdraw themselves. The Chinese dragons work for their earnings 

and are able to spend it in any way they desire, much like any human (Novik Throne 

of Jade 312). On the way from England to China, Temeraire is introduced to cooked 

meals by the Chinese instead of eating it raw as is the custom in England (Novik, 

Throne of Jade 201). From then on, Temeraire prefers his meals cooked and 

introduces his English dragon friends to the custom. The European custom of 

making the dragons kill their own prey and then eat it raw seems to the Chinese a 

barbaric practice and Laurence later discovers that the meals for dragons, just as for 

humans, are always cooked in China (Novik Throne of Jade 302).  The passage 

above also highlights another difference between the European and Chinese 

dragons: the Chinese dragon buying the cow could obviously read and write.  

Laurence’s first encounter with Chinese dragon hatchlings is when he 

witnesses them, as well as some young children, receiving lessons. This 

emphasizes the Chinese ambition for intelligence and scholarship and as a dragon 

scholar in His Majesty’s Dragon states: “The Chinese breed first for intelligence and 
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grace” (62). All dragons of Temeraire’s breed, Celestials, are expected to become 

scholars and not to take part in any fighting whatsoever: Temeraire said. “’They do 

not approve of me in China,’ he added, to be sympathetic, ‘because I do fight: 

Celestials are not supposed to.’” (Novik Victory of Eagles 14). This is one of the first 

lessons Temeraire’s mother, the Celestial Lung Tien Qian, teaches him and 

Temeraire feels self-conscious among the other Celestials because they have 

smooth hides but his is full of battle scars and traces of his harness: “Temeraire had 

also battle-scars, of which Chuan had none: the round knot of scales on his breast 

from the spiked ball, now several months old, and the smaller scratches from other 

battles” (Novik Throne of Jade 359). Chuan is the Chinese crown prince’s dragon 

and is hatched from Temeraire’s twin egg, which is why they look so similar that 

Laurence mistook Chuan for Temeraire when he first saw him (Novik Throne of Jade 

359).  

Temeraire feels left behind among the Chinese dragons, especially among 

the other Celestials. There are only eight Celestials in the world, Temeraire included, 

and they are all primarily scholars and spend their days reading texts and poems 

(Novik Throne of Jade 327-8). When Temeraire learns of the other Chinese dragons’ 

ability to read he feels even more left out: “’I wonder if all Chinese dragons know how 

to write,’ Temeraire said, dismal at the notion. ‘They will think me very stupid if I am 

the only one who cannot. I must learn somehow; I always thought letters had to be 

made with a pen, but I am sure I could do that sort of carving.’” (Novik Throne of 

Jade 297). He then starts receiving lessons in how to write the Chinese characters 

and the Latin alphabet with the help of Laurence and their crew. During the course of 

the series, Temeraire reads many published poems and texts written by Chinese 

dragons, something that is unheard of in Europe. Later in the series, in Victory of 

Eagles, Temeraire also shows his mastery of mathematics which continues to 

demonstrate his intelligence and eagerness for learning (11-13).  

There are many customs Laurence witnesses in China that he sees as very 

different from those that he is used to from England. As opposed to the European 

customs, dragon hatchlings are not immediately restrained and paired up with 

handlers. The dragons are to choose companions when they are fifteen months old 

and from hatching until then they are expected to study and learn to write (Novik 

Throne of Jade 310). Laurence is very surprised by the knowledge that the dragons 

need not be harnessed as soon as they hatch: “Laurence halted in surprise, and 
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turned to stare at the little hatchlings again; he had always heard that dragons had to 

be tamed directly at hatching, to keep them from becoming feral and escaping into 

the wild, but this seemed plainly contradicted by the Chinese example” (Novik, 

Throne of Jade 310). This is further emphasized later in the series when Laurence 

has lost his memory and meets Japanese dragons. Laurence has lost his memory of 

the past eight years, since before Temeraire hatched and therefore has no memory 

of how the dragons of China are treated and believes as he did before he went to 

China, that dragons need to be harnessed as soon as they are out of the shell so 

that they do not turn feral:  

Dragons required a captain, harness, crew, all the forms of control, to be 

tolerated anywhere near settled country, or they would rampage and destroy; 

any beast not so restrained could only be penned in breeding grounds and 

bribed with cattle to remain there. So Laurence had always supposed—so he 

had always known. (Novik Blood of Tyrants 84) 

Not only do the dragons not need to be harnessed straight out of the shell, but it 

seems that they do not need a companion at all. Some dragons, such as the 

Chinese Jade dragons, seem to have no captain at all (Novik Throne of Jade 273). 

The Jade dragons are mainly couriers and the smallest breed Laurence encounters 

in the series. The Jade dragons can manage significant speeds due to their slight 

stature and are thus too small to bear a person during their flight; therefore, they 

have no captains.  

Moreover, there is the character General Chu, who first appears in Blood of 

Tyrants (201). General Chu is a dragon of the Chinese breed Lung Shao, a breed 

mostly used for fighting (Novik Throne of Jade 309). He is also one of the generals of 

the Chinese army, more specifically, the aerial division (Novik Blood of Tyrants 201). 

Laurence and Temeraire first meet him after the Emperor ordered them to locate 

rebels that were threatening the throne. The general commands troops called jalan, 

the aerial corps of the Chinese army, each jalan consisting of a hundred dragons 

(Novik Blood of Tyrants 201). General Chu is a well-respected officer of the Chinese 

army, to such an extent that he was made a general. Throughout Blood of Tyrants, it 

becomes obvious that the other officers of the army greatly respect him and his 

ability to command. They trust him to make the right decisions for them and to lead 

them in battle. Considering that he is a highly esteemed general, it would be absurd, 

at least to the Chinese, to have him rely on a human companion. Therefore, General 
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Chu does not have any companion, one of few significant dragons in the series that 

does not, the others being either ferals or other members of the Chinese aerial 

corps.   

Dragon Rights 

Upon learning about the way dragons live in China, Temeraire naturally wants to 

remain in China with Laurence, building his own pavilion and managing his own bank 

account. Laurence, however, feels it his duty to return back to fight for Britain, as 

they are still at war with Napoleon. Temeraire agrees, mainly because he is set on 

relaying all the information he has learned to his dragon peers back in England. He 

becomes insistent that dragons should get the same treatment back in Britain as in 

China. When they return, Temeraire immediately attempts to have dragons 

considered beings capable of autonomy and making decisions for themselves, 

ensuing at times in a comic scene: “’I beg your pardon,’ Temeraire said to the poor 

man, who trembled violently as the dragon’s head lowered near, ‘but if you are part 

of the Ministry, I should like a word, myself. We would like to vote, please, and also 

to be paid.’” (Novik Victory of Eagles 136). Temeraire, along with Laurence, obtain 

the help of William Wilberforce, a politician and philanthropist set on abolishing the 

slave trade (Novik Empire of Ivory 83). They manage to enlist Wilberforce on their 

cause by promising him to assist with his cause, the abolition of slavery, which is a 

cause very similar to their own as the dragons are being kept as property in England 

and the rest of Europe. They even begin building a dragon pavilion in the Chinese 

style but before they can proceed with their plans, Temeraire and his dragon 

teammates are sent to Africa (Novik Empire of Ivory 119).  

At the end of Black Powder War, they return back to England and when 

Napoleon invades Britain again in Victory of Eagles, Temeraire names himself a 

colonel and is accepted as an officer in his own right, though reluctantly, by the 

general Arthur Wellesley (Novik Victory of Eagles 136). Laurence and Temeraire are 

a great help to Wellesley during the battle with Napoleon, prompting them to speak 

to him about dragon rights. Temeraire uses his influence as the commander of a 

whole dragon troop to bully Wellesley into giving dragons some rights, such as being 

paid for their labors, simply by threatening to not have the dragon troop fight against 

Napoleon (Novik Victory of Eagles 191, 193). Another factor that convinces 

Wellesley is that it appears that Napoleon has done the same for his dragons, in 
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addition to giving many of them rank in his army (Novik Victory of Eagles 191). Thus, 

after the invasion has been staved off, the dragons in Britain live a considerably 

better life (Novik Victory of Eagles 196). Unfortunately, Laurence is sentenced to 

exile in Australia along with Temeraire, shortly after and thus they are not able to 

experience the changes for themselves (Novik Victory of Eagles 360).  

As their adventures continue, Laurence and Temeraire travel to the Incan 

empire in South America, to Japan, and to Russia. Before the invasion they also 

traveled through Turkey and Prussia. Temeraire sees it at his duty to inform all the 

dragons of the various cultures of the situation in China and preaches to any dragon 

that will listen about how the dragons in China are paid for their labor and how they 

have dragon pavilions all over the cities that they may use at will. Most dragons are 

skeptical about this as they are mostly treated as the English dragons are, but most 

are intrigued by the idea of being able to accumulate riches on their own. However, 

Laurence and Temeraire seldom stay long enough in one place to be able to see any 

changes through and the most extreme changes Temeraire manages are the ones 

he sees through in his own home country during the invasion; that is, until he gets a 

seat in Parliament at the end of the final book, League of Dragons (179). For him, 

this is a monumental step in gaining autonomy for dragons all over Europe. 
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Conclusion 

It is evident that the author of the Temeraire series, Naomi Novik, researched the 

topic extensively for her novels about the various dragon lore surrounding the 

cultures she writes about. She manages to incorporate cultural clashes based on 

differing traditions from both Chinese and European dragon myths and integrates 

them smoothly into the world she created for the series.  

 Temeraire, as a Celestial, reflects many of the Chinese traditions regarding 

dragons. The Chinese name of the breed, lung tien references a type of dragon the 

Chinese held in great esteem, the guardians of the heavenly palaces of the gods. 

Another hint to the same tradition might be that some of Temeraire’s physical 

characteristics did not develop until he became mature, likely a reference to how the 

Chinese believed the lifespan of the dragons to be. Temeraire’s appearance and 

behavior is different from the other European dragons he meets, his physical 

characteristic a reference to many of the Chinese legends that describe dragons, down 

to the number of his toes. His affinity for water is also a reference to Chinese legends 

as the dragons are most often associated with lakes and the rain. The Celestial’s ability 

to use the Divine Wind can be traced to certain tales that tell of how thunders often 

accompany the arrival of dragons.  

 The Celestial breed is associated with the Chinese imperial family and is thus 

revered throughout China. Dragons are included in the daily lives of the people in the 

Chinese cities where they are able to work and remain independent creatures, a 

representation of how significantly dragon tales are entwined in Chinese culture. 

Chinese myth tells tales of benevolent beasts that control natural forces and live in 

harmony with humans, a tradition reflected in the series by displaying dragons as an 

integrated constituent in the Chinese daily life. In contrast, how Novik portrays the 

treatment of dragons in England and the rest of Europe is reminiscent of old 

European tales involving dragons, where the dragons are seen as dangerous 

animals, and she reflects that in her series by making misconceptions about the 

dragons common among the public. The dragons are feared and thought of as 

dangerous animals that might turn on the people at any time, a legacy of the epics of 

old. The Europeans told stories of dragons such as the Germanic Fáfnir and the 

dragon in Beowulf as well as the giant serpents found in the Norse, Greek and Slavic 

mythologies. These stories are the legacy of European cultures and display dragons 
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as dangerous beings, in the same way as the Europeans view the dragons in Novik’s 

series.  

 These vast differences in how dragons are treated arouse the interest of 

Temeraire to achieve the same rights in England as the dragons have in China. He 

wants the dragons to receive the same type of education, independence and 

freedom as the dragons in China have and thus spends most of the series fighting 

for the autonomy of dragons in England. With the help of others, he manages certain 

benefits to the dragons until the end of the series sees him in parliament where he 

can properly fight for the rights of dragons and improve the conditions of the dragons 

of Europe. 
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