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There are many stories about the zmey, or dragon, a complex being, combining elements from Thracian, Slavic and Proto Bulgarian mythologies. It is sometimes portrayed as a bad character, but often it is seen as benign and has an important place in Bulgarian myth and folklore. It has elemental power and is associated with fertility and sexuality.

Each village had its own guardian zmey to protect the harvest and battle with the malignant forces that cause drought and hail. The ferocity of these battles gave rise to thunderstorms and lightening, linking the zmey to the Slavic thunder god, Perun and to his Christian successor, St. Ilya.

Part snake, part bird, part human, zmeys are associated with both fire and water. They live in caves, lakes or mountain palaces and glow as they fly. They can summon whirlwinds or become invisible at will. They are immensely strong, and a human who eats a dragon's heart gains some of that power. 

They are shape shifters and can take on an alluring human form but they can also change into dogs, flower garlands, or even necklaces. Zmeys are predominantly male, but the rare zmeyitsas (the females of the species) can shape shift into bears.  Conversely humans can become dragons, either through magical means or by taking certain herbs.

Zmeys often fall in love with humans, who then may grow pale and lovesick. They may pine away, for dragon love can be deadly. The only cure is to take a potion made with herbs such as gentian, tansy and wormwood to repulse the dragon. Zmeys are attracted by music, and have been known to seduce maidens with the beauty of their kaval-playing (a kaval is a kind of wooden flute). Sometimes they will trick a vain or arrogant maiden and carry her off. 

Marriage to a zmey can be a metaphor for death as union with the dark lord of the underworld.

But sometimes humans marry a zmey and give birth to offspring who look human in every way except for tiny wings growing under their arms. Twelve maidens are then called in under oath of silence and secrecy to weave a shirt for the child to hide its wings. The dragon child can then safely enter the human world, and no-one will ever see his/her true nature except for the pure in heart.

(Zmeys should not be confused with their evil relatives, the lamia and the hala. These reptilian beasties often have three heads and have a different origin to the zmey.  In particular, lamias and halas are always female whereas zmeys are predominantly male. Also they are associated with drought and hail respectively, thus threatening the fertility of the land. As such, they are enemies of the zmey.) 

