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Chasing the Dragon's Tail: A Journey into Myth, Meaning, and Modern 
Adventure

When the phrase “chasing the dragon’s tail” slips into conversation, it carries with it a sense of elusive pursuit, a

quest that is as thrilling as it is futile. Whether it’s the mythic chase of a hero through ancient lands, the pursuit of a

hidden truth, or the modern-day chase of ambition and self �discovery, the image of a dragon’s tail evokes power,

mystery, and a relentless drive to keep moving forward. In this article we will explore the origins of this evocative

expression, examine how dragons have been portrayed across cultures, and discover how the idea of chasing a

dragon’s tail has permeated literature, media, and everyday life. By the end, you’ll see that the chase is less about

catching the creature itself and more about the journey it inspires.

1. The Origin of the Phrase

“Chasing the dragon’s tail” is a metaphorical expression that has evolved over centuries. Its roots can be traced

back to ancient mythologies where dragons were seen as guardians of treasures and knowledge. In many tales,

the dragon’s tail represented the endless cycle of desire and the fleeting nature of satisfaction. The phrase entered

common parlance in the 18th and 19th centuries, often used by poets and writers to describe a futile or

never �ending pursuit. The idiom captures the human tendency to chase after something that slips through our grasp,

no matter how hard we try.

2. Dragons in Mythology and Folklore

•  East Asian Dragon – In Chinese and Japanese lore, dragons are benevolent, associated with water, rain, and 

wisdom. They are symbols of imperial power and auspiciousness.

•  European Dragon – Often portrayed as malevolent, hoarding treasure and threatening villages. Knights and 

heroes are summoned to slay them.

•  Middle Eastern Dragon – The “Mushaf” or “N��•k” are fire �breathing creatures that guard sacred sites.

•  Indigenous Mythology – Many Native American tribes speak of feathered serpents or “sky serpents” that play 

roles in creation stories.

Dragons embody a duality: they can be both creator and destroyer. Their tails, often described as serpentine or

massive, symbolize the power that lies within the creature’s motion. In many stories, the tail is a focal point of the

dragon’s strength—its beating can shake mountains, and its flick can ignite flames. This powerful imagery makes

the dragon’s tail a perfect symbol for an endless chase that is simultaneously alluring and perilous.

3. The Concept of “Chasing the Dragon’s Tail”

In literal terms, a dragon’s tail would be an impossible target to pursue due to the creature’s size and speed.

Metaphorically, the phrase has become shorthand for any pursuit that seems to grow farther away as you close in.

It’s the feeling of chasing a dream that keeps moving just out of reach, a common experience in both personal

ambition and creative endeavors.

Psychologists often describe this chase as a manifestation of the “goal �setting paradox.” When a goal becomes too

distant, motivation spikes; yet, as you near it, the goal’s perceived value can shift, causing a new, equally elusive

goal to surface. The dragon’s tail becomes a symbol of that shifting horizon—a reminder that progress is



continuous and that the pursuit itself can be rewarding, even if the finish line is never quite reached.

4. Famous Literary Works Featuring Dragon Tail Pursuits

Bilbo Baggins’ quest to retrieve the Arkenstone from the dragon Smaug is a classic example of chasing a dragon’s

tail. The dragon’s greed and the hero’s determination create a narrative tension that drives the plot forward.

In the world of Westeros, the pursuit of power often resembles a dragon’s tail chase. The characters constantly

chase after political alliances, secrets, and personal vendettas, never truly catching the elusive endgame.

While not featuring a literal dragon, the series uses the metaphor of a dragon’s tail to describe the relentless

investigation into a decades �old mystery. Each clue leads to another, creating a never �ending chase that keeps

readers hooked.

5. Dragon Tail Chases in Modern Media

•  Skyrim – Players hunt dragons across the province, chasing the tail of a mythical dragon’s legacy.

•  Dragon Age: Inquisition – The quest for the dragon’s heart is a central plotline that propels the protagonist 

forward.

•  Horizon Zero Dawn – The hunt for mechanical “dragons” (robotic machines) keeps the player in a constant 

chase.

In “How to Train Your Dragon,” the protagonist Hiccup’s journey to understand the dragon species is a metaphorical

chase of the dragon’s tail—he never fully grasps the dragons until he changes his perspective. Similarly, in “Game

of Thrones” (the TV series), the political intrigue mirrors the endless chase of a dragon’s tail, with each alliance and

betrayal adding layers to the pursuit.

6. Symbolic Interpretations

Many scholars view the chase as a representation of the human desire for knowledge. As the dragon’s tail extends,

so does the breadth of understanding, reminding us that learning is an endless journey.

In many myths, dragons guard sacred sites or ancient wisdom. Chasing the tail, therefore, is a metaphor for

seeking out hidden truths—an endeavor that demands persistence, courage, and humility.

7. Practical Applications

1.  Set Incremental Goals – Break large aspirations into smaller, manageable targets to keep the momentum of 

the chase alive.

2.  Celebrate Small Wins – Acknowledge progress along the way; each milestone is a step closer to the tail.

3.  Embrace Flexibility – Be ready to pivot when the path changes; the dragon’s tail may shift direction.

When you view your ambitions as a dragon’s tail, you recognize that the chase itself is a source of growth. By

focusing on the process rather than the finish line, you create a sustainable drive that keeps you moving forward

even when the end seems far away.

8. Cultural Impact

Many cultures celebrate dragons through festivals—like the Chinese Dragon Boat Festival—where the dragon’s tail

is represented in elaborate floats and dance. These events embody the communal chase of the dragon’s tail, where

participants collectively chase tradition and heritage.

Countries such as Wales, Scotland, and Bhutan incorporate dragons into their national emblems, symbolizing

strength, resilience, and the relentless pursuit of excellence. The dragon’s tail in these contexts serves as a

reminder of the nation’s ongoing journey toward progress.



9. The Dragon's Tail in the Digital Age

On platforms like TikTok and Instagram, the “dragon’s tail” concept appears in challenges where users chase viral

trends, creating a digital chase that never truly ends. The endless scroll of content mirrors the never �ending pursuit

of the dragon’s tail.

Memes often use dragon imagery to illustrate situations that are both epic and futile. The phrase “chasing the

dragon’s tail” pops up in comedic contexts to highlight the absurdity of chasing an ever �moving goal.

10. Conclusion

From ancient myths to modern video games, the idea of chasing the dragon’s tail remains a powerful metaphor for

the human experience. It captures the thrill of pursuit, the frustration of near �misses, and the knowledge that the

journey itself is as important as the destination. Whether you’re chasing a personal dream, a professional goal, or

simply the next great adventure, remember that the dragon’s tail is ever �present—waiting for you to keep moving

forward. Embrace the chase, and let the pursuit shape you into the hero of your own story.
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