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Dragonchoice was so named for its underlying theme: how the choices made by dragons and their riders affect the Weyr and ultimately Pern. That theme continues in Dragonchoice 2: Dragonchosen, focusing on the hope and fears of both candidates and their elders in the anticipation of Shimpath’s Hatching, and now in Dragonchoice 3: Weyrleader of Pern.

In Dragonchoice: Necessity or Destiny? the phenomenon of Impression is examined with close reference to the text of the novels. While broken down into sections, the study is meant to be read in order. The opinions expressed and interpretations put forward are entirely my own and not intended to cause offence, or to presume to be definitive.


Introduction

Impression is at the heart of Pern’s appeal. Who among us has never wondered what it would be like to Impress a dragon, what colour would be right for us, what his or her name would be? Such is the allure of Hatching day that a hundred online Weyrs have sold themselves with a newly-laid clutch – and many more than a hundred people have been beguiled into club fandom by the thought of a hatchling dragonet and the experience of Impression and weyrlinghood.

But the question of what makes any given dragonet choose his rider is one of the most contentious and controversial issues of Pern fandom. Canon is less than explicit on what goes into draconic choice; fact and myth are confused in the mysticism that surround dragons by the later Passes; and the waters are muddied still further by the various statements and interviews Anne has given over the years in response to questions. The two most widely known of these – the “Renewable Airforce” document and, most infamously (or nefariously) of all, the “Tent Peg” interview – raise as many conflicts, and hackles, as they attempt to settle.

For years, fandom Weyrs have struggled to make sense of all the conflicting evidence, and in the main plumped for whatever system they felt fitted their own vision of Pern. The aforementioned “Renewable Airforce” rattled some cages when the document was taken as gospel and many clubs made blanket changes to their rules in reaction. Only in more recent years has fandom relaxed somewhat, and especially so since the end of 2004 when many of the draconian restrictions on fan fiction and fan art were finally eased.

This, though, is not intended as a history of Pern fandom; rather, it is an attempt to make some sense of the vast body of conflicting evidence that exists to explain the vagaries of dragon choice. The novels themselves generally take precedence over secondary source materials such as interviews and the Dragonlover’s Guide to Pern. Editions of quoted texts are listed in the bibliography.


What is Impression?

“A feeling of joy suffused Lessa; a feeling of warmth, tenderness, unalloyed affection, and instant respect and admiration flooded mind and heart and soul.” (Dragonflight, p 79)

On the surface, Impression is the creation of a telepathic and empathic bond between dragon and human that cannot then be broken, save by the death of one of the partners. It is a connection rather than a fusion of minds: thoughts and emotions are shared, not merged. The instant of Impression is usually described as being accompanied by a sense of euphoria, deep mutual love, and with the new rider becoming aware of his dragonet’s name.

Culturally, the Impression ceremony is a Weyr-specific rite of passage: a ritual through which the young of the community hope to prove their worthiness of the higher status awarded to dragonriders. The mechanism for this proving is the discretion of the hatchling dragons themselves. “The dragon chooses” is often uttered, mantra-like, to explain the mysteries of Impression: a submission to a power beyond the understanding of mere men.

But on its deepest level, Impression serves a more crucial purpose. It is a powerful tool for survival so fundamentally built into the life cycle of dragons that they literally cannot live without it. And the dragons’ total reliance on the Impression bond with humans was perhaps the most crucial of the modifications Kitti Ping made to the genetic template provided by the native fire-dragonets.


Fire-lizards and Impression

The survival instinct of fire-lizards is both strong and unscrupulous. Having devoured all food resources within its egg, a newborn fire-lizard hatches ravenous and driven by a single imperative: to eat. It will devour the first and closest food it can find, up to and including its siblings if nothing else is available.

Under ideal circumstances the hatching of a clutch of fire-lizard eggs is closely attended by the fair of the laying queen. The adult fire-lizards build a defensive barricade around the eggs as protection from predators and bring food for their young to consume. This ritual of offering and consumption triggers fire-lizard Impression. The young Impress to their elders, bonding them to the fair. As a communal species, the fire-lizards find both safety and prosperity in numbers. Impression, therefore, is an important way of enhancing the strength, population, cohesion, and ultimately the survival of the fair.

Where a hatching occurs without the protection and provision of adults, the infant fire-lizards’ vulnerability increases enormously. The imperative to eat remains, and becomes more critical than ever with the risk of attack by predators. In a brutally pragmatic solution to the necessity of surviving those first perilous minutes and hours of life, the fire-lizards turn cannibal. Only the strongest can survive this harsh exercise in natural selection, and these are likely to be the larger colours – the queens and bronzes – who in turn are best equipped to survive to breeding adulthood and pass on their genes to future generations. Without the support system provided by Impression within an established fair, however, these fine young cannibals have a significantly reduced chance of making it to adulthood.

By offering food to newborn fire-lizards, Sean and Sorka unknowingly fulfil the role of the adult fair and trigger the Impression instinct in their bronze and brown hatchlings – so powerful a survival instinct that the newborns don’t even distinguish between members of their own species and that of a wholly alien one. Later, fire-lizards hatched far from their home fairs Impress without scruple to humans. But should the Impression bond become disadvantageous or abusive, fire-lizards are free to break it. Many fire-lizards rejected the move North after the original abandonment of the Southern Continent in the early years of Pern’s colonisation, and Meron’s fire-lizards left him when he tried to force them to go to the Red Star. To fire-lizards, Impression is a preferred state, not a required one. But when Kitti Ping came to create the dragons, she recognised the hazard inherent in the fire-lizards’ very flexibility. The only halfway safe way to unleash a super-predator on Pern was to force it to Impress to humans.


Impress or die

Newborn dragonets, like newborn fire-lizards, are driven by a strong desire to survive. Retaining that birth instinct in the engineered dragons was a crucial element of Kitti Ping’s work. But Kitti put a clever twist on the fire-lizard template when she created dragons: the starving newborn dragonets would be driven to seek not food, but one to provide food. Impression, not consumption, was made the dominant instinct of the hatchling dragon.

This apparently simple reversal of the fire-lizards’ priorities was a masterstroke of Kitti’s design. Changing the focus of the fire-lizards’ strong birth instinct for survival into the dragons’ need for Impression resulted in hatchling dragonets totally fixated on Impressing to a human partner – a critical failsafe. A dragonet with the same birth priorities as a fire-lizard could easily turn on both clutchmates and candidates in the search for food. Worse, a dragon growing to adulthood without the controlling influence of Impression would present an unacceptable risk to the already beleaguered colonists.

Impression, then, was turned into the fundamental necessity for a dragon to survive the first few minutes of its life. Without Impressing, a dragonet cannot eat; without eating it will quickly succumb to starvation. Dragonets who fail to Impress die: a harsh but necessary solution to the potentially disastrous scenario of rogue dragons.

In creating dragons reliant on Impression, the onus was on Kitti to engineer the dragons to be as Impressionable as possible. The dragons were intended to be Pern’s frontline defence against Thread – losing them through failure to Impress was not an option. To ensure the success of the dragon project, and Pern’s future, the dragons’ requirements for Impression could not be too rigid. Here, Kitti made what could have turned out to be her greatest mistake: she started getting too clever.


Kitti Ping�s vision

“‘Kitti Ping kept as much natural instinct as possible'” (Dragonsdawn, p 353)

Fire-lizards display few scruples when it comes to bonding with humans. If food is offered and compassion demonstrated, virtually anyone may Impress a fire-lizard of any colour.

From the outset, it was required that the Impression bond between dragons and humans be many levels deeper than the often superficial attachment of fire-lizards. In order to be a useful, trainable force in the fight against Thread, dragons’ intelligence had to be enhanced beyond that of the flighty, elemental and child-like natives. And the necessary longevity of the bond meant that rider and dragon would benefit from compatibility of character and purpose.

Kitti Ping – often described as traditional in mindset – envisaged a scenario in which women would Impress only female dragons, and men only the males. She achieved this end only in part. What is certain is that her tinkering was directly responsible for the like to like gender pairings that the first dragons made with their riders, and this change from the fire-lizard template is largely, though not entirely, in evidence through canon.

But to what extent can we attribute the other criteria used by a hatchling dragon in choosing his rider to the foresight of one elderly woman? Kitti certainly made dragons more discerning than fire-lizards, but it is much less likely that she purposely or farsightedly programmed in every quirk and factor affecting a dragon’s choice of rider. It should be remembered that Kitti Ping was neither a philosopher nor a sociologist. Her understanding of biology and genetics was outstanding, but working in haste and under enormous pressure to produce an answer to the threat of Thread, she could not possibly have had the time or expertise to consider every social and cultural possibility that might result from the creation of her dragons.

Indeed, Bay remarks, “‘Kitti Ping kept as much natural instinct as possible,'” (Dragonsdawn, p 353), and nowhere is this more evident than in the choices of green dragonets. Kitti’s tampering could have resulted in the deaths of dozens of green hatchlings when female candidates became scarce. But the same powerful will to live that can drive fire-lizards to cannibalism overrode the greens’ artificial need for female riders: if girls were not available, green hatchlings chose boys rather than die unImpressed. This inherited pragmatism trumps Kitti’s traditionalist programming, and yet serves her ultimate purpose: the creation of an effective and viable fighting force against Thread.

So a dragonet’s pursuit of Impression is not easily thwarted, but dragons certainly don’t choose as arbitrarily as fire-lizards. What, then, makes a hatchling choose one candidate over another? Canon frequently tells us one thing and shows another. Anne’s science is often shaky at best, and the superstition and reverence surrounding dragons makes for unreliable narration. But conclusions can be drawn from the text, in what is said, what is implied, and what is left unsaid. A dragonet’s particular needs may not be precisely quantifiable, but neither is the matter of dragon choice a completely impenetrable mystery.


The bottom line

“Men and women with high empathy ratings and some innate telepathic ability were trained to use and preserve the unusual animals” (Moreta: Dragonlady of Pern, p 13)

The prologue of Moreta states plainly a trend that continues throughout the books. What was science to the original colonists and superstition to the people of later Passes amounts to the same thing: not everyone is capable of Impressing a dragon.

In Dragonsdawn we are told that Kitti Ping left instructions as to who should be presented to the first dragons. “Sixty young people between the ages of eighteen and thirty, who had already shown a sympathy for the dragonets, had the privilege of standing around the circle of eggs” (Dragonsdawn, p 349). The base telepathic potential implied by close bonding with the native fire-lizards is a prerequisite for the vastly deeper and more fundamental connection of Impression to a dragon. Without this basic ability a candidate would be incapable of either sending or receiving the telepathic communications used by dragons. A hatchling dragon, seeking a connection, would pass such a candidate over entirely, unable either to hear that person’s mind or to make himself heard.

Imagine Impression as a handshake. Both parties must have a basic component – a hand – for the handshake to be possible. The ‘hand’ is that innate capacity for telepathy. Impression of a dragon, therefore, is only possible where a candidate with the requisite telepathy is available. This is the dragonet’s absolute minimum requirement: without it, the handshake cannot occur; a candidate cannot Impress.

This non-negotiable requirement could arguably be considered part of Kitti’s failsafe to guard against rogue dragons. It was critical in her design brief that the dragon-rider bond be deep. Fire-lizard bonds were demonstrably erratic even in the earliest days of Landing, with Impressed lizards frequently wandering from their owners to do their own thing and later even abandoning the settlers entirely. A candidate incapable of the strong telepathy required to communicate in complex terms with a dragon could result in a similarly loose Impression bond, with the dragon free to do as it pleased: the rogue super-predator Kitti feared.


Keeping an open mind

“‘Listen to me. You must not show a moment’s fear at whatever happens on the Hatching Ground.'” (Dragonflight p 73)

The need for bravery on the Hatching Ground is made most plain in Dragonflight, when the infant dragons show little concern for the candidates they maim or kill in the search for their riders. If one is to believe the events of Masterharper of Pern, this bloody Hatching is the exception to the rule: perhaps more representative of the complete disorder in which Benden Weyr exists under R’gul’s leadership in the early part of Dragonflight rather than of a typical Hatching. We never again see these scenes of terror and bloodshed on the Sands, yet by Felessan’s Impression, as told in the Dragonlover’s Guide to Pern, the importance of casting out fear is still emphasised.

A demonstration of courage is often rewarded with Impression: a gutsy candidate paying due deference to an agitated queen before stepping closer to Impress a bronze in The White Dragon, Keevan’s determination, despite his injuries, to reach the Hatching Sands; even Jaxom’s bravery in defying both his guardian and tradition in breaking Ruth free of his shell. And, following F’lar’s instructions, Lessa holds her nerve even when several of her fellow candidates are fatally wounded, and successfully attracts and attaches the hatchling Ramoth.

“‘Shut out any thought of fear or profit,’ she told the listening circle. ‘The first puts a dragon off, the second he can’t understand �Think how much you love it, want it to stay with you, how happy its presence makes you.'” (Dragonquest, p 124)

This fascinating angle on Impression comes, surprisingly, from Kylara. It would be easy to dismiss any opinion of hers by merit of her being the antagonist, but the accuracy of her advice to the Nabolese men trying to Impress fire-lizards cannot really be contradicted. Kylara simply dispenses with the traditional sentimentality that surrounds Hatchings and offers practical advice on what really matters. The fact that Kylara is in general a highly unsympathetic character is irrelevant – she was groomed for Impression by no less eminent a person than Lessa herself. When it comes to Impression, Kylara knows what works.

With the layers of mysticism and reverence stripped away, then, it may be the case that dragonets are inclined to choose “courageous” candidates simply because they are open and receptive to the Impression bond. A candidate who is afraid is unlikely to offer the affection urged by Kylara; a candidate who does not wish to be there cannot be thinking welcoming thoughts; a candidate who does not believe he can Impress will not invite a dragonet’s attention. Imagine again the analogy of a handshake: a dragonet will seek to clasp a hand that is being offered to him before one that is held back. Candidates with the desire to Impress, the confidence in their ability to do so, and the receptivity to accept a dragonet’s bond will be more likely to Impress than those without.

The first condition still applies: however willing and confident the candidate, he must have that “innate telepathic ability” to Impress. Receptivity is the next most significant factor in a dragon’s choice – more important than personality and even gender. But while the requirement for telepathy is fixed, the preference for open and welcoming minds is more flexible. Take the Hatching ceremony in Dragonflight: the pre-teen male candidates must have been terrified when the first few dragonets started mauling their fellows, yet they Impressed nonetheless. Even Keevan, for all his determination to reach the Hatching Ground, provided small welcome to the dragonet Heth by shouting, “‘Go away. Leave me alone!'” (The Smallest Dragonboy, p 244). A receptive attitude is desirable in a candidate, not required – providing the basic telepathic potential is present. A dragonet will choose a frightened or unwilling candidate rather than die for lack of Impression, whether that candidate likes it or not.


Girls and boys

“‘�Kitti Ping made the choices gender imperative.'” (Dragonsdawn, p 352)

Gender preference is perhaps the most visible quirk exhibited by Kitti Ping’s creations in their Impression choice. Queen dragonets only choose female riders. Bronze, brown and blue dragonets only choose male riders. The system would be straightforward if not for green dragonets who, early in Pern’s history, proved themselves quite willing to flout Kitti’s imposed programming. In this, as in so many of the factors that affect dragon choice, dragonets demonstrate that their will to survive is stronger than their need to conform to Kitti’s vision.

The gold, bronze, brown and blue dragons do behave as Kitti intended – selecting riders of their own sex – and this is frequently interpreted within both canon and fandom as evidence that gender preference is foremost in a dragonet’s mind. It is, after all, a far more observable and quantifiable criterion than such intangibles as “telepathic potential” and “openness”. Yet green dragonets would not choose boys if gender preference were truly their primary concern: in that case a girl, any girl, would be favourable, whether a female candidate standing for a queen egg or, failing that, somebody in the stands. We know this is not so from the undeniable evidence that greens have chosen boys to the complete exclusion of girls throughout most of Pern’s history.

Why, then, do green dragons exhibit this willingness to defy gender convention in choosing their riders? It seems highly unlikely that Kitti had the prescience – or, indeed, the breadth of mind, given how frequently her traditional tendencies are mentioned – to foresee a need for greens to choose boys, let alone the time to programme such a clause into the dragon template. Neither is there any evidence to indicate that green dragonets are simply too stupid to distinguish between male and female minds. While few green dragons are developed in much detail in canon, much less male-ridden green dragons, no suggestion is ever made that greens mistakenly believe their male riders to be female.

The answer to the problem of why only greens choose riders of the opposite gender is much simpler: the availability of female candidates was severely restricted from a very early stage. As if the need to populate a new planet with a limited gene pool were not reason enough, the initial Threadfall losses made a woman’s childbearing ability her most precious commodity, and this conflicted with the lifestyle of a fighting dragonrider.

With fifty percent of dragonets hatching out green and a diminishing number of girls on hand to Impress them, green dragonets experienced a clash between their natural survival instincts and Kitti’s directive that they choose riders of their own gender. Instinct won. Green dragonets started to choose boys when there weren’t enough girls, and this in turn fuelled the decline in female candidates, for there was little reason to have girls Impress fighting dragons when boys could take their place.

Yet given a choice between a boy and a girl, both meeting the initial criteria of telepathic ability and receptivity, a green dragonet will choose the girl – in this case the compromise of choosing a male rider, against Kitti’s programming, is not necessary. It is for want of receptivity that this is seldom seen in canon until Mirrim’s Impression of Path. After centuries of boys, and only boys, Impressing fighting dragons, what girl would believe herself able to Impress a green? And a female candidate on the sands for a gold egg might have both the requisite telepathic potential and the desire to Impress a queen, but would not consider herself a candidate for a fighting green. In Mirrim’s case, the idea of Impressing a green had already been planted in her head by Brekke. Believing herself capable of Impressing a green opened the way for Path to find her.

Fandom frequently protests that, if boys Impress greens, girls should Impress blues, but this is flawed logic. Greens began to choose male riders not on a whim, but because circumstances – a lack of female candidates – forced it. For a blue dragonet to choose a girl as his rider, the reverse – a lack of male candidates – would have to be true. Should this situation ever occur, then blues, and indeed, browns and even bronzes, would most probably begin to look to girls as riders rather than die unimpressed, but the likelihood of a massive drop-off in the number of boys available to Impress is very low. Unless a male-specific plague wipes out all the men on Pern, odds are that there will never be a female blue rider.


Character study

“‘The dragon always knows'” (All the Weyrs of Pern, p 270)

These words, spoken in wry perplexity at the choice of the hatchling queen Amaranth, epitomise the last major piece of the puzzle that is dragon choice. With all prior criteria satisfied, the dragonet looks for the candidate whose personality is best suited to his – and the requirements of each individual don’t always meet expectations.

Conventional wisdom suggests that dragonets choose strictly on colour-based traits. A queen will look for a strong-minded woman with maternal instincts and leadership qualities. A bronze seeks a charismatic wartime leader, confident and commanding. Browns prefer grounded, doughty characters, able to give and receive commands as necessary. The blue dragon requires a follower, content to take orders without ambition. And greens desire riders to match their flirty, flighty tendencies.

The cultural mystique surrounding dragonriders imbues dragon choice with a further layer of meaning. Impression becomes a measure of worthiness, and those who Impress the higher colours are considered more worthy than those who Impress mere greens and blues. This colour discrimination is so ingrained in the social consciousness of Pern that even the fourteen Turn old Menolly condescends to think that one boy “had done rather well, Impressing a brown”. Felessan, on the other hand, is considered “deserving” of a bronze, although on what grounds – other than being the only son of F’lar and Lessa – remains a mystery. And in Dragonquest Felessan himself gloats that “Pellomar only Impressed a green. Dragons don’t like bullies, and Pellomar’s been the biggest bully in the Weyr!” (Dragonquest, p 258)

But there is little evidence to back up this belief that dragons, even the supposedly more discerning queens and bronzes, choose on the basis of moral fibre. Bronzes chose the petty likes of T’ron and T’kul and the embittered, selfish M’tani of Telgar. Kylara is no paragon of virtue, and even Lessa, for all her strong will, was a scheming murderess when she Impressed Ramoth. It is difficult, then, to lend any credence to the superstitious notion that dragonets distinguish between “good” people and “bad” people – much less that Impressing a bronze infers greater worthiness on a man than Impressing a green.

The significance of colour-specific traits seems of more relevance. Despite their insufferable personal qualities, T’ron and T’kul are certainly leaders of men, forceful in their dealings with both their own Weyrs and others. Kylara and Lessa both exhibit the strength of will associated with queen riders. F’nor, as befits a brown rider, is a classic right hand man to his brother.

Yet this system, too, is inconsistent. Brekke demonstrates the maternal instincts supposedly desired by queen dragons while Lessa and Kylara do not, but she lacks the forcefulness that they possess in quantity. Jora, by all accounts, had very little to offer a queen. Diona (of Moreta’s time) and Bedella (in the Ninth Pass), both of Telgar, are described as ineffectual and stupid respectively. Bronze choice is just as questionable, with the inadequate T’bor totally incapable of exerting any control over his difficult Weyrwoman and R’gul passively allowing Benden to crumble around him.

It is intriguing that in the very early days, before the reverence of centuries had built up around dragonkind, the perception of who would make a good leader was significantly less polarised. In The Second Weyr, Sorka muses that any of the bronze and brown Wingleaders would make competent Weyrleaders, and, “Even the wingseconds would make good leaders,” (The Second Weyr, p 137). While she later qualifies that the two blue wingseconds were probably better suited to being subordinates, the fact remains that at this early stage in the development of the Weyr, brown riders were considered able leaders in their own right, and blue riders, if not quite suited for outright leadership, could serve as admirable lieutenants.

As the generations passed and the size difference between the colours began to increase dramatically, it is likely that the Wingsecond blues and Wingleader browns began to drop off, to be replaced by the more rigid system of Wingleaders always riding bronzes and brown riders’ ambition limited to the Wingsecond positions. Yet the First Pass evidence clearly indicates that blue and brown riders are capable of greater leadership responsibilities than later Pass wisdom suggests; by extension, it can be concluded that a brown dragonet would not necessarily pass over a candidate with strong leadership skills; nor would a blue be completely uninterested in a boy who, traditionally, might be considered better suited to a brown.


Multiple choice

“�every Weyr had more than sufficient candidates on the Ground during a Hatching. Early on, the records mentioned five occasions when a dragonet had not found a compatible personality.” (Red Star Rising/Dragonseye, p 82)

This is the only canon reference to dragonets dying unpartnered on the Sands, and refers to a point in Pern’s history when little was yet known about Kitti’s dragons. It does not, however, contradict the assertion that a dragonet will always choose Impression over death, where Impression is at all possible. It seems very likely that the early Hatchings during which these dragonets died were short of suitable candidates – that is, there were not enough candidates available with the baseline required telepathy to Impress every dragonet. The quote from Red Star Rising mentions one measure brought in to prevent this happening again – the provision of more candidates than eggs. But a second tradition introduced in the early Passes would have been just as useful in ensuring that the young people presented to the eggs were capable of Impressing a dragon – Search.

It can be presumed that any candidate who is the subject of a genuine Search – that is, somebody Searched on merit by a sensitive dragon, rather than a pretty girl brought back to the Weyr as a trophy – has the basic requisite aptitude for telepathy required to Impress a dragon. This doesn’t guarantee that the candidate will Impress, but it does ensure that he or she at least has the ability to do so.

Weyrbred youths, on the other hand, are not Searched – they are entitled to stand once they are of age. Generally speaking, it would seem probable that the offspring of dragonriders would inherit telepathic potential from their parents, thus making them capable of Impressing. But this would not hold true in all cases, and the influx of new blood from outside the Weyr – the aforementioned trophy candidates, for example – would certainly throw up some Weyrbred children without that vital requirement. The candidate Beterli in The Smallest Dragonboy is a perfect example of one such Weyrbred lad to have been rejected at a succession of Hatchings: probably incapable of Impressing a dragon at all, but entitled by Weyr tradition to stand until prohibited by his age – or in Beterli’s case, his behaviour.

Providing an excess of candidates is an equally good way to help ensure that every dragonet chooses a rider, and this is generally evidenced through canon, with 72 candidates presented to 40 eggs in The Smallest Dragonboy and 62 for Ramoth’s clutch of 35 in All the Weyrs of Pern. Two notable exceptions occur: in Dragonflight when, acting on information provided by F’nor, F’lar sends only 32 candidates for the 32 eggs of Pridith’s first clutch; and in Moreta, when only 32 candidates are available for 25 eggs due to Plague losses.



Egg:candidate ratios

The example from Moreta lends strong credence to the premise that dragonets will choose Impression over death: with such limited choice, surely the chance of there being a 100% perfect match for every egg was slim, yet every dragonet was Impressed. F’lar had the advantage of knowing that the 32 candidates he sent back in time to Impress Pridith’s hatchlings would all do so successfully, but here too the hatchlings were most likely obliged to compromise. The last dragonet to Hatch would have been left with no choice at all, and he or she evidently made the best of the situation.


What about the tent peg?

The question of dragonrider sexuality will never go away. Irrelevant in Dragonflight, when Anne had not even fixed the gender of green dragons, subsequently touched upon in Moreta, made more blatant in Red Star Rising/Dragonseye, and brought into the open in interviews with Anne herself, the issue arises in virtually every discussion of Impression.

The “Renewable Airforce” document states that dragonets make their choices based on the candidates’ sexuality. According to the rules it sets out, green dragons choose either heterosexual women or males “with feminine personalities”. Blue riders “tend to be gay with masculine temperaments”. Browns and bronzes select only heterosexual males, and queens only heterosexual females. Moreover, the hatchling dragonet “recognises by the sweat pheromones the appropriate sexual partner”.

But the idea that gay men exude female pheromones is wholly unsupported by any scientific evidence. There have been studies which suggest that heterosexual and homosexual men may react to pheromones in different ways, but there is nothing to indicate that gay men produce a different chemical signal, or one that corresponds directly to a woman’s. The division of gay men into ‘feminine’ and ‘masculine’ is representative of the very old-fashioned view that all homosexual men are either ‘camp’ or ‘butch’. And it is difficult to place much stock in a system based rigidly on the sexuality of youths – sometimes, as in Dragonflight, children barely ten years old and not even sexually mature. Even the sexuality of adolescents can be a changeable thing in response to the overwhelming hormonal assault that accompanies the teenage years.

Furthermore, sexuality as a direct influence on a dragonet’s choice is not entirely logical. If green dragons are intended to be Impressed by heterosexual women, blue dragons should choose heterosexual men. The fact that green dragons started to choose male riders should not have impacted blue dragonets’ choice. Indeed, if blues’ criteria were altered by the prevalence of male green riders, it would be logical for brown dragonets to start choosing gay riders too.

A further dialogue with Anne, the controversial “Tent Peg” interview, states, “if circumstances arose, and a green dragon chose a heterosexual lifemate… Well, he would become homosexual. It’s a proven fact that a single anal sex experience causes one to be homosexual”. This notion severely damages the author’s credibility on the subject, so it would seem prudent to ignore statements made outside the novels themselves.

Canon offers some interesting insights. Where blue and green riders are mentioned at all we do see campness and over-emotional behaviour; indeed, all the stereotypes of the ‘flaming queer’. This is particularly in evidence in Moreta and Red Star Rising/Dragonseye. Yet in The Second Weyr, it is mentioned that the blue rider Martin “preferred boys to girls” with the strong implication that this is the exception rather than the rule for blue riders at this point in Pern’s history. And as Mirrim’s father is a blue rider, it seems clear that he was at the very least bisexual.


The dragon decides, the rider complies

Sexuality, then, is not as crucial to a dragonet’s choice as Anne insists. It is difficult to accept that a newborn dragonet selects his rider based on a sexual preference that the pre-pubescent candidate may not even be old enough to have, and the logic of blue dragons choosing gay riders does not hold up. Yet the apparent preponderance of gay blue and green riders in the later Passes implies that sexuality does have a bearing on the choice of any given colour.

Perhaps, then, the issue of sexual preference is not so important to the dragonet as it is to the candidate. By an early stage in the development of the Weyr, no candidate would have been ignorant of the roles taken by the various colours in mating flights, and as female green riders became scarce and males dominated on the smallest dragons, blue dragons became more attractive to gay men and less attractive to straight. One young man, knowing himself to be heterosexual by preference, might have small interest in riding a blue or green dragon, while another, perhaps persecuted at home for showing signs of attraction to other boys, might covet a green over any other colour. A lad completely fixated on Impressing a bronze would not be immediately attractive to any other colour, in the same way that queen candidates, focusing totally on the golden egg, do not generally draw green dragonets. In this way, perhaps, do the candidates themselves determine in part the colours they Impress, by being open only to the dragonets who meet their own requirements.

Yet the dragonet’s will to survive can override a candidate’s desires, and in such a situation a blue or green might choose a rider with conflicting needs. By the end of a Hatching, the candidate fixated on a bronze might have lowered his own aims, becoming open to Impressing another colour, or else chosen anyway as the last remaining candidate with the required empathic potential. Perhaps Mirrim’s father was one such – heterosexual by preference, but chosen nonetheless by a blue dragon.

One factor that is seldom considered in the study of Impression is that by tradition many Hatching ceremonies are attended solely by Weyrbred candidates. In Dragonquest, T’ron declares, “‘Weyrbred is best for dragonkind. Particularly for greens'” (Dragonquest, p 39). As with Kylara, it would be facile to dismiss T’ron’s opinion on the basis of his role as the antagonist: it is also interesting to note that D’ram agrees, explaining that Ista Weyr’s lower caverns have sufficient likely boys for the next Hatching. With greens making up fifty percent of all dragons, and blues another twenty or twenty-five percent, the statistical likelihood of there being enough homosexual boys in the lower caverns of a suitable age with the correct empathy and personality to Impress so many dragonets is very low.

The acceptance of the Weyrbred of the needs of dragons and the sexual flexibility of their riders should not be underestimated. Weyrbred candidates, brought up around dragonriders, would likely attach little importance to the implications of Impressing greens – while the bronzes carry the most prestige, Impressing any dragon is better than Impressing none. Growing up in the Weyr environment, the concept of having flight sex with partners not of their choosing, or of their preferred gender, would be quite normal to Weyrbred boys, and in most cases no bar to Impression. In mating flights, as we are so frequently reminded, the dragon decides and the rider complies; preference is not part of the equation.


Anomalies

It would be too much to expect every canon Impression to follow the same pattern. Impression from the stands, while ostensibly a once in a lifetime occurrence, happens with some frequency in the first thirty Turns of the Ninth Pass. Jaxom, Keevan, Mirrim, T’lion and Tai all Impress from off the sands.

Yet at least two of these five share a common experience: both Jaxom and Keevan handled the eggs prior to Impressing. Jaxom definitely touched the egg that later Hatched out his dragon, and it is implied that Heth Hatches from the egg “marked by a large yellowish splotch in the shape of a dragon backwinging to land” (The Smallest Dragonboy, p 235) that Keevan dared to touch in secret after each visit. It is also implied that Mirrim sneaked into the Hatching cavern to touch the eggs before her Impression of Path, though she stringently denies this.

Add to this Pridith’s instant choice of Kylara, who had spent hours with the egg, under Lessa’s tutelage, and there is solid evidence to suggest that in some cases handling of the eggs can influence the unborn dragonets. Ruth and Pridith bonded with their riders instantly, without deliberating over the other candidates, while Path and Heth specifically sought out Mirrim and Keevan. In all cases it seems that the dragonets did not choose their riders so much as find them, yet this is the exception rather than the rule: we typically see uncertainty as the dragonet searches for the best possible match.

The belief that a bronze Hatching first is a good omen has solid origins. The first dragonet to Hatch has the luxury of choosing from all the available boys: the candidate he selects will be truly well suited to him. Contrast this with the dragon who Hatches last – obliged to choose from what is left over. There is no guarantee that any given group of candidates will contain the correct mixture of leader-types, lieutenant-types and follower-types to match the distribution of colours in a clutch, and when candidate numbers are limited – as with Pridith’s first clutch, or Orlith’s last – late-Hatching dragonets must make the best of what is available, or else die unImpressed. As we never see this happen, it must be concluded that dragons are willing to compromise.


Conclusions

And that is the simple fact to which canon evidence consistently points: dragonets are survivors. Inherited from their fire-lizard ancestors and enhanced as a precious commodity by Kitti Ping, the dragons’ will to live is part of their very nature. The Chronicles of Pern are science fiction, not fantasy; the dragons are an artificial species designed for a purpose, not a mystical race capable of making moral judgements. We are told that dragons select their riders on character, yet see them choose vengeful, bitter or small-minded partners; we hear that gender is imperative, yet witness dragons choosing against that constraint. What we are told seldom tallies with what we are shown.

Dragon choice is far from random, but no characteristic save basic empathic potential is vital in a dragonrider. With a field of candidates from which to choose, a dragonet discerns first those capable of Impression; then, of these, those receptive to Impressing him. Then he focuses on those of the correct gender, and of these candidates selects the one whose personality best matches his own.

Where one criterion cannot be met the dragonet compromises: a lieutenant if there are no leaders; a boy if there are no girls; a fearful child where none are bold. He will discern the best option of those available to him. Sometimes the decision will be simple, and he will make straight for the correct candidate; sometimes he must study each candidate in turn before settling on the one for him; sometimes he will sense his best match outside the immediate circle of possibilities, and Impress from the stands; but no matter the manner of his choice he will always find a rider if he can. Gender is of higher priority than personality, else bronze dragonets would be attracted to strong-minded queen candidates, but receptivity beats gender, for green dragonets generally choose keen male candidates over the female spectators who do not believe themselves able to Impress fighting dragons.

Necessity or destiny? For me, it can only be the former, as prosaic and unsentimental as that may be. Yet the allure of Pern’s dragons has remained intact after nearly forty years, not least for the fascinating phenomenon that is Impression. And for a science fiction series spanning over twenty books, that’s a feat of magic all of its own.
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