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Paleolithic, when the main occupation of pimitive
man was to find food. He collected fruits, seeds
and roots of various plants and hunted. Hunting success
depended primarily on the speed of running. A neces-
sary complement to the strong and quick feet of primi-
tive man was strong and dexterous hands. In addition to
collecting fruits and catching animals, hands gradually
acquired the skills thanks to which people were able not
only to defend themselves but also attack.
The invention of the first working and hunting tools
- stones, sticks and wooden spears - expanded opportu-
nities for humans and contributed to the emergence of
new skills. Man had to specifically train the arms, legs
and body in order to hone these skills and to master

The first sports experiences of man go back to the

new moves. The increasing complexity of tools set new
requirements to each member of the family. Neighboring
tribes clashed for the best hunting areas. Defeat in this
fight meant starvation.

In Gobustan, this open-air archaeological museum near
Baku, there is a large number of rock paintings that repre-
sent monuments of primitive art. The rock paintings of Go-
bustan mainly cover the time period from the Mesolithic
period (mid-Stone Age) to the Middle Ages. A great place
here is occupied by scenes of hunting for bulls, boars,
goats, gazelles and others. Stone No 100 ( Yazili hill,
middle of the 2" millennium BC) depicts a scene of deer
hunting in which the rider grasps the mane of the horse
with one hand and holds a spear high over his head with
the other, intending to throw it at the deer he is chasing.
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The Chovgan game. 16th century Tabriz miniature
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Hunting scene. 16th century Tabriz miniature

Stone No 101 (Boyukdash, upper terrace, 16"-17" cen-
turies) has a picture of an archer hunter. In his bent hand,
he holds a large bow with an arrow aimed at the deer.
The image is engraved with a metal object. Stone No 103
(Boyukdash, upper terrace, 5"-4"" millennium BC) is also
engraved with a scene of deer hunting The hunt involves
two riders, the first of whom is in the upper par t of the
picture immediately after the deer, and the other one at
the bottom. Ahead of him is the image of a walkng man.

Water served as the second largest living environment
for primitive people. Drawings of boats with crews armed
with long sticks are often found in the fine arts of antig-
uity. This suggests that people engaged in fi shing and,
therefore, swimming too.

On stone No 8 (Boyukdash, the lower terrace), people
drawn by vertical lines are sitting in all the boats that ae
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Wrestling scene. 16th century miniature

depicted. In one of the boats two of them are armed with
bows. There are also images of three boats here. The front
boat with people armed with bows on board tows the
second boat, and the latter, in turn, tows the third small
boat. Apparently, this is a scene of evacuating o boats
with unarmed people. The picture dates from the 6"-4t
millennia BC (1, attachment).

Another valuable relic of the material culture of an-
cient Azerbaijan is the Gamigaya monument located in
Ordubad District of the Nakhchivan Autonomous Repub-
lic, on one of the highest peaks of the L esser Caucasus.
Hunting scenes are found among the many petro-
glyphs here. Stone No 239a depicts a hunter in a long,
knee-length dress. He holds a bow in one hand and pulls
the string with the other. He has a quiver of arrows on his
shoulder. A mountain goat standing with his back b the
man is depicted opposite to him (2, p.214).

On stone No 242 we see a composition depicting two
men hunting for a mountain goat. One of the hunt ers
is depicted with a bow and arrow aimed at the animal,
while the other stands waiting for the prey (2, p.216).
Stone No 524 depicts a hunter and three mountain goats.
One of the goats is allrady wounded by an arrow fired by
the hunter. The above Gamigaya petroglyphs belong to
the Bronze Age (3/-2"¢ millennium BC). Archers'images
in Gobustan and Gamigaya suggest that archery com-
petitions were held even in ancient times (2, p.284).

In primitive society some sort of celebrations with a
view to checking physical fitness were often held. The
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growing role of men in hunting manifested itself in the
fact that ritual dances usually involved mostly men
who underwent a test of courage, strength and en-
durance. A collective round dance, which, according to
ethnographers, was a fixture in all the festive rituals of
primitive societies, was a significant part of the festivi-
ties. In the Gobustan reserve, images of the Azerbaijani
round dance Yalli - the dance of courage and endurance
performed under the rhythmic beats of the Gavaldash
(stone-drum) - a musical instrument of the Stone Age -
attract attention. At the bottom surface of stone No 86
(Boyukdash, upper terrace, 4" millennium BC) an image
of a group of seven men who perform this dance is em-
bossed. They hold hands with their legs wide apart and
bent at the knees. The leftmost is different from others
because of a decoration on his head . Apparently, he is
the main person among the dancers (1, attachment). In
addition to the Yalli dance, which still exists among the
people, the ancient inhabitants of Gobustan also per -
formed ritual and ceremonial dances.

It is necessary to point out that ear ly humans did
not perceive festivities as entertainment or recreation.
Primitive man worshiped all the elements he could not
explain. Change of seasons, day and night, rain, wind,
sun and moon - all this was attr ibuted to supernatural
forces they tried to appease at festivities. Thus, festivities
reflected not only man’s struggle for existence, but also
his ideas about nature and his place in it.

With the advent of private property, tribal chiefs and
livestock owners began to show their physical strength,
agility and ability to use arms in the festivities. At these

Wrestling scene. Image on an 18th century helmet.
National Museum of Azerbaijani History
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festivities, tug of war competitions, wrestling and hand-
to-hand fighting contests, and fights using clubs, spears,
shields, bows and arrows were held.

In the complex process of understanding the reality,
various outdoor games emerged. Hunting in free nature
served as an impetus for the emergence of chariot rac-
es and games with animals. Rulers and their entourage
specially trained to handle chariots and wield weapons,
first of all, the bow and the arrow. In the education of
the future rulers, considerable attention was paid to
physical training. The ability to use arms standing on a
fast-moving chariot, of course, required special training.

Hunting, which became entertainment for the ar-
istocracy, was part of the mandatory training of every
ruler. Another favorite form of entertainment of high
society was observation of hunting. Hunting scenes can
be found on pottery, silver cups, military armor, shields,
weapons, and so on.

Martial arts and sports are inseparable. After all, a
warrior must be strong, smart, sharp-witted and
seasoned. All these qualities ar e achieved not only
through military labor, but also through daily physi-
cal activity and sports. Among athletic competitions we
should name martial arts.“Gulash”wrestling, which origi-
nated in Azerbaijan and became common, was not only
entertainment, but played a huge role in the physical
training of warriors.“Pahlavans’, as strong men are called
in Azerbaijan, were highly respected by the people. Dur-
ing battles, strong men from the warring parties fought
in duels. The pahlavan, who won this duel, decided the
outcome of the battle. This factor made the rulers pay
the most serious attention to the training of pahlavans
(3, p453).

Elements of wrestling were contained in mar tial
dances and games with weapons, as well as in differ-
ent types of martial arts: hand-to-hand fighting, knightly
tournaments and fencing duels. The National Museum of
History of Azerbaijan keeps a helmet with gilded scenes
of hunting and fighting etched on it.

Ancient folk sports traditions survived in the Middle
Ages too. At festivals, peasants measured forces and com-
peted in agility. The most common kind of entertainment
was running, tightrope walking, climbing a pole for the
prize, wrestling and horse racing.

During the reign of the founder of the Azerbaijani
Safavid state, Shah Ismail | Khatai (1501-1524), special
facilities for training named “Zorkhana’, which means
a place of physical force or fight, were built in all the
country’s military camps. Zorkhanas hosted sports exer-

Weights. 19th century.
National Museum of Azerbaijani History

cises, games and various competitions. The classes were
held at the highest professional level. Warriors measured
forces at such competitions as “Zor-galmak” (use of force),
“Zor-sinamag” (measuring of strength), “Zanjir-girmag”
(breaking of the chain), and others. Various techniques,
by which the opponent was captured, had his compo-
sure shattered and thrown on the ground, were used
in wrestling. The fight of pahlavans was a competition
not only in physical strength, but also in power, will and
spirit. Fights were carried out to the sound of the zurna
and drums. Going to fight, pahlavans tied small mirrors
(“ayna”) to their knees. The pahlavan, who managed to
put his adversary on his knees (mirrors broke in this case),
was called“aynali-pahlavan”. Pahlavans who experienced
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no defeat were called “ustad” i.e. master. The rank of the
pahlavan was confirmed by a special diploma, while the
pahlavan himself was invited to the court and enjoyed
all kinds of privileges.

In the Middle Ages zorkhanas operated in the most
important cities of Azerbaijan - Tabriz, Baku, Ganja, Na-
khchivan, Ordubad, Shusha, Ardabil, Barda, Sheki, and
others. In villages, pahlavans competed in the open air
oron the grass. In zorkhanas, songs were composed and
sung about pahlavans and their exploits.

Books devoted to sports such as“Kulkushti”(descrip-
tion of the fight) belong to the time of the reign of Shah
Ismail Khatai (4, p.453).

In the second half of the 18 " century, each of the
Azerbaijani khanates had its own pahlavans, who served
in the army of the khan. Not a single celebration or fsti-
val was complete without a contest involving pahlavans.
According to sources, pahlavans of one city were often
invited to a contest in another city. For example, at the
end of the 18" century, Shusha was visited by wrestlers
from Sheki, Baku, Tabriz and other cities (5, p.64).

In the process of separating games from reality, spe-
cial facilities, arenas, rings and playgrounds began to be
arranged for their conduct.

Zorkhana buildings represented a kind of sports pal-
aces with an arena and amphitheater for spectators, with
domes and carpets. A description of a zorkhana is found
in the sources of the 18" century. For example, the zork-
hana in Baku, which accommodated 300 spectators,
was in a basement with an ar ched ceiling near the
Moltani and Bukhara caravanserais, next to the “Upper
Bazaar” The entrance was from the bazaar. In the middle
of the room there was a square platform - “sufra” with a
length and width of 10 meters and a depth of 1.5 meters,
designed for sports competitions.“Anyone who came of
their own volition took weights of varying heaviness in
both hands and played with them to the accompani-
ment of music until total they were totally exhausted”
(6, p.150). Sports games and exercises were conducted
with different shells made of wood, iron and stone - mils,
bargirs, heavy weights, and so on. Sporting activities were
held every day and involved famous pahlavans.

There is information about a zorkhana in Shusha
owned by Jafar Guli Khan Javanshir, grandson of Ibrahim
Khalil Khan, a fan of sports games. The sufra here had a
circular shape with a diameter of about 10 meters and a
depth of one meter. It was covered with dry grass first,
then ash, and soft ground on top. About 20-25 athletes
dressed in leather pants called tanban could train there
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at the same time. Spectators watched the scene from the
stands located around the sufra. The miyandar (murshid),
who followed the course of the game sat on top. Above
it hung a small bell that announced the beginning and
end of a workout or game. If the rules were broken, the
miyandar could stop the competition with a str oke of
the bell. Standing next to the miyandar was a brazier, on
which they burned aromatic herbs to freshen stale air in
the room. All exercises and competitions were held to
the accompaniment of the dumbak, gosha-zurna and
tutek. Unlike the Baku zorkhanas, in Shusha music was
performed with the tar and kamancha. They usually per-
formed “gaytagi’, "koroglu’, “mirzai” and other folk tunes,
recited poems and epics. The pace of exercises was set
by the rhythm of the murshid’s music (7, p.167).

The story of French traveler Gaspard Drouville,
who visited Iran and zorkhana establishments in the city
of Tabriz in 1812-1813, is very colorful and picturesque
(8 h. 1l pp.51-57). He wrote that pahlavans competed in
rectangular rooms measuring 9x9 m and with a depth
of 180 cm, around the perimeter of which there were
galleries for spectators. The floors and walls were plas-
tered and covered with lime. Some Zorkhana rooms were
upholstered in mattresses, while the floors were covered
with pieces of thick felt that was tightly sewn and tightly
stretched to make it impossible to cling to it. Pahlavans
wore only leather trousers that were buttoned tightly
at the hips and reached the knees. The collection of the
National Museum of History of Azerbaijan has sports
pants made of soft light brown leather; images of the
sun, stars, wavy lines and other patterns are embroidered
on the pants with yellow and blue threads. A leather belt
is inserted inside the waistband.

Competitions in the zorkhana were held in several
stages. First pahlavans started warm-ups with music
performed with folk instruments. The pahlavans took a
variety of complex positions imitating wr estling. Then
they made a series of exercises, including a headstand
with arms folded on the chest Gradually increasing the
tempo, the athletes continued these movements until
they fell from exhaustion. The pahlavan, who remained
on his feet longer than the others, was recognized as the
winner and received an award for these exercises. After
some respite, the pahlavans reappeared on the scene,
holding a large oak mace -"mil”- in each hand. For more
than two hours they rotated one mace after another in
their hands in all directions, changing them to heavier
ones. He who rotated the heaviest maces in his hands
was declared the winner and received awards from the
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audience. The National History Museum of Azerbaijan
keeps mils weighing 15 kg each.

Then wrestlers who rubbed their bodies with oil for
greater flexibility appeared in the arena. The fight lasted
until one of the athletes put his opponent on his back .
After that, the winner began © fight another contender.
Whoever won all the fights received awards and money.

Another type of competition was the game of yekba-
gir (bargir, sangi). A bargir is a rectangle with a semicircular
top. The National Museum of History of Azerbaijan keeps
bargirs with a height of 111 cm, width of 50 cm and thick
ness of 11 cm. The outstanding Azerbaijani actor of the
early 20" century H. Sarabski describes this game: “Yekbar
players lay on their back in the pool (meaning the sufa - au-
thor), and taking a yekbakir in each hand, rolled their body
from left to right. During the movement from right to left the
right hand should be at the top and the left one - at the bot-
tom. When moving from left to right all that was repeated in
reverse'In another form of the game, the athlete remained
motionless, raised one and released the other yekbagir,
and this movement was repeated 40-50 times. (9, p.71)

In addition, the contestants took 2- and 3-pood
weights in their hands, tossed them up and caught
them with one hand. Some pahlavans raised and twist-
ed above their heads a round iron shell called “kamada”
with a hole in the middle coiled with chains with spikes.
The pahlavan, who managed to put the shell on his neck
without hurting himself was considered the winner.

The team game chovgan (analogous to modern
polo) was a common pastime, which originated in the
middle of the T*!millennium BC and enjoyed wide pop-
ularity in Azerbaijan, Central Asia, Iran, Turkey, Iraq
and other countries of the East for several centuries (10,
p. 24). This game helped improve horsemanship. It was
mainly members of the nobility who played chovgan.

The name of the game chov gan derived from the
word “‘chovkan” - wooden; the name of the instrument
used in the game (11, p145). The arena for the game had
a size of 90x60 m. Brick towers with a height of 2.5-3 m
were arranged on both sides. The number of participants
was 8, 16, and sometimes 20 people . The game began
with the tossing of the ball in the middle of the feld. Each
team had its own uniform. It was played on horseback;
the game continued with a break of about 2 hours and
was held to the accompaniment of music. Players used
special sticks with a length of 1-1.25 m made fom flexible
branches of a tree, with a tip like a ladle and sometimes
with S-shaped natural forks. They played with a leather
ball stuffed with silk or wool. In Karabakh, a special breed

Sporting weight piece “yerbargir”. 19th century.
National Museum of Azerbaijani History

of undersized and hardy horses - chovgani, which is
called a pony in Europe, was bred (7, p. 169). The game
was watched by three referees. In Azerbaijan chovgan
was played not only by men but also by women, al-
though this game is very risky and there were frequent
accidents. Children began to play chovgan from seven
years on foot.

Chovgan was so popular in Azerbaijan that it is men-
tioned by many famous poets since the Middle Ages. The
great Azerbaijani poet Nizami Ganjavi, based on historical
documents, wrote that the last Achaemenid king Darius
sentan embassy to Alexander the Great and along with
other gifts, handed over equipment for playing chovgan:

"Opening a gift for royal eyes,

He began to perform Darius’strict instruction.

About chovgan with a ball he first spoke:

You are a child, and a child should have fun”
(12, p.500).

In the poem “Khosrov and Shirin” Nizami describes
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the scene of chovgan between the main characters of
the poem. Chovgan scenes are found in carpets and
embroideries of Azerbaijani masters. Chovgan is also
mentioned in the Azerbaijani folk epic“Dada Gorgud”,
the works of medieval poets Qatran Tabrizi, Khagani,
Nasimi, Ferdowsi, Khatai, Hafiz and others. Chovgan is
mentioned by the famous Turkish traveler Evliya Celebi,
who, while in Tabriz, reported that there was an arena for
this game near the Sheikh Safi mausoleum (13, p.152).

The famous Azerbaijani writer of the mid-20" century,
M. S. Ordubadi, indicates in the novel “The Sword and the
Pen"that Arab caliphs selected players from Azerbaijan to
participate in chovgan competitions (14, p.430).

The outstanding Azerbaijani philosopher and one of
the founders of the Khalvatiya Sufi Order, Sayyid Yahya
Bakuvi, was fond of chovgan in his youth. Once during
a game, he met with a murid of the sheikh of this order,
Pirzada. The game of the future philosopher made such
a strong impression on the latter that he gave him his
daughter, and then, having become acquainted with the
young man more closely, the sheikh made him his stu-
dent (15, p.129). Thus, chovgan helped discover a great
philosopher for the world.

In the olden days, horse and camel races and trick

riding were also common in A zerbaijan. Falconry was
widespread in the khan's court in Azerbaijan. In medieval
miniatures images of rulers with a bird on their arms are
very common.

Such sports as backgammon and shatranj - chess —
were held in high esteem in Azerbaijan (16, p.27).

Each historical period has contributed to the develop-
ment of sports, which incorporate the experience of the
past thousand years of mankind thanks to this. Modern
sports are one of the essential fac tors of the harmonic
physical and moral perfection of man.
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