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Mind, Body, and the Cosmos:
Chess and Backgammon in Ancient Persia*
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BOARD GAMES WERE PLAYED IN MANY PARTS OF THE ANCIENT WORLD AND SO IT
is very difficult to attribute the origin of any board game to a particular region or
culture. Board games have been found in ancient Mesopotamia, the oldest from
the city of Ur, but one must also mention the game of Senet in ancient Egypt.'
Often board games were placed in the tombs of the pharaohs and sometimes the
dead are shown playing with the gods, for example one scene shows Rameses 111
(¢.71270 B.C.) playing with Isis to gain access to the nether world. The impor-
tance of this image lies in the depiction of the cosmological and religious sig-
nificance that ancient peoples attributed to board games—they were not just
games played for pleasure. Reference to board games in Persia can be found as
early the Achaemenid period. where, according to Plutarch, Artaxerxes
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of their common Indic origin. since dice and gambling were a favorite pastime
in India.

This essay attempts to review the history of the games of chess and back-
cammon in Persia and to demonstrate their significance in Persian society. The
carliest text on the games of chess and backgammon found in Persia. is known
as Wizarisn 17 Catrang ud Niliisn 7 New-Ardaxsi? (Middle Persian: “The
explanation of chess and the invention of backgammon™). Tor which. although
its date of composition is unclear. analysis based on the text points to the sixth
century C.E. during the reign of Xusro 1 (330-71 C.E.). known as anosdg-runvan
(immortal soul). The authenticity ol the narrative has been questioned and
scholars have pointed out that due to its literary nature we cannot establish its
historicity. but it is significant that both the Indic and Middle Persian sources
indicate personages mentioned in the sixth century C.E.

Before looking at the text we should discuss the function ol chess and back-
gammon as they appear in other Middle Persian sources for ancient Persian
cocial context. Three other Middle Persian texts mention the game of chess and
backgammon in a context that makes clear its role in princely or courtly educa-
tion. In acquiring frahang (Middle Persian: Persian: furhang). which is equiva-
lent to Greek puideia and best can be translated as “culture.” it appears that
those of nobility were required to learn several arts. including board games.
These sciences were acquired 1 frahangestan (schools for cultural education)
for the nobility. similar to the hcrbedestan and nowestan. the “priestly schools.”
established to train clergy.”

The first Middle Persian text is named Xisro 1d Rédag. “Xusro and the
page.” which. according to the narrative. takes place at the court of King Xusro
1" The page. who is from a noble line and whose parents have passed away.
asks the king to look after him. Among his virtues. the text mentions his excep-
tional diligence in acquiring fralang while attending the frahangestan.
memorizing the sacred utterances. in scribeship. calligraphy. horsemanship.
jousting. polo. playing musical instruments. singing. poetry. dancing. astrology.
and finally. in mastering the following board games (Pahlavi Texts, ed. Jamasp-

Asana 29.10-11):

$ C. J. Brunner. “The Middle Persian Explanation of Chess and Invention of
Buckgammon.” The Journal of the Ancient Near Eastern Society of Columbia University
10 (1978): 4351 A, Panaino. La Novella degli Sacchi ¢ della tavola reale, 1esto pahlavi,
tradu-ione ¢ commento al Wizarisn i (y"ulr(mg ud néve-Ardaxsir, (Milan. 19991 J. Curtis
and 1. Finkel. "Game Bouards and Other Incised Graffiti at Persepolis.™ Trair 37 (1999):
4548,

9. For a study of the requircments for king and princes in ancient Persia sce W,
Knauth. Das altiranische Fiirstenideal von Xenophon bis Ferdousi, nach den antiken nnd
einheimischien Quellen dargestellt (Wiesbaden. 1975).

10. D. Monchi-Zadeh. ~Xusrov T Kavatan ut Rétak, Pahlavi Text. Transcription and
Translation.” Monuwmenium Georg Morgenstierne. vol. 2. Acta Iranica 22, (Leiden.

1982): 47-91.
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ud ¢atrang ud néw-ardaxsir ud hastpay'!
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ot et e mention ats part of acquiring Sfrahang in the same part of th
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"With' the aid of the gods he (Ardaxsir) was (more)
victorious and experienced than all of them in polo
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A, 1V_6~§) Jhe Swo bhstrolqucal'Reports of the Karnamag 1 Ardaxgir 1 P‘bULS
. , prache, Zeitschrift fiir Sprachwissenschafi 36 ( 1994); 181—988 e

Papaka, (Moscow, 1987y, 162;
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The last Middle Persian text mentions the game of backgammon in a nega-
tive sense. In the Andarz 1 Osnar T Danag (The councils of the wise Ognar), the
path of moderation, (Middle Persian: paymany is emphasized, and four things
done in excess lead to harm for man (33):

pad &n 4 &i§ ray mard zivankartar bawed was
xwardan T may ud waranig pad zanan ud was
kardan 1 néw-Ardaxsir (ud) nax¢ir né pad paymanagih

“With these four things man becomes more destructive:
Drinking too much wine, lusting after women,

. . . . ,.12
playing too much backgammon, and hunting without moderation. !

Because of the late date of all the Middle Persian texts it is possible to say
that by the time of Xusro I these games were introduced to Persia from India
along with a variety of works transmitted in the sixth century C.E. These include
such texts as the Paficatantra, which, according to tradition, was translated into
Middle Persian by a physician named Burzoe but unfortunately lost. However, a
Syriac translation of it was made in 570 C.E. under the name of Kalilag wa
Damnag, this being the name of the two main players, or “jackals,” in the San-
skrit text, Karataka u Damanaka. This story was also translated from Middle
Persian into Arabic by ¢Abdullah ibn al-Mugaffa® in the eighth century C.E., and
is known in Persian as the Dastanhdy-i Bidpay (The Fables of Pilpay). The
Persian version of the Dastanhay-i Bidpay which we have today is the version
first translated from Sanskrit into Middle Persian and then into Arabic and then
back into Persian.” It was through a similar transmission of Sanskrit literature
that the Buddhist Jataka stories came to Persia, later being translated into Greek,
Latin, and Hebrew, which contributed to the production of Aesop’s fables in
Byzantié’m, the Sandbid-nameh, and the Arabian Nighz‘ssx]5
Th@ e stories were taken from another Indian text called the Hiropadesa
(Book of good counsel). This book was part of the Indian genre known as
nitiséastra (Mirror for Princes), which in Middle Persian was known as éweén-
namag “Book jpf Manners,” (Persian: ayin-nameh), and was prevalent in Persia.
The above méntioned Middle Persian text on chess and backgammon is also
considered to be part of this genre.m These books of manners, or “mirrors for
princes” were common in Arabic and Persian as well, being known as Sivar al-

13. For the text and the latest translation see, LM. Nazeri, Andarz T Onar T Dana

(Tebran, 1373/1994), 22-23.

\4. Dastanhay-e Bidpay, translated by Muhammad b. Abdaliah al-Bukhari, ed. P. N.
Khanlari and M. Roshan (Tehran, 1369/1990).

15. A. Skilton. A Concise History of Buddhism (New York, 1994), 200.

16. A. Tafazzoli, “Ayin-name.” Encyclopaedia of Iran and Islam, ed. E. Yarshater.
(Tehran, 1978), 266.
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could solve the riddle or rationale of this game. reasoning that if Xusro I was a
greater king than himself. the sages of his realm would be wiser as well. This of
course is nothing more than Sasanian propaganda, exalting the Sasanian court
and the king among the empires of late antiquity. Xusro [ asks for three days to
explain the rationale and rules behind the game of chess, but initially, no one in
the court is able to solve the riddle of the game. It is only on the third day that
one of the sages by the name of Wuzurgmihr rises and attempts to explain how
the game must be played. In an episode reminiscent of one in the Mahabhdrata,
he explains the rules of the game using an analogy of battle between two
armies.”> Wuzurgmihr, in deciphering the logic of the game, makes the follow-

ing comparison (WC.10):

u-§ homonag 2 sar-xwaday kard $ah *[madayaran o raxwi*]”
hoyag ud dasnag homanag frazén  arteStaran-salar
hominag pil & pustibandn-silar homanag
ud asb & aswaran-saldr homanag payadag 0 an
ham-payadag homanag pes-razm

“He made the king like the two overlords, the rook (on) the left

and right flank. the minister like the commander of the warriors, the ele-
phant like the commander of the bodyguards, and the horse

like the commander of the cavalry, the foot-soldier like the same

as

pawn that is at the front of the battle[field]

Taxritos is astonished when he hears the explanation, because it is exactly
the rule that the Indian sages had devised with much toil, and now Wuzurgmihr
had solved the riddle rather easily. The story attempts to drive home several
points to the audience. Not only is the King of Kings of Persia greater than
others, but also Eran (the Sasanian Persian Empire) is the greatest empire. Sec-
‘Wiuzurgmihr is not only the greatest of the Persian sages. but of all the
the world. He is also able to defeat the Indian sage three times at chess,
game. The message of the story is simple: Persia is the greatest empire
of late“antiquity, its king is the greatest king. and its minister or sage is the wis-

est in the oikumene.
Wuzurgitihr in return constructs the game of backgammon, and goes to the

court of Dewisarm to deliver a reciprocal challenge to the Indian king, but no
one can solve the riddle and the rationale behind it. According to the Middle
Persian text, the name which Wuzurgmihr gives the game of backgammon is
Néw-Ardaxsir (Noble is Ardax§ir), in memory of Ardax3ir | (224-240 C.E.) the
founder of the Sasanian empire. Néw-Ardax3ir (Middle Persian; Persian: nard or

22. Mujma’ al-TawdrTkh also supplies a short version of the Middle Persian version,
where Buzugmihr/Wuzargmihr analogizes the game of chess to war {(harb) and the game
of backgammon to the cosmos (falak), ed. M. Bahar, (Tehran, 1334), 75.

23, The text reads ~5ah & madayarin o hoyag,” but I follow Panaino’s emendations. La

Novella, 68-69.
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course is nothing more than Sasanian propaganda, exalting the Sasanian court
and the king among the empires of late antiquity. Xusro I asks for three days to
explain the rationale and rules behind the game of chess, but initially, no one in
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17. Shaked omits the “an™ Wis. ’ ]
e e - Wisdom of the Sasanian Sages, Deénkard Vi (Boulder,

I8. E. Herzfeld. Zoroaster and His World (New York. 1974), 2: 628

19. T. Noldeke, “Persische Studien.” §;
‘ ‘ : Sis udien,” Sitzzungsbericl - Kaiserli
Wissenschafien in Wien, Phil.-hist. K]asse,lkﬁnf ggexgﬁfel g e(’l Eg%fjse;’iwfsn Alademic der

20. J. Markwart and J. J. M d “Das Rei 5
Sachau-Festsch Fift (1915). 257, e Groot. “Das Reich Zabul und der Gott Zan,” Eduard

21.E. Herzfeld, Zoroaster, 628.

one of the sages by the name of Wuzurgmihr rises and attempts to explain how
the game must be played. In an episode reminiscent of one in the Mahdbhdarata,
he explains the rules of the game using an analogy of battle between two
armies.” Wuzurgmihr, in deciphering the logic of the game. makes the follow-
ing comparison (WEC.10):

u-$ homonig 2 sar-xwaday kard $ah *[médayaran o raxwi+]”
hoyag ud dasnag homanag {razén 0 ar@staran-saldr
hominag pil 6 pustibanan-silar homanag

ud asb & aswaran-sdlar homandg payadag 0 an
ham-payadag homandg pés-razm

“He made the king like the two overlords, the rook (on) the left

and right flank, the minister like the commander of the warriors, the ele-
phant like the commander of the bodyguards, and the horse

like the commander of the cavalry, the foot-soldier like the same

pawn that is at the front of the battle{field].”

Taxritos is astonished when he hears the explanation, because it is exactly
the rule that the Indian sages had devised with much toil, and now Wuzurgmihr
had solved the riddle rather easily. The story attempts to drive home several
points to the audience. Not only is the King of Kings of Persia greater than
others, but also Eran (the Sasanian Persian Empire) is the greatest empire. Sec-
ondly, Wuzurgmihr is not only the greatest of the Persian sages, but of all the
sages in the world, He is also able to defeat the Indian sage three times at chess,
their own game. The message of the story is simple: Persia is the greatest empire
oflate antiquity, its king is the greatest king, and its minister or sage is the wis-
est in the oikumene.
zirgmihr in return constructs the game of backgammon, and goes (o the
court of Dewiarm to deliver a reciprocal challenge to the Indian king, but no
one can solve the riddle and the rationale behind it. According to the Middle
Persian text, the name which Wuzurgmihr gives the game of backgammon is
Néw-Ardaxsir (Noble is Ardax§ir), in memory of Ardax3ir I (224-240 C.E.) the
founder of the Sasanian empire. Néw-Ardaxsir (Middle Persian: Persian: nard or

22. Mujma’ al-Tawartkh also supplies a short version of the Middle Persian version,
where Buzugmiht/Wuzurgmihr analogizes the game of chess to war (harb) and the game
of backgammon to the cosmos (falak), ed. M. Bahar. (Tehran. 1334).75.

23. The text reads “§3h & madiyaran & hoyag,” but I follow Panaino’s emendations, La

Novella, 638-69.
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Babylonian astronomy, and it appears that the Sasanians indeed effected a
unique mixture of Greek, Indian, and Babylonian astrological material.”

According to the Fihrist of Tbn Nadim. the inventor of backgammon, Wu-
zurgmihr, also wrote a commentary on the now-lost astronomical work, Anthol-
ogiae of Vettius Valens, although fragments of the Arabic translation of the
Middle Persian version are extant.”’ Wuzurgmihr's preoccupation with astron-
omy and astrology is significant in light of the cosmological explanation of the
game of backgammon according to the Middle Persian text. According to the
Fihrist, when the Indian king sent the game of chess to the Sasanian court chal-
lenging it to figure out the logic of the game. Wuzurgmihr, designed and sent the
backgammon board and its pieces to India to challenge the Indians in turn. The
Indian sages could not decipher the logic of the game and as a result Wuzurg-
mihr brought more glory to the court in Iran as well as much booty and honor.
Since the Indians could not discern the game’s logic, the King of Kings, Xusro I,
asked the sage to explain the game. Wuzurgmihr's answer, which clearly dem-
onstrates the cosmological significance of the game, is central to Zoroastrian

beliefs. He said the game is analogous to the processes of the cosmos and human
life.’! Fate is the primary actor in the lives of men, and the roll of the dice in the
game performs the function of fate.” The pieces represent humans, and their
function in the universe is governed by the seven planets and the twelve zodiac
signs. If we agree that Wuzurgmihr suggests “fate” (Middle Persian: baxt) is the
principal determinant of one’s life and actions and likewise accept Eznik of
Kolb’s statement that in the Sasanian period, the God Zurvan was equivalent to
bauxt, then we should consider Wuzurgmihr a follower of the Zurvanite doctrine.
The difference between the game of chess and backgammon. however, is signi-
ficant. While the game of chess is a game likened to battle, backgammon is
based on the throw of the dice, thus is completely subject to fate.

According to the Zoroastrianism of the Sasanian period, fate dominated and

controlled human life. The Middle Persian version of Widéwdad (Anti-Demonic

Law) states (Wd 5.9):

gétig pad baxt, méndg pad kuni$n ast ké edon gowed:

and Astrology in India and lran.” Isis, An International
ence and its Cultural Influences, 54, (1963): 241,

“Astronomy and Astrology,” 241-42;

ngree, “Astronomy
Review Dévoted to the History of Sci
30. British Museum MS Add. 23,400. Pingree,
Brunner. “The Middle Persian Explanation of Chess.” 1978, 46: lbn Khaldan gives
similar information on Wuzurgmihr’s preoccupation with astronomy and astrology,
Pingree, “Astronomy and Astrology.” 245. That the Iranians were interested in astronomy
already in the fifth century, before the influence of Indian material, is indicated by E. S.
Kennedy and B. L. van der Waerden, “The World-Year of the Persians,” Journal of the
American Oriental Society 83 (1963): 323; Panaino believes that Wuzurgmihr is not the
astrologer who translated the Anthologiae, see La Novella. 123.
31. C. 1. Brunner, “The Middle Persian Explanation of Chess.” 46-47.

32. C. . Brunner, “Astrology and Astronomy 11. Astronomy and Astrology in the

Sasanian Period,” Elr, 2: 864.
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an ud frazand ud xwastag ud xwadayih ud zindagih
pad baxt, abarig pad kunisn

“The material world is (governed) through fate, the spiritual
world is (governed) through action. There is someone who says: wife and

children and wealth and sovereignty and life is (governed) through fate, the
rest is (governed) through action.”

Shaul Shaked. however, has warned us that we should not think of the idea
of fate governing human life as solely Zurvanite, since “orthodox” Zoroastrian-
ism also accepted this idea.”® The shape of the game board is likened to span-
darmad zamig (Avestan), Spanta Armaiti, the goddess of the earth. This is
regular feature of Zoroastrian angelology,
of a cosmological structure which is not on
image.” Thus humans are functioning
is alive. The pieces represent the thir

a
where the earth is thought to be part
Iy an idea, but also represented as an
. or living, upon a cosmological being that
ty nights and days. The dice represent the
axvtaran and spihr (constellations and firmament) whose turns and positions
decide one’s movements and predict human life. According to the text, the ‘one’
on the dice represents Ohrmazd’s omnipotence and his oneness. The ‘two’ on
the dice represents menog and getig, the spiritual and the material world. The
“three’ represents the three stages of heaven in Zoroastrianism, humat, hiixt, and
huwarst, preceding paradise. The “four’ represents another cosmological expres-
sion, Cahar sog T gérig, “the four corners of the world,” an important concept in
Mesopotamian royal ideology. This phrase is equivalent to Akkadian kibrar
arb’i, the four corners, i.e., the entire world. > The “five’ represents the five

33. Sh. Shaked. “Bakt II. The Concept.” ElIr 3: 538: also regarding the influence of
Neoplatonic sources on this passage of the Widewdad, see J. Duchesne-Guillemin in
Hommages a Georges Dumézil, Collection Latomus 45 ( 1960): 102-103.

34. Henry Corbin, Spiritual Body and Celestial Earth, From Mazdean Iran to Shivize
{ran, (Princeton, 1977). 4-5.

358, sar kibratim arba’im “king of the four corners of the world™ adopted by Cyrus in
the sixth century B.C., The Assyrian Dictionary, eds. M. Civil, 1. J. Gelb. A. L.
Oppenheim, E. Reiner (Chicago. 1971), 8: 331. In Cyrus’ cylinder (CyC 1-2);

[mKu-ra-48 $r kig-at Sarru rabi Sarru dannu
Sar Babili (DIN.TIR)Ki ar kur§ume-ri u Akkadi ... |
-pi-3u | ... .... §&r ki-i]b-ra-a-tim ir-bi-it-tim

“Cyrus, King of the world, great king, legitimate king,
king of Babylon, king of Sumer and Akkad,
king of the four quarters of the earth, .

See W. Eilers, “Le texte cunéiforme du cyl
Hommage Universel II, Acta Iranica (197
the transcription are not standard. From |

indre de Cyrus,” Commémoration Cyrus,
4) 3: 29-32. *Please note that the fonts used for
iterary sources, one can point to the Sahnime of
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“Everywhere where there was the resting place of tbe peo};z]e,
in the four comers of the world, from enq to eild, this eart
they divided, and made it into seven portions.

” B pla, ( an, 1332/1953),

M. Qazwini, “Mugaddima-yi qadim-i Shahnameh,” Bist Magdla, (Tehran, 1332/1953),

2:43. ‘ . | -

36. On the question of the influence of Mesopotamian Ianc} hGre?; 1deea;I gzyginffme

. ) ‘ 4 i Pt Ta A e re ; <

avens, see A. Panaino, “Uranographia Iranica ] Three vens In the

%f hei:rT:r: ’T;zZition and the Mesopot;mian Background,” Au c,c,unfoltgrggl;.szroesligzzgns
ngz;;es offerts & Philippe Gignoux. ed. R. Gyselen, (Bures-sur-Yvette, 1,\ 2%8
37 \R C”Zaehnen The Dawn and Twilight of Zoroastrianism (London, 1961). 238.
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cosmological battle took place between the devas and the asuras. that also

played a similar part in the corporeal world, where fate and struggle controlled
humian destiny.

Artistic Representation

The earliest surviving chess pieces are from Persia. These include an elephant
(fig. 1) carved from black stone (2 7/8 inches). The piece is from the late sixth or

seventh century, which corresponds to the time when the Middle Persian text
was composed.”

Fig. 1

More importantly there is a silver-gilded hemispherical bow! housed at the
Arthur M. Sackler Gallery, which depicts several important scenes from the
Sasanian period (fig 2): a marriage scene, a wrestling scene, and several others,
including a scene of two people playing backgammon. Representationally, one
can conclude that this bowl depicts the activities that mattered in courtly life,”
and, based on the text of Xusrd ud Rédag, one may suggest that the bowl repre-
sents the activities in which a noble should engage or at least have a basic
knowledge of. These include wrestling, being informed about religious precepts
and ritual, marrying and having offspring, playing instruments, and also, being
able to play board games, i.e., backgammon. Harper has assigned the date of the
bowl to the seventh century based on a number of characteristics: the clothing of
some of the figures, which is similar to clothing depicted on the reliefs at Tag-i

38. E. Herzfeld, “Ein Sasanidischer Elefant.” Archdologische Mitteilungen aus Iran
(1931) 3: 27; F. Sarre, “Sasanian Stone Sculpture,” Survey of Persian Art (Oxford. 1939),
11 593-600; Jessie McNab Dennis and Charles K. Wilkinson, Introduction by Charles K.

Wilkinson, Chess: East and West, Past and Present, A Selection from the Gustavus A.
Pfeiffer Collection (New York, 1968) (cat. no. 1.

39. Prudence Oliver Harper, The Royal Hunter, Art of the Sasanian Empire (New
York, 1978), 75.
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Fig. 4

game. which in all probability is a backgammon game, along with several other
figures beside them. The exact context of the story is not clear, but it has been
suggested that the scene either represents a Buddhist Jataka story or a Turco-
Iranian narrative theme.” A nimbus appears to encircle the head of one of the
players who has his right hand raised as a gesture of victory. The man seated on
the left again has his left hand raised showing the bent forefinger. A figure
behind the victorious person also appears to be pointing to the loser with the
bent forefinger. The bent forefinger here again demonstrates one’s submission
or defeat at the game and another person uses the same gesture as witness to his
defeat.

A fourteenth-century manuscript of the Shahnameh contains two scenes,
one at the court of Xusro I, and the second at the court of Déwisarm. In the
scene (figs. 4 & 5) Wuzurgmihr is seated on the floor with three other Persians,
all with white turbans. In front of the Persian sage is a board, which, from the
context of the story, we know is a backgammon board. The Indian king is seated
on his throne, surrounded by the Indian sages who are painted darker and have
darker turbans. Wuzurgmihr points with his right hand to the backgammon
board which probably means that he is either challenging the Indian sages or - World
explaining the rules of the game after the Indian sages have been confounded. It : The Perso-Islamic
is particularly interesting to note that one of the two white-bearded Indian sages

familiar with back-
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43. Mario Bussagli, Painting of Central Asia trans. Lothian Small (Geneva, 1963), PP—— W
46-47. |
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45. Franz Rosenthal, Gambling in Islam (Leiden, 1975), 88
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47. Murry, A History of Board-Games, 114-115
48. Murry, A History of Board-Games, | 15.
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board game in the Near East and parts of the Mediterranean world to the pre-

1t is the Persian form of the game that spread to the rest of the Near East and

Anatolia, as evidenced by the names still used in Turkey and the Arab countries
today. Reason for this proposition is that even today when playing the game in
Turkey and in the Arab countries, it is called shash-baysh, nard or nardi, or
(Arabic) taw(i)la. The technical terminology is generally in Persian, such as the
terms used for numbers: yak ( Persian: yak); Middle Persian: ék; du; Persian: dii;
Middle Persian: dii, sey; Persian: sik; Middle Persian: sé, jahr; Persian: cahar:
Middle Persian: ¢ahdr, benj:; Persian: panj; Middle Persian: panj; shesh; Persian:
shash: Middle Persian: $af). When calling combinations, the players rarely call

in Arabic, rather the Persian form is used, such as shesh-baish or dz?f‘yak.s2 In
Georgia the game is called nardi, in Central Asia it is called narr; and in the
Deccan, fukhta-i-nard from Persian rakhtah-i nard.”

Finally in Persian poetry there are many references to the game; Anwari,
Asadi, Firdawsi, Khagani, Manuchihri, Mas‘ud Sa“d, Mukhtari, Mawlavi, Sa®di,
and Sana’i all mention backgammon.’4 Several of the poets place the game in its
original cosmological context, staying faithful to Wuzurgmihr’s description of
the game. Manuchihri gives the following couplet on human fate and the cos-

mos:

s G5l sy o sge Ginla e 5 a0 43R5 5585 saea SUE

“The firmament is like the victorious-looking backgammon (game),
Its pieces from coral, the quality of pearl.”

The significance of chess and backgammon and its diffusion into the
Islamic_world and further into Europe is another matter, with which we are not
concerned here. It should be mentioned, however, that different civilizations
ced changes into these games to render them more congruent with their
ultural realities and beliefs. To conclude, one point demonstrates this change in
the game of chess according to the environment in which it was played. After
the Christiag Spaniards were able to beat back the Muslims who had brought the
game of chéss to Andalusia (Spain), they replaced the wazir with the queen, so
that the game looked more Spanish than its Near Eastern counterpart.

51. The author lived in Greece for some years and saw the popularity of the game

among the Greeks.
52. Robert A. Barakat, Tawula: A Study in Arabic Folklore (Helsinki, 1974), 10-11.

53. Murry, A History of Board-Games, 115.
54. See Dihkhuda, Lughat-ndmeh, ed. M. Mo®in and Dj. Shahidi, s.v.



298 Daryaee

Appendix

Transcription, Translation, and Text of the Wi;
Ardaxsir

arisn t Catrang ud Nihisn T New-

There have been several translations of this text in the nineteenth and the twenti-
eth century, beginning with D. P. B. Sanjana,” C. Salemann,™ J. C. Tarapore,”’
M. Lucidi,™ A. Pagliaro,” C. J. Brunner,” and A. Panaino.”’ H. S, Nyberg made
important emendations and notes to the original Pahlavi text.”” and O, Hansen,

and A. Cantera™ have made important comments on the text. There have been

three Persian translation of the text as well, those of M. T. Bahar,” S, Orian,®®

and the best one that of B. Gheiby.” One should also pay attention to the
Shcihndmekof Firdawsi which contains a version of this text with much secon-
dary detail.”® Tha‘alibi has also supplied the Arabic version of the story which is
closer to the Shahnameh than the Middle Persian version.

The MK codex which contains the Wizdrisn 7 ud Nihisn T New-Ardaxiir was
edited by K.J. Jamasp-Asana, based on several manuscripts, the TD, MK, and
JI. The codex consisted of 163 folios w

here the Wizarisn 1 ud Nihisn I Néw-
e
55.D. P. B. Sanjana, Ganje shdyagan andarze
chatrang and Andarze Khusroe Kavaran.
Transliterated in Zend Characters and Tra

Languages, a Commentary and a Glossary of Selected Words (Bombay, 1885).

56. Mittelpersische Studien. Ersets Srtiik (sic). Mélanges Asiatiques tirés du Bulletin de
U'Académie Impériale des Sciences de Sr. Pétersbourg (1887) 973 222-42,

57. J. C. Tarapore, Vijarishn-i chatrang
Texts, Transliteration and translation into
Texts. With an Introduction (Bombay, 1932).

58. 11 Testo Pahlavico Vicarisno éatrang ud nihisni néw-artaxsér (Roma, 1935-1936).

59. A. Pagliaro, “H Testo Pahlavico Sul Giuoco degli Scacchi,” in Miscellanea G.
Galbiati, Fontes Ambrosiani § (Milano), 3: 97-110.

60. C. J. Brunner, “The Middle Persian Explanation of Chess,” 43-51.
61. A. Panaino, La Novella,

Atrepdt Mardspandan, Madigdane

or the Explanation of Chatrang and other
English and Gujarati. The Original Pahlevi

62.H.S.N yberg, A Manual of Pahiavi (Wieshaden, 1964),
63. Zum mittelpersischen Vicarisn carran
Rom (Gliickstadt Holst, 1935), 13-19.

64. A. Cantera, review of A, Panaino’s La Novellq degli Scacchi e de
n Orientalistische Literaturzeitung 95, (2000): 304-311.

65. M. T. Bahar, “Goziresh-e Satrang va nahidan-e vanirdsér,” Tarjumeh-ve Helsinki
cand mam-e pahlav (Tehran, 1347): 10-17.

g Internationaler Orientalistenkongress in

la Tavola Reale

66. S. Orian, Mutiin-i pahlavi (Tehran. 1371/ 1992), 152-57, 226-342.
67. B. Gheiby, Guzarish-i Shatranj (Bielefeld, 2001).

68. Shahnameh-yi Firdawsi, Moscow edition, 1970, 8, 206-17, lines 2628-2810: Sh
H. Qasemi, “Paydayish-i Shatranj bih rivayat-e Shahnameh,” Tahgigar Islami 6
(1991-1992): 458-66

The Original Péhlvi Text, the same
nslated into the Gujrati and English
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pad ndm i yazdah

Fvih T craw andiao-ruwan az
D &don gowend ki andar xwadayih 1 husraw andsag ru}z a a
vita § ar 1 hindugan §ah abar uzmudan 1
ewis iw Sahryar 1 hindtgan $ah abar

dewiSarm T wuzurg Sahry? h gan Sah abar wzmadan 1

xrad ud danagih 7 éran-Sahrigan ud stid-iz 1 xwes nigeri

riy Catrang éw juxt 10 tag az uzuinburd ud

16 tag az yikand T suxr kard fréstid.

2) abiig dn Catrang 1000 ud 200 uStar bar zarr lvl(% .e}s:em?dagio
ud gohr ud morwarid ud jémag ud 90 pil u-§ clsoxrmdadu g
kard abig fréstid ud (@taritos ¢iyon andar hindagan p
wizén bid abag fréstid.

3 pad frawardag dwon nibist &stad kﬁ_ abvz'iyeid Cl-}:?léd(;md

~ nam pad §ahan-§ahth pad ama hamag_ Sz}han:sgr 1 ! and
abdyéd ki danagan (1) a¥ma (-iz) az z}n 1 ami rg?a_g o
agar &m 1 &n Catrang wizaréd enya sak (ud) baj frésted.

$ahan-§ah 3 roz zaman xwist ud ec kiis_
né bud az danagan i érandahr ke Cim 1 an
Catrang wizardan Sayest.

sidigar roz wuzurgmihr 7 boxtagan abar 6 piy
éstad.

© u-§ guft ki andSag bawéd man &im 1 en
© trang t im 13 an &im ray be né€ wizdrd a
Catrang ta im rdz az an Cim ray . e
a¥md ud harw ké pad éran$ahr héd be dinéd ku
andar éranSahr mard T man dandgtar hom.

‘ Ci J én > - .y
7 gi?az;mxivaﬁha wizarom ud sak (Pd). vbﬁ] az c_iéwwa_rr?
stanom ud ané-iz &i$- kunom & c}ewma}rm fresto_m 1-
wizardan né tuwan (ud) az-i§ % b?ra:g sak Tir_) glff)}:?h
ud pad &n ab&guman baweéd Iiu asma pzid Sahan-$a
arzanig héd ud dandgan T ama az an i déwisarm
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8)

9)

10)

12)

13)

14

16)
17)

18)

19)

danagtar hend.

$ahan-$ah 3 bar guft ki ziwa
wuzurgmihr tataritos T ama u-§ 12000 drahm &
wuzurgmihr framiid dadan.

16z 1 dudigar wuzargmihr tataritos & PES xwast
ud guft ki déwisarm én Catrang pad ¢&im (1) karezar homanag
kard.

u-§ homanag 2 sar-xwaday kard 3ah 6 madayaran raxw
0 hoyag ud dasnag homanag frazen 6 areitaran-salar
homanag pil & pustibanan-salar homanag

ud asb 6 aswaran-salar homanag payadag 6 an
ham-payadag homanag i p&s-razm.

u-§ pas titaritos

Catrang nihad abag wuzurgmihr wazid ud wuzurgmihr 3
dast az tataritos burd ud padi¥ wuzurg ramisn o

hamag kiSwar mad.

pas tataritos abar 6 pay estad.

u-§ guft kit andSag bawed yazad én warz
ud xwarrah ud amawandih ud peérdzgarth 6 asma dad &ran
ud anéran xwaday h&d.

¢and ta danagan T hindiigan
€n Catrang éw juxt nihad pad was harg (ud) ranj
0 &d gyag awurd (ud) &€ kas wizardan né tuwan bid.

wuzurgmihr (I) a§ma az
asnxrad 1 xwe§ €don xwariha ud sabukiha
bé wizard.

u-3 an and xwastag 6 ganj T §ahan-
-8ah wisé kard.

Sahan-$ah dudigar r6z wuzurgmihr 6 pes
Xwast.

u-§ & wuzurgmihr guft ki wuzurgmihr 1
ama €€ ast an ¢i% i-t guft ki kunom (ud)

0 déwisarm fréstom?

wuzurgmihr guft ki az dahibedan andar &n hazarag

25)

26)

30)

3
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ardaxgir kardatar ud danagtar biid ud néw-ardaxsir
&d juxt pad nam 1 ardaxsir nihom.

taxtag i i o
néw-ardax§ir 6 spandarmad zamig homanag kunom.

d 30 i o
;uhrag & 30 roz ud $aban homanag kunom 15 1 sped

& roz homanag kunom ud 15 (1) sya o
$ab homanag kunom.

o e o an
gardanag &d tagd warqm{l 1 zilxtara
ud gardi$n T spihr homanag kunom.

&k abar gardanag-€ )
owon hgménég kunom kii ohrmazd €k ast (ud) har

nékih oy dad.

2 &don homanag kunom Ciyon
ménog ud gétig.

3 pwdn homanag kanom Ciyon hurrlat N Cunin
ud hiixt ud huwarst ud menisn ud gowisn ud kuniSn.

4 5won homanag kunom iydn Cahar amézisn k& mardom
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asa an ( emroz
az-i§ az-i% Cahdr sog (1) gétig xwarasan ud xwarwaran (ud) ném

ud abaxtar.

5 5won homanag kunom &iydn 5

a atax§ sarzag (1) az
ro8nih ¢iyon xwarsed ud mah ud starag (ud) ataxs ud warzag 1)

asman ayed.

6 6won homanag kunom éiy-Gn i
_ dadan T dam pad 6 gah T gahanbar.

" nihadag i ) o o
néw-ardax$ir abar taxtag €don homanag kunom C1yon
ohrmazd xwaday ka-§ dam & gétig dad.

isni Anag-& oOwon homanag Ciyon
wardi¥n ud gardi$n 1 muhrag pad gardanag-e

eti O mendga wast ested
marddman 1 andar gétig band 0 mendgdn pay
pad 7 ud 12 hamﬁgowardénd (ud) wihézend ud ka ast

&k 6 did zanénd ud abar &nénd Eiyon mardoman andar gétig ek

o did zanénd.

ud ka pad gardanag-¢ &d gardisn
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33)

34)

37)

hamag abar ¢inénd hangogidae |

Widargnazdr c-mend hangosidag T mardom ke hamag az gétig

padaran “Ew?’nd ud }(u did-iz b& nihénd hangdsidag 1 mzlrdglllan
pad ristaxéz hamag zindag abaz bawend. '

§;’ihz‘1n-§€}h ka-§ an saxwan agnad ramisnig

bud' u_d framid 12000 ash (1) tazig az i]ant] moy
pa@xsgr Pad zarr (ud) morwarid u?i 12000 mard (1) *juwan k&
pad ;vlzm} az éranSahr 12000 zrgh 7 haft-*g‘ard ke
Ed lj.f)f)()’s?n}sv;i':r (D) polawadén 7 wirdst hin:iﬁg (ud) 12000
amar T haft ¢a¥mag ud abarig har &8 andar 1760() i

mard (ud) asp abayist har &g abrangigiha payr%yénidan

ziu%grgmlhr (1) boxtagan abar awéian sij
“1zidag pad nék jahig a ;

£ pad nek jahi$n ud yazdan ayarih 6 hindigan frestid
déwids T\ g Aar 7 hi

:;Vl_Sdl:m ! Wuzurg Sahryar T hindGgan-$ah ka awesan

< an [v_ < 7, v 1 t iy
pad an ewénag did az wuzurgmihr i boxtagan 40 15z zama
pad ar 0z zaman
& l\a's rié bud az danagan i hindaigan k&
¢im (1) an néw-ardaxir danist,

wuzurgmihr did-iz ham &and
in <a Ao _

‘ ak ud baj az déwisarm stid ud pad nék jahisn ( ud)
wuzurg abrang abaz 6 &ransahr amad k

wizari§ C¢im T Catrang &n ki &
o 1;r-1 ( Pd_) CIm i catrang én ku ¢(&ri)h pad nérang az an
¢ y(_)g anagan-iz guft &stéd ki péroz ki pad xrad ‘
arcd az an (i) a-z€n ardie ma il
an (1) a-zén ardig madagwarih <i> danistan.

waz@aq (1) Catrang &n kii nigerisn ud tuxsisn <i>
pad pxgah dastan 7 abzar 1 xwad was
(tiugsxsm C1yon & burdan $ayistan { abzar 1 oy

di ‘ud pa(_i ummed 1 abzar 1 6y 1 did burdan
siyman ray dast T wad né wazisn ud hamwar
abzar €k-€ a arf

dzd.r ekh ¢ pad kar ud abarig pad pahréz darisn
ud nigerisn bowandag-menisn

o iha ud abarig 6wan ¢ on and
W - = T £ onc It P
cewen<ag>-namag nibist &stad At

frazaft pad drod ud $adin

ar kard ud rozgar-e
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Translation

1)

4)

8)

9)

In the name of the Gods

It is said that during the reign of Xusro, of Immortal soul,

for the sake of testing the wisdom and knowledge of the Iranians
and to see his own benefit, Déwisarm, great sovereign of

the Indians, sent one set of chess, sixteen pieces made from
emerald and sixteen pieces made from red ruby.

Along with that (game of) chess he sent 1200 camel loads of gold
and silver and jewels and pearls and garments and 90 elephants
and things specially made for them, which were sent along, and
Taxritos who was notable among the Indians was sent along.

In a letter he had written thus: Since you are named king of kings,
and over us you are king of kings, then your wise men also must
be wiser than ours, either you explain the logic of this (game of)
chess or send (us) tribute and tax.

The king of kings asked for three days, and there was not one
among the wise men in Eransahr who was able to explain the

logic of that chess (game).

On the third day, Wuzurgmihr, the son of Boxtag stood upon his
feet.

He said thus: May you be immortal, I did not explain the logic of
this game of chess till today for that reason so that you and any-
one who is in Eransahr know that I am the wisest in Eransahr.

I will easily explain the logic of this (game of) chess and will
take tribute and tax from DéwiSarm, and | will create and send
something to Déwisarm which he will not be able to explain,

| (and) for the second time I will again take tribute and therefore it

" will become certain that you are worthy of the kingship of kings
and our wise men are wiser than those of DéwiSarm.

The king of kings said three times thus: Bravo Wuzurgmihr,
our Taxritos, and he commanded to give Wuzurgmihr
12000 silver coins.

On the second day Wuzurgmihr called Taxritos before
him and said thus: Déwisarm has designed this chess (game)
like a battle in purpose.
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10)

14)

16)

17)

18)

20y

21)

22)

He made the king like the two overlords

and right flank, the minister | the rook (on) the left

ike the Commander of d

t =i er of the W3 .
Se i ¢ Commander of the Cavalry. the foot-soldier I

the same pawn, that is at front of the battle(ﬁye’ld)e ootsoldier lke

Then Taxritos set the (game of) chess and pl
m‘lhr., and szurgmihr won 3 hands from Ta
of this, great joy came to the country.

ayed with Wuzurg-
Xritos, and because

Then Taxritos stood upon his feet.

mi;i:;;i:‘; May you be immortal, God has given you this
uious power, and glory and stre and vietor: )
You are the lord of Eran and non~1'::rc‘:1gth’ and victoriousess.

Several of i i
oo hersjlu(zth t};?«‘fl(;;?lan (\;/1:6‘ 1mben prepared this set of chess (pieces)

, and toil brought i is e. (ar o
was able to (give an) exp]anation.g e

= g E B B

Y our \;\f uzuz Illl]l] due to hlg nnate Wlsd()]“ ]al]le] SO
aqi P d Q7 P ’

ed&lly an 5Imp1y exp]dmed It.

He dispatched that s
Kings. much wealth to the treasury of the king of

T . . .
he next day the king of kings called Wuzurgmihr before him

FIe hs(aid to Wuzprgmihr thus: Our Wuzurgmihr, what

1s that thlpg which you said to me: I will make ?

and send it to DéwiSarm?

Wuz ihr sai S
Ardal;rgrm‘;}: said thus: Among the rulers of this millennium
‘as more capable and most wise ; i
e b s se and I will name thig
(game) backgammon (New-Ardaxsir) in Ardax$ir s name s

['will make the board of th
e bz -
Spandarmad earth, ackgammon like the

an I will make 30 pieces like the
Wll] make 15 white, like the day
like the night. ’

30 nights and days, I
and I will make 15 black,

I will make this s i
s single die as the turnin i
the revolution of the firmament e
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23) 1 will make the one on the dice like Ohrmzad, who is
one and all goodness was created by him.

24) 1 will make the two like the spiritual and the material world.

25) I will make the three like good thoughts, good words,
and good deeds, and thoughts. words, and deeds.

26) 1 will make the four like the four humors which the people
are made of, and (like) the four corners of the world, northeast

and southwest, and southeast, and northwest.

27 I will make the five like the five lights, like the sun,
and the moon, and the stars, and the fire and the heavenly
brightness which descends from the sky.

28) I will make the six like the creation of the creatures
during the six periods of Gahdnbars (which makes the
divisions of the year).

29) I will make the arrangements of the (game of) backgammon
on the board like the Lord Ohrmazd, when He created
the creatures of the material world.

30) The turning and revolution of the pieces by the die is like people
in the material world, their bond connected to the spiritual world,
through the 7 and 12 (planets and constellation) they all have
their being and move on, and when it is as if they hit one against
another and collect, it is like people in the material world, one
hits another (person).

And when by the turning of this die all are collected, it is in the

3D
likeness of the people who all passed out from the material world
(@ied), and when they set them up again, it is in the likeness of
ﬁée people who during the (time of) resurrection, all will come to
life again.

32) When the king of kings heard that speech, he became joyful and

commanded 12000 Arabian horses of the same hair (color),
bridled with gold and pearls and 12000 young men who are dis-
tinguished in Eransahr, 12000 coat of mail armor and 12000
swords prepared of Indian steel, (and) 12000 seven-studded
(jeweled) belts and whatever is needed for 12000 men (and)
horses, everything adorned in the most splendid manner.

33) Wuzurgmihr, the son of Boxtag was made commander over them,
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36)

38)

and at the chosen date, with good fortune and with the aid of the
Gods, sent to the Indians.

Deéwifarm the great, the sovereign of the king of
the Indians. when he saw them in that manner, he asked
Wuzurgmihr, the son of Boxtag for 40 days time.

There was no one among the wise men of the Indians who knew
the logic of that (game of) backgammon,

Wuzurgmihr again collected as much tribute and tax from
Déwisarm and through good fortune and great splendor returned
to Erdnsahyr.

The explanation (and) the logic of chess is this: Victory through
skill, in the manner which the wise have said: The victor who
wins through wisdom, from having the essential knowledge of
weaponless war.

The explanation of chess is this that, observation and striving
through protecting one’s own piece, greater striving to be able to
capture the other person’s pieces, not playing a bad hand because
of hope of being able to capture the other person’s pieces, always
keeping one piece on the attack and the others on the defense,
observing with complete mindfulness, and other as has been
written in the Book of Manners.

Completed with salutation and joy.
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Iranian Studies, volume 35, number 4, Fall 2002

Philippe Rochard
The Identities of the Iranian Zirkhanah=

A MAJOR AMBIGUITY ATTACHES TO THE ZURKHANAH, THE TRADITIONAL GYMNA-
sium of Iran. It is celebrated as an abode of chivalry and traditional values such
as generosity, forbearance, and fair play. but it also has a reputation of harboring
unruly elements on the margins of legality, men who are willing to rent their
strong-arm services to whomever pays most. In this article I propose to explore
this ambiguity and trace its roots in the social history of the institution. To do
this, I shall first provide a quick update on the state of traditional athletics today,
then expound on the paradox, and finally attempt to explicate it by discussing
the identities of three social types that frequented the ziirkhanah.

A BRIEF UPDATE ON A TRADITION

The Iranian zirkhanah, literally “House of Strength,” is the traditional gymna-
sium in which athletes practice a series of gymnastic and bodybuilding exercises
that have been called “ancient sport,” varzish-i bastani, since 1934. Formerly
these gymnasia mainly taught the art of Turco-Persian wrestling, but the estab-
lishment of the National Tranian Wrestling Federation in 1939 put an end to this
practice. Traditional wrestling did not disappear, however, and is now called
pahlavani wrestling in memory of the title that used to be bestowed on the
champions of this discipline,' but its organic link with the ziirkhanah has been
severed, Contrary to the situation in Turkey. where there exists a corps of pro-
fessiond] traditional wrestlers,” Tranian wrestlers only practice pahlavani wres-
tling o# the side, when a national competition is in sight; once a tournament is

Phillipe Rochard is at the Université de Strasbourg.

Jike to thank my wife, Shirine Baniahmad, for her valuable help in
translating Persian sources, and Houchang Chehabi for his help in locating some
important sources, for his careful reading of the first draft of this article. and for his
clarifying comments. Thanks are also due to Sunil Sharma and two anonymous reviewers
for their helpful comments.

\. Pahlavant wrestling differs from the international freestyle variety in that bouts are
longer (an echo of the time in which there were no time limits at all) and that wrestlers
may grab each other’s breeches, which allows for holds using the belt and the hem behind
the knee. These breeches are made of reinforced cloth or leather and are called runbdn.
See Patricia L. Baker, “Wrestling at the Victoria and Albert Museum.” /ran 35 (1997):
73-80.

2. See Carl Mehmet Hershiser, “Turkish Oiled Wrestling and the Commodification of
Traditional Culture,” unpublished PhD dissertation, University of Texas at Austin, 1998.
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over, they return to their fraining in freesty.le ‘Wrestling..’q’ For all intents .and pur-
poses, therefore, g_\‘-'n!z?as{ic and bodybuilding exercises now constitute the
zirkhdnah’s only activities.

Customarily, athletes execute the exercises in groups of between ten and
fifteen in an octagonal pit (gawd). to the thythmic chant of a musician, here
termed murshid, who sits on a podium (sardam), and accompanies himself with
a percussion instrument (zarb), and a bell, (zang). Since 1941, national Iranian
radio has broadcast these rhythmic chants every morning, allowing devotees to
do these exercises at home. More recently, traditional exercise sessions have
begun appearing in non-traditional multi-purpose sports clubs, which reflects a
change in the character of the athletes: where the older generation limited itself
to ancient sport and wrestling, younger zirkhanah athletes also practice other
disciplines such as bodybuilding, weight lifting, martial arts, even soccer. As a
direct consequence of this diversification, new gymnastic movements, drawn
mainly from East Asian martial arts, have begun appearing in the acrobatic
improvisations ( Shirinkdrf) that are part of a ziirkhanah session.*

Space and Hierarchy

When they meet in a traditional house of strength, the athletes form a circle
inside the exercise pit and face the session’s exercise leader, the miydndar, who
occupies its center. Their precise place within the circle is determined by a hier-
archy: the most senjor members, the pishkisvars, occupy the place of honor clos-
est to the murshid, while to their left and right younger members stand in
descending order of seniority all the way to the beginners, who stand farthest
from the murshid’s podium. The traditional classification that organized the
younger members into beginners (nawchah) and apprentices {(nawkhwdéstah) has
been gradually abandoned as modern bureaucratic structures were introduced
into the world of Iranian sports. In particular, the establishment of the national
wrestling federation in 1939 Jed to the adoption of internationa] age categories
and new collective teaching methods, which rendered the old system of appren-
ticeship from master to pupil obsolete.” As for attire, athletes put on their
breeches on special occasions and for competitions, but for their daily exercises
they use the lung, a red square cloth wrapped around the loins and passed
between the legs.

3. This absence of a specialized setting has unfortunately led to g4 genuine
impoverishment of the knowledge of the techniques of traditional wrestling.

4. A similar process of borrowing can also be observed in pahlavani wrestling, where
certain new techniques can clearly be traced to Jjudo, which some wrestlers practice on
the side.

5. Most recently, this reorganization of teaching has also reached the music masters.
Having been initiated into the art of chanting and drumming in collective courses, today’s
young murshids do not hesitate to claim that they are self-taught, while their elders are
proud to trace their teaching lineage back three or four generations.
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i vhind (lit. “swimming”) push-up exercises with Takhr.
. 1: Shina (lit. “swimming”) pus 4 5
gtxgrkhanah-i Nur, Tehran. 1994. Photographer. Ph. Rochard

= : : = "
Fig. 2: Charkhidan (rotation) exercises, at medium speed. Zurkhan
Nur, Tehran. photographer: Ph.Rochard.
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Fig. 3: Kabbadah exercise
background. Bashg,
Rochard.

performed in a gymnasium. Note the sane ;
e ~ $ . he sang in th
ah-i Sulaymaniya, Tehran, 1996. Photographer: Pgh. ©
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Instruments and Exercises

Of the various instruments known to have existed, four are currently in use.
These are the mil (Indian clubs), always used in pairs and made of wood and
weighing between two
and twenty kilograms:
the kabbadah, a heavy
iron bow, whose
weight has been fixed
at between twelve and
sixteen kilograms and
which athletes swing
from one side to the
ather over their heads;
the sang. heavy
wooden boards of
about forty kilograms
each that an athlete
lifts, one in each hand,
as he lies on his back;
and the takhr-i shind,
a small wooden plank
used as a base for
various types of push-
ups. The origin and
evolution of these
instruments are com-
plex and difficult to
trace; the mil and the
kabbadah probably
i in ancient

“No instruments
are needed for the
remaining warm-up exer- Fig. 4: Juggling with heavy mil. Zurkhanah-i Shirkat-i
cises and the exercises that Naft. Photographer: Ph. Rochard.
build endurance and flex-
ibility. Most notable among these is the charkh, a whirling exercise which the
athletes do in ascending order of seniority, from beginners to seniors.

Ethics and Morality

The most ardent defenders of ancient sports declare that the ziirkhanahs teach a
philosophy of life that originates in the ancient but often reformulated moral and
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spiritual tradition of mystical Islamic chivalry, javanmardi.® Frequented, for
obvious reasons of propriety, only by men, the ziirkhanah is an institution that
exalts the ideals of traditional masculinity (mardanag?), which many take to be
the Same as javanmardi, although the former is merely a prerequisite for the
latter. Thus, an exercise session provides an opportunity to remind those present,
whether athletes or spectators, of their social duties, duties that include generos-
ity, mutual help, courage, loyalty, respect for elders, and keeping one’s word.
These ritualistic restatements of the community’s basic values allow everyone to
bask in the comfort of true solidarity, as long as he is worthy of it, The
ziirkhanah is a place where athletes can achieve social integration while at the
same time distinguishing themselves, a place that offers them occasions to acti-
vate social connections and a setting in which to exercise the body.

Perpetuation and Renewal

Although for the last eighty years the ziirkhanah has been only one among the
many places where a man can engage in physical exercise, it is not a forgotten
and moribund tradition brought to life by the anthropologist. According to the
head of the Iranian Federation of Ancient Sports, a total of between twenty and
thirty thousand athletes engage in traditional exercises every day;” and Teheran
alone has over fifty gymnasia where they are practiced. There is hardly a village
in Iran that does not have a house of strength, with the exception of those situ-
ated in the littoral regions of the Persian Gulf.

The rules and regulations of the zirkhanah tend to adapt to the new tastes of
Iranian society. Since the end of the Iran/Irag War in 1988, Iran’s Federation of
Ancient Sport and Pahlavani Wrestling has tried very hard to promote the activi-

6. The literature on javanmards is vast, and has been analyzed in radically different
ways by different authors. See Fariba Adelkhah, Being Modern in Iran, trans. Jonathan
Derrick (London, 1999): CI. Cahen, and W. L. Hanaway Ir, ““Ayyar” Eir s.v.; Cl. Cahen
and Fr. Taeschner, “Futuwwa,” EF s.v.. Cl. Cahen, “Ahdath,” EF; Claude Cahen
“Mouvements populaires et autonomisme urbain dans I" Asie musulmane du moyen age,
I” Arabica 5 (1958): 225-50 and “Mouvements populaires et autonomisme urbain dans
I’Asie musulmane du moyen age, 1" Arabica 6 (1959): 25-56: Claude Cahen, “Y a-t-i]
eu des corporations professionnelles dans le monde musulman classique?” in A. H.
Hourani and S. M. Stern, eds.. The Islamic City: A Colloguium (Oxford and Philadelphia,
1970), 51-63; Henry Corbin L’homme et son ange-initiation et chevalerie spirituelle
(Paris, 1983); Angelika Hartmann, an-Nasir li-din Allah: (1180-1225): Politik, Religion,
Kultur in der spiiten Abbasidenzeit (New York and Berlin, 1975); Parviz Natil Khanlari,
“A’in-i ‘ayyari,” Sukhan 18 (1348/1969): 1071-77, 19 (1348/1969): 19-26, 113-22,
263-67, 477-80; Muhammad-Ja“far Mahjub, Ain-i javanmardi ¥a futuvvar (New York,
2000): Murtaza Sarraf, ed., Rasa’il-i Javanmardan: Mushtamal bar haft futuvvat-namah
(Tehran, 1973, 1991); Franz Taeschner, Ziinfte und Bruderschaften im Islam: Texte zur
Geschichte der futuwwa (Zurich, 1979); Fr. Taeschner, “Akhi.” EF s.v.; Jean-Claude
Vadet “La Futuwwa, morale professionnelle ou morale mystique,” Revie des Etudes
Islamiques, 46 (1978): 57-90; and Mohsen Zakeri, Sasanid Soldiers in Early Muslim
Society: The Origins of Avvaran and Futuwwa (Wiesbaden, 1995).

7. Sayyid Abdullah Sajjadi, personal communication.
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ties of which it is in charge. To counteract the young generation’s waning inter-
l:t in the tradition, it organizes national competitions, has a pglzcyqui appointing
i’;;unoer cadres and has modified the gymnastic program to make it more varied
izzd acttracti\fe. It even offers real training opportunities for the under sixteen year
Z%ds who were traditionally barred from entering a hous?e of strength. VM}frﬁme@
f cgc)rdinateg these policies with the provincial federations that carry them out,
i.;hich is a break with the centralism of previous years. A varleg.ef przx:aaz
donors (companies, generous individuals, bazaar merchants) an;i1 p;l: ic jpfszozf
L il, mini ici ernments, the Foundati ;
{ministry stry of culture, municipal gove ‘ S
ey ici in the fi ng of these activities
i s in M .} participate in the financing
the Astan-i Quds in Mashhad, etc.) p ‘ cing of fhete acttvities
; i the election of Muhamma ata .
and thus encourage them. Since Mul ‘
;?an residency i; May 1997, the heads of provincial fe(‘ieratmns have ch?n;zl
addeg ir;qp()rtaance as they now participate in the election of the head o
national federation. ’ N
As a result of these policies, the numbers of young men who pdr‘t:fclgln?eé
; : i / acti t some provi -
Anci s he eably gone up. The active role tha
ancient sports has noticeab e Ly
i ably 5 distan, Khorasan, and Azerbaij : ,
erations (notably those of Kur n, : thajjan) hate takon,
1 his improvement will survive s tha
allows one to be confident that t AT :
?he innovations have generated in Teheran between traditionalists and moderni
7Er8. ‘ i , -
Pushed by the necessity of appealing to the young, vah(; crave g](;gﬂ;eq
‘ i itself stes of the young S
iti t has adapted itself to the tastes o ‘ '
recognition, ancient spor el e NN
{ ises of agility (e.g., whirling and juggling se it
who prefer exercises of agi ( e e
the iron bow). The reasons for this g
strength alone matters (e.g., : i e v
i i f all the other social and aesthetic sta
are embedded in the evolution o . ) e
i i i its entry into the industrial age.
[ranian society has undergone since 3 e
i i static force, and leanness more than the big .
is now more desirable than static , : . SR
’ s1 " wealth ¢ d health. To this, one must now
used to be a sign of wealth and goo : e
’s audiovis dia, which alone can provide the ¢
tates of today’s audiovisual media, ovie el
¢ If one wants to be noticed, one’s p
counts,in the eyes of the athletes. c’ formance
“bri ar.”’ the new team competitions
“brief and spectacular.” Thus for : T ho
iti in individual disci s (kabbadah, charkh, etc.),
~ titions in individual disciplines (
S e i onized cises that are carefully
iyandd i synchronized exercise:
the miyanddrs and their men prepare niz ! .
choreci"’graphed and whose technical and artistic merits are duly noted a
warded bythe judges. . . . _—
* The federatgon is not alone in modernizing and promoltmg] anf‘cf{er'ltl s(;))grt;?e
g pr !
indivi initiatives numerous. In Qazvin a local oftici
local and individual initiatives are ' focal official of 1
i i i ization has opened a schoo young ath
National Physical Education Organi - e
i i icipality has established zitrkhanahs in disused [
letes, in Tabriz the municipality ‘ : : s
i he National Iranian Oil Company has org
bathhouses (hammamy), and t . Ll
1 i 1 the occasion of National Wo ,
demonstration on its premises on RINETR L A .
encourage mothers to allow their sons to attend ziirkhanahs. Finally, since 199
g o

ili * ste sportif dans le sport traditionnel iranien

Philippe Rochard, “Le beau geste spor s le sport t .

( 7u%khsﬁerfe et varr)zp,eshﬁ bastani),” Actes du colloque de la Societas Iranologica Europaea,
{fzalume 3 (Louvain, forthcoming).



