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ANCIENT SPORTS
AND GAMES

" ... Hercules invaded Elis with a large army, defeated Augeas in a bloody battle
by killing him with one of his deadly arrows. After the defeat Hercules gathered
his army heaped the spoils near Pisa, offered a sacrifice in the name of the Olympic Gods and marked the beginning of the Olympic Games ." 1

The gymnastics school (Palestra ,
Παλαίστρα) is a sport complex
which aims to develop the muscularity and the physical endurance
of the boys. This was carried out
by the disciplines of the pentathlon - running, wrestling , jumping,
throwing a disk and a spear .
Sports training of children continues in the gymnásion, visited from
the age of 16 till the age of 18. As
the name implies this is a high
school for exercise and sport. An
interesting fact is that the Ancient
Greeks not only train but also
compete naked. The name of this
educational institution derives
2
from the word gymnos - naked .
2
3

Sport and games are a significant
part of people's lives since Ancient
Greece . Their main purpose is to
develop the male’s physique, striving
for perfection. After that comes their
meaning as a pleasure and entertainment. It is interesting to mention
that in the Classical period physical
education has preponderance over
mental. There are two types of
schools - Musical (till the age of 14)
and gymnastics (till the age of 16).
With the word musiké is named the
complex of reading, writing , playing
and singing , also arithmetic, geometry and astronomy.

During the 6th century BC the
athletes are asked to put cloth over
their groin, but soon nakedness
becomes fashionable once again.
Nowadays, the gymnasium is far
from being associated with the
meaning that the ancient Greeks
gave. Both in Bulgaria and other
European countries, this is a high
school where a wide range of
different disciplines are studied
with strong emphasis on the
academic learning. Physical education is a very small part of the
curriculum of this otherwise
historical institution.3

Waldo, E. Sweet Sport and Recreation in Ancient Greece. A Sourcebook with Translations, 1987
Bogdanov, Bogdan Ancient Greek Culture, p. 95 - 96

Once created, the Olympic
Games are the most significant event in the public life
of the ancient Greeks. At
their festive squares Greeks
from all sites show off their
poets, but most importantly
- test the power of their
athletes. The sport events are
a symbol of the greatness
and the dignity of the poleis
(/plez/, πόλεις [póles]).

On the vase you can see a music
lesson in progress.

1 Kun, Nikolay Legends and Myths of Ancient Greece
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The historic beginning of the Olympic
4
games is considered 776 BC. At that
time athletes compete in only one discipline: "Stade" - a 190 meters dash, and
the first winner is the Elean baker,
named Koroibos.5 The winners of the
games are crowned only with a wreath
made of olive twigs and ribbons of wool.
Of course, they are highly respected and
also perceived as true heroes. Those
athletes are role models for the young
and still inexperienced men and also a
source of admiration and inspiration.

To make the Olympic Games more colorful, the Greeks bring in a new
discipline - Pankration. This is a cruel game of strength and endurancea mix between modern boxing and wrestling. To represent how terrifying they could be we will tell you that the only rules are: no biting and
no eye-gouging. There are no rounds, and the game is continued until
one of the players gives up, loses consciousness or drops dead. The
famous philosopher Plato himself is twice a champion in this discipline.

Many people in the present day are shocked – or
intrigued – by the Greeks’ apparent insensitivity to
violence, dangers, and even death in the stadium.
Like people before and after them, Greeks found
orchestrated violence alluring, and they admired
combat athletes for their toughness, endurance,
6
and fighting spirit.

In Sparta this discipline is practiced not only as a preparation
for competition , but also as a preparation for war. Unlike all
other Greeks, Spartans allow their women to train equally as
men because they believe that a strong woman would give
birth to strong children.

6
4

(Fordyce W. Mitchel Memorial Lecture Series) Golden, M. Greek Sport and Social
Status, University of Texas Press, 2009

5

Blackwell, Wiley A Companion to Sport and Spectacle in Green and Roman Antiquity,
p. 27

Blackwell, Wiley Sport and Spectacle in Green and
Roman Antiquity, p.29

Archeological proof for the ancient origin of some
modern sports and games are found on the island
of Knossos. "Fresco del torero" is a subject of
numerous disputes. "We can see a raving bull
attacking while on his back a young man is making
somersault in the air. Behind them another acrobat
has his arms wide open in preparation for catching
the one on the bull. Meanwhile a third acrobat is
preparing to grip the horns of the bull and make
an outstanding acrobatic performance. It was
probably a national sport, since such scenes are
very common among the pottery
and seals found
7
in different places in Crete."
7

5

Koshidowski, Z. When the Sun was God (Кошидовски, З. Когато слънцето беше Бог)

6

It is believed that the ancestor of the modern
Corrida is precisely Minoan Crete, where acrobatics with bulls is a popular spectacular entertainment. There are many theories surrounding
the origins of these games. One of them is that
the ancient bullfight was once called taurocatapsia (Bull-leaping) and began with the use
of the animal as an obstacle on the way of a
few horsemen. The game continues till the bull
is fully exhausted. Then dare-devils toss themselves on its back willing to bend its neck with
their bare hands, grab its horns and defeat it
under the applause of the audience. This
bloodless spectacle ends as a demonstration of
the human strength, agility and speed. 8

Every year Minoans witnessed bloody events between a bull and a girl, a symbol of the hidden in the maze
Minotaur. The battle was held in the form of dance as the girl strived to jump over the horns of the bull. Often
those attempts ended tragically. Today, except in Spain, the corrida is practiced in Portugal, southern France,
Mexico, Colombia, Ecuador, Venezuela, Peru and the Philippines. 9

Another theory is that the Minoans contributed to the Greek mythology as creating the
mysterious maze in the palace of Knossos.
There lived the terrifying Minotaur - a mythical
creature, in which name fourteen virgins were
being sacrificed annually. The Minotaur is the
supernatural creature with the head of a bull
and terrible horns that inspired the advent of
the games with bulls.

8

7

http://www.temanews.com/index.php?p=tema&iid=155&aid=4074

9

http://hulite.net/modules.php?name=News&file=article&thold=-1&mode=flat&order=0&sid=90056
8

We wouldn’t be able to continue without mentioning games that belonged to the Thracian culture. This civilization
is a millennium older than the Greek and honors similar gods. There are hints that their games are assimilated by
10
the ancient Greeks, but altered due to the misunderstanding of the Thracian culture and mentality. Unlike the
Olympic games, the Thracian emphasize on uniting the mind and the body. The main goal of those games is to give
a chance to all kinds of people, regardless their occupation, to show what they are capable of. In the oldest city in
Europe there is a stadium, testifying the presence of sports competitions on the land of Bulgaria during Thracian
11
times. This city is Plovdiv and dates from 6000 BC. Unfortunately, this field has not been well researched and so far
any conclusions would be deprived of historical facts.

European traditional games
constantly improve and
evolve. However, in our
modern time we observe a
different set of values and
sources of aspiration. If
ancient civilizations perceive
games as a parade of
strength and physical capabilities, they are now a parade
of the drug evolution.

THE BEGINNING
OF A NEW ERA

Wherever the truth hides, in 393 emperor Theodosius banned all pagan games to reinforce the rule of the Christian
12
religion. A renewal takes place in 1896, when the games are once again called Olympic.
Popov, D. fabulous ancient Thrace, 2012 (Попов, Д. Приказна Древна Тракия, 2012)
11 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/destinations/middleeast/11105676/The-worlds-20-oldest-cities.html?frame=3043208
10
12

We see incredible achievements in the history of sport,
which are only the result of
doping despite the preventive efforts of the competent
institutions. Such an example
is Lance Armstrong- seven
times champion of the Tour
de France. In Oprah’s show he
admits about all the medications he used to win the
championships (you can see
the interview by clicking the
link below).13 The seizure of
his titles doesn’t change a
thing. He still remains the
best cyclist.

Blackwell, Wiley A Companion to Sport and Spectacle in Green and Roman Antiquity, p. 392

13

9

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u1qf9TlFTl4

10

The problem comes from the
constant raising of the bar
which requires superhuman
efforts. This bar has long
surpassed the natural human
evolutionary capabilities yet
we continue to rise it. On the
other hand, sport is not just a
source of glory but also a tool
for direct income. For some
sports the prize pool is in
millions (choose a currency).
It is easy to see how such
prizes can tempt you to cheat.

Sport is also commercialized. If you look
closely at the equipment of the professional sportsmen you will notice the
logos of their sponsors.
Last but not least sport is now politicized. All participants represent not only
themselves but also their country. This is
a sharp double-edged sword but due to
the sensitivity of the topic we don’t want
to go into details. We understand that we
can`t give an advice or a recommendation that will radically improve the situation. This is why we will emphasize on
another subject - mass sport.

Bulgaria is a small country which still has unsurpassed success in sports. When we examined the history of the
Bulgarian sporting success we noticed that most of them are during the socialist regime (you can catch a
14
glimpse of our country’s sports achievements by clicking the link below). This is not a coincidence. Back then
the State policy aimed at proving the superiority of people’s sports talent in the Soviet Union compared to the
democratic world. At that time sports were compulsory for every child from early childhood and most importantly – they used to be free. Today, although the citizens of Bulgaria pay taxes, sport is barely financed. In the
same time talented children have never ceased to exist. They are just left to the mercy of the fate.
During the socialism sports are a
source of a national pride and glory.
The success of a single individual is felt
by the whole country. This is an experience to be learned from this part of the
totalitarian regime for all of the European countries. We are used to rejecting anything that does not work in its
entirety without paying attention to its
good practices. Have you ever wondered why the inventors of a particular
sport are not always the best in it? As
an example we will point the marathon. Its origins derive from Europe.

Today the best marathoners are the Ethiopians. Their main
advantage lies in their culture. In the past, and even now,
hunters chase their prey to exhaustion. The chase takes
hours and even days. This is a proof of the incredible abilities
of man.
Ethiopians do not need to focus on policy, in order to
improve. Their success is grounded in their culture - it`s a part
of their lifestyle. For other countries such a success would be
a result of a constant effort to transform the sport into a
tradition with strong values. This is how success is achieved.
It`s a matter of priorities.
14
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http://www.visittobulgaria.com/sport/person_profiles/olympic_champions
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We can represent other
examples as football and
swimming. The homeland of
the soccer is England, but
none of the European countries is as successful as
Brazil(with five championships: 1958, 1962, 1970, 1994
and 2002). This sport is a
tradition and part of the
Brazilian culture. It is almost
like a religion. When they
lose the world cup in 1950
the whole country is devastated. This national tragedy is
compared to the bombing of
Hiroshima by Brazilians.

The first swimming competitions are held in
the beginning of the 16th century in Venice.
Currently the best swimmers are from the
USA and Australia. The governments of
those countries have noticed that the
youngsters are good in the sport and have
considered that investing in it is a worthwhile initiative. This contributes for their
transformation into the leading forces in the
swimming sport.

http://theperfectrunner.com/about-the-film/scientific-background/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brazil_national_football_team
http://www.brazilcultureandtravel.com/brazil-soccer-team.html
http://www.brazilcultureandtravel.com/brazil-soccer-team.html
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Such an example is the billiard
sports. All cue sports are generally
regarded to have evolved into
indoor games from outdoor stickand-ball lawn games (retroactively
termed ground billiards), and as
such to be related to trucco,
croquet and golf, and more
distantly to the stickless bocce and
balls. 21
As a result of the changing
weather conditions the games are
transferred indoors on a table
covered with green cloth.
Special boards were not yet
invented which means that simple
barriers represented today’s
wholes. Initially, the mace was
used to push the balls, rather than
21

strike them. The newly developed
striking cue provided a new challenge. Cushions began to be stuffed
with substances to allow the balls
to rebound, in order to enhance the
appeal of the game. After a transitional period where only the better
players would use cues, the cue
came to be the first choice of
equipment. By 1670, the thin butt
end of the mace began to be used
not only for shots under the cushion (which itself was originally only
there as a preventative method to
stop balls from rolling off ), but
players increasingly preferred it for
other shots as well. The cue as it is
known today was finally developed
22
by about 1800.

The word "billiard" may have
evolved from the French word
billart or billette, meaning "stick",
in reference to the mace. The
term's origin may have also been
from French bille, meaning "ball".
The modern term "cue sports"
can be used to encompass the
ancestral mace games, and even
the modern cueless variants,
such as finger billiards, for
historical reasons. "Cue" itself
came from queue, the French
word for a tail. This refers to the
early practice of using the tail of
the mace to strike the ball when
it lay against a rail cushion.

Stein and Rubino, Paul, Victor (1996). The Billiard Encyclopedia: An Illustrated History of the Sport (2nd ed.). Blue Book Publications, June 1996.

22 Everton, Clive (1986). The History of Snooker and Billiards (rev. ver. of The Story of Billiards and Snooker, 1979 ed.). Haywards Heath, UK:

Partridge Pr. pp. 8–11

The chart lists the most popular sports by user activity on the internet. Many have their roots precisely in Europe.
The European cultural heritage is one continuous process in which sports and games are constantly changing and
transforming. New forms and variations arise, the rules continually modify and all of that leads to the difficulty in
distinguishing the "original sport/game".

http://www.stronghealthtips.com/sports-exercise-popularity
15
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It is important to mention that the
practice of sport has not only a physical aspect, but also a spiritual and an
emotional one. In addition to discipline they teach us perseverance,
understanding and cooperativeness.
There are numerous studies for the
“hidden” benefits of sports like
elevated self-esteem, motivation,
health, longevity, productivity and etc.
To practice and spread sport we need
accessibility. Unlike the ancient civilizations, the modern society gave the
right to women to participate in
sports. We still have to work on the
accessibility for the disabled people.
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“Each train has its passengers”

TERMINOLOGY

There is a place for everyone under the Sun. We believe that everything happens for a reason and everything falls on its place eventually.,
11
Classical period
5th and 4th centuries BC, 1
island of Knossos
The name Knossos survives from ancient Greek references to the major
city of Crete. The identification of Knossos with the Bronze Age site is
supported by tradition and by the Roman coins that were scattered
over the fields surrounding the pre-excavation site, then a large
mound named Kephala Hill, elevation 85 m from current sea level.
Many of them were inscribed with Knosion or Knos on the obverse and
an image of a Minotaur or Labyrinth on the reverse, both symbols
deriving from the myth of King Minos, supposed to have reigned from
Knossos., 3
Marathon
It is a long-distance running event with an official distance of 42.195
km. The event was instituted in commemoration of the fabled run of
the Greek soldier Pheidippides, a messenger from the Battle of Marathon to Athens., 8
Olympic Games
The Olympics were of fundamental religious importance, featuring
sporting events alongside ritual sacrifices honoring both Zeus and
Pelops, divine hero and mythical king of Olympia. The winners of the
events were admired and immortalized in poems and statues, 1

Socialism
It is a social and economic system characterised by social ownership of the means of production and co-operative management
of the economy, as well as a political theory and movement that
aims at the establishment of such a system., 7
Soviet Union
A union of multiple subnational Soviet republics, its government
and economy were highly centralized., 7
Sparta
A prominent city-state in ancient Greece, situated on the banks
of the Eurotas River in Laconia, in south-eastern Peloponnese., 3
Stade
The stadion was named after the building in which it took place,
also called the stadion. This word became stadium in Latin,
which became the English word stadium., 2
Taurocatapsia
The word means "laying hold of the bull", 4
Theodosius
Is also known as Theodosius the Great, was Roman Emperor
from 379 to 395. Theodosius was the last emperor to rule over
both the eastern and the western halves of the Roman Empire., 6
Totalitarian regime
Is a political system in which the state holds total authority over
the society and seeks to control all aspects of public and private
life wherever possible., 7

Pankration
Introduced into the Greek Olympic Games in 648 BC, 2
Poleis
Plural. The typical structure of a community in Plural. The typical structure of a community in Ancient Greece, 2
19
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