Sports
Many sports are practiced in Iran, both traditional and modern. Tehran, for example, was the first city in the Middle East to host the Asian Games in 1974, and continues to host and participate in major international sporting events to this day. Freestyle wrestling has been traditionally regarded as Iran's national sport, however today, the most popular sport in Iran is football (soccer). The annual government's budget for sport was about $80 million in 2010 or about $1 dollar per person.[1]
  History
Sports and athletic exercises were among the most fundamental daily pursuits of the people in ancient Iran.

The society attached special status to sportsmen who thanks to their physical strength and courage, defended their family and homeland when the need arose.

They were welcomed everywhere with much enthusiasm, the people took much pride in their sportsmen and praised and admired them for their courageous deeds.

According to their religious teaching, the Iranian Zoroastrians in their prayers sought first the beauties of heaven and then physical strength and mental power. They believed in a healthy and powerful body.

The ancient Iranians attached spiritual meaning to their spoils activities which they modeled on their weapons. Even the Mages (religious sages) while engaging in prayers in their temples held a mace in their hands, not unlike the British bishops who hung swords on their belts.

Avesta, the sacred book of the ancient religions of Iran glorifies the champions and sportsmen as much, if not more than saints and men of God. The older generation made arrangements for the ancient narratives and epics to be read to the young either from books or from those who had learned them from their elders.

This tradition has survived until today and outlived the rest of ages. Thus, even today, it can be observed that among the tribes and in the tea- houses storytelling is practiced with the same enthusiasm as it was in bygone ages.

The extent to which the Iranians were interested in their heroes and champions is revealed, among other things, by the fact that in the Persian language there are over 30 words to label the concept of a hero or champion.

In ancient Iran, youths under 24 years of age received thorough training in the sport of their time which included miming, horsemanship, polo, dart throwing, wrestling, boxing, archery, fencing, etc. They were taught under conditions of severe hardship so that when the need arose they could endure the adverse conditions of war such as hunger, thirst, fatigue, heat, cold, etc.

Polo is a team sport played on horseback in which the objective is to score goals against an opposing team. Players score by driving a small white plastic or wooden ball into the opposing team's goal using a long-handled mallet. The traditional sport of polo is played at speed on a large grass field up to 300 yards in length, and each polo team consists of four riders and their mounts. In arena polo, only three players are required per team and the game usually involves more maneuvering and shorter plays at lower speeds due to space limitations of the arena. The modern game is played on horses - the term 'polo pony' is purely traditional. Players change horses between chukkers (game periods) due to the intensity and speed of the game. All rules are designed to protect the safety of the horse and player - including a rule that players cannot play left-handed. Polo is played professionally in only 16 countries and is not an Olympic sport.

Origins
The game first played in Persia (Iran) at dates given from the 5th century BC, or much earlier,[1] to the 1st century AD and originated there,[2] polo was at first a training game for cavalry units, usually the king's guard or other elite troops. To the warlike tribesmen, who played it with as many as 100 to a side, it was a miniature battle.[3] In time polo became an Iranian national sport played extensively by the nobility. Women as well as men played the game, as indicated by references to the queen and her ladies engaging King Khosrow II Parviz and his courtiers in the 6th century AD.[4] Certainly Persian literature and art give us the richest accounts of polo in antiquity. Ferdowsi, the famed Iranian poet-historian, gives a number of accounts of royal polo tournaments in his 9th century epic, Shahnameh (the Epic of Kings). In the earliest account, Ferdowsi romanticizes an international match between Turanian force and the followers of Siyâvash, a legendary Iranian prince from the earliest centuries of the Empire; the poet is eloquent in his praise of Siyâvash's skills on the polo field. Ferdowsi also tells of Emperor Shapur II of the Sassanid dynasty of the 4th century who learned to play polo when he was only seven years old. Naqsh-i Jahan Square in Isfahan is in fact a polo field which was built by king Abbas I in 17th century.








Naqsh-e Jahan Square in Isfahan is the site of a medieval royal polo field.[5]
Sultan Qutb-ud-din Aibak, the Turkic Emperor of North India, ruled as an emperor for only four years, from 1206 to 1210 but died accidentally in 1210 playing polo. While he was playing a game of polo on horseback (also called chougan in India), his horse fell and Aibak was impaled on the pommel of his saddle. He was buried near the Anarkali bazaar in Lahore (which is now in Pakistan). Aibak's son Aram, died in 1211 CE [2], so Shams-ud-din Iltutmish, another ex-slave of Turkic ancestry who was married to Aibak's daughter, succeeded him as Sultan of Delhi.

From Persia, in medieval times polo spread to the Byzantines (who called it tzykanion), and after the Muslim conquests to the Ayyubid and Mameluke dynasties of Egypt and the Levant, whose elites favored it above all other sports. Notable sultans such as Saladin and Baybars were known to play it and encourage it in their court.[6] Polo sticks were features on the Mameluke precursor to modern day playing cards.







A Persian miniature from the poem Guy u Chawgan(the Ball and the Polo-mallet) during Safavid dynasty of Persia, which shows Persian courtiers on horseback playing a game of polo, 1546 AD

Later on Polo was passed from Persia to other parts of Asia including the Indian subcontinent[7] and China, where it was very popular during the Tang Dynasty and frequently depicted in paintings and statues. Valuable for training cavalry, the game was played from Constantinople to Japan by the Middle Ages. Known in the East as the Game of Kings.[4] The name polo is said to have been derived from the Tibetan word "pulu", meaning ball.[8]
Backgammon
Main article: Backgammon
Backgammon is a game that has had a following in Persia since ancient times.[6] Like chess and some card games, it fell out of official favor after the revolution. However, this did not diminish its popularity with the general population. In recent years, restrictions on the game have been softened, but tournaments have yet to be officially sanctioned. And that is why backgammon is considered a traditional sport. The oldest backgammon in the world along with 60 pieces has been unearthed in southeastern Iran.[7]
  Chess
Main article: Chess
The origin of chess is a disputed issue, but evidence exists to give credence to the theory that chess originated in Persia, and later found its way into the Indian subcontinent. For example, the earliest recorder history of chess is to be found in Persian writing, and the earliest chess pieces found also being from Persian. All of this evidence lends weight to the theory that chess in Persia (Shatranj) pre-dated chess in India (Chatrang). Chess later spread from Persia into other nations in the Islamic world.

Weightlifting
Strength sports like weightlifting, powerlifting and bodybuilding have always held favor among Iranians and with the recent success of world record-holding super-heavyweight lifter Hossein Reza Zadeh, or with IFBB pro King Kamali, the sport has been returned to a rather high status.

Varzesh-e Bastani (varzeš-e bāstānī ورزش باستانی, Persian for "ancient sport" also known as Varzesh-e Pahlavani) is a traditional style of folk wrestling practiced in Iran.

Varzesh-e Bastani combines elements of the pre-Islamic Iranian culture with the spirituality of Sufism. It places emphasis on spiritual and moral purity, participants being expected to be truthful, and good tempered and only then strong in body.

The principles of unpretentiousness are exemplified by a verse recited at many meetings: "Learn modesty, if you desire knowledge. A highland would never be irrigated by river." (Kanz ol-Haghayegh)
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  History
Modern Varzesh-e Bastani as practiced today emerges in the 19th century, during the reign of the Qajar king Nassar al-Din Shah (1848–1896). Performances inspired by Persian mythology were held at the Shah's court every 21 March (the Iranian new year). The sport declined following the rise of the Pahlavi dynasty in the 1920s and the subsequent modernisation campaigns of Reza Shah, who saw the sport as a relic of Qajarite ritual.

Reza Shah's son Mohammad Reza Pahlavi attempted to revive the tradition and practiced it himself, and during his reign, the last national competitions were held. Following the Iranian Revolution of 1979, the tradition has lost some of its popularity.

In recent years, the sport appears to be gaining popularity in the countries adjacent to Iran, including Iraq and Afghanistan[1].

  The Zurkhaneh
Main article: Zurkhaneh
The traditional gymnasium in which the Varzesh-e Bastani is practiced is known as the Zurkhaneh or Zourkhaneh (Persian: زورخانه), literally "house of strength". These 'houses of strength' are covered structures with a single opening in the ceiling, with a sunken octagonal or circular pit in the center (gaud).Around the gaud is a section for the audience, one for the musicians, and one for the athletes.

Rituals and practice
The Varzesh-e Bastani rituals mimic the rituals and traditions of Sufi orders, as evidenced by terminology like murshed "master" (beating the drum and reciting poetry), pish kesvat "leader", taj "crown" or faqr "poverty". The ethics involved are also similar to Sufi ideals, emphasizing purity of heart. Every session begins with pious praise of prophet and his family. In less religion-oriented Zurkhanehs, these elements are replaced by the recital of stories from Iranian mythology, such as those of the Shahnameh, which in the opinion of many other Zurkhanehs can negate the true spiritual goal of Varzesh-e Bastani.

The main part of a Varzesh-e Bastani session is dedicated to gymnastics or calisthenics, notably using a pair of wooden clubs (mil) and metal shields (sang), and bow-shaped iron weights ('kaman). The exercises also involve acrobatics like Sufi whirling and juggling. The sessions end with submission wrestling known as the Koshti Pahlavani.[2]
Ranks and grades
The lowest rank is that of nowcheh or novice, followed by the nowkhasteh or advanced student, and finally the pahlavan or champion. There are several champion grades:

· Pahlavan-e Pahlavanan, "Pahlavan of Pahlavans" which included court-sponsored sportsmen.

· Pahlavan-e Zoorgar, the master wrestlers or strong men.

· Pahlavn-e Keshvar, the acclaimed pahlavans including many of Iran's wrestlers at World and Olympic events (such as Gholamreza Takhti), but also winners of the pahlavani bazoo band armlet.

· Pahlevan-e Bozorg or Bozorg Pahlavan, literally "High-" or "Grand Pahlavan", approximately equivalent to the Grand Master in Far-East Asian martial arts. This title was only accorded to very few pahlavans, such as Pourya-ye Vali (c. 1300) and Haj Seyyed Hasan Razaz (1853–1941, also known as Pahlavan Shoja'at).

· Jahan Pahlavan, "World Pahlavan", the highest rank of Pahlavani in the Iranian army before the Arab invasion. A title given to Rostam, the legendary Pahlavan of Ferdowsi's Shahnameh. The contemporary Gholamreza Takhti is another Pahlavan who is given this title.







Gholamreza Takhti






Mirza Hashem Akbarian Tefaghi, Moblsaz

Renowned Pahlavans include:

· Early Period (before 1450): 

· Abu Moslem-e Khorasani
· Ya'ghoub-e Laith-e Saffari
· Babak Khorramdin
· Asad Kermani
· Abdul Razagh Bashtini
· Shirdel Kohneh-Savar
· Mahmoud Khwarazmi (Pahlavan-e Bozorg), was known as Pouriya-ye Vali

· Mohammad Abol-seyyed Abol-Kheyr
· Mahmoud Malani
· Darvish Mohammad Khorassani
· Middle Period (1450-1795): 

· Mirza Beyk-e Kashani
· Beyk-e Khorassani
· Hossein Kord Shabestari
· Mir Baqer
· Jalal Yazdi
· Kabir-e Esfahani (Pahlavan-e Bozorg)

· Kalb-Ali Aqa Jar
· Modern period (after 1795): 

· Haj Seyyed Hasan Razzaz (Pahlavan-e Bozorg), also known as Pahlavan Shoja'at.

· Ali-Asghar Yazdi
· Haj Reza-Qoli Tehrani
· Mohammad Mazar Yazdi
· Shaban Siyah Qomi
· Ebrahim Hallaj Yazdi (Pahlavan-e Bozorg) also known as Yazdi Bozorg

· Akbar Khorassani
· Abol-Qassem Qomi
· Hossein Golzar-e Kermanshahi
· Sadeq-e Qomi
· Mirza Hashem Akbarian Tefaghi, Moblsaz Esfahani

· Yazdi Kuchak (last official Pahlavan of Iran)

· Aziz Khan Rahmani/Kurdistani also known by Sanandaji (Gold Medal in 1945)

