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Abstract

This research explores the manifestations of folk culture, literature, heroism, and chivalry
within the framework of Iranian heroic and ancient sports. Historically, the Zurkhaneh
(House of Strength) has served as a sanctuary for heroes and chivalrous individuals who
sought to cultivate both soul and body for spiritual transcendence. Beyond physical training,
these venues functioned as social hubs for addressing community grievances and resolving
public hardships. The Zurkhaneh school of chivalry represents a quintessential example
of folk tradition, serving as a platform to promote ethics and inspire chivalrous conduct
through the integration of Iranian and Islamic cultural values. This ethos is primarily
propagated by the Morshed (master chanter) through the recitation of epic, didactic and
religious poetry. Physical training and bodily fitness, free from materialistic combat and
aimed instead at non-material confrontation and the struggle against the inner self, are
among the main goals of heroic sport and its ethical tradition. For this reason, the influence
of folk culture and literature, as well as the traditions of heroism and chivalry, has been
evident in heroic, ancient sports since ancient times. These components include: heroic
and ritual chants, musical instruments and rhythmic tools, traditional sports equipment and
regalia, Shiite concepts and religious rituals, specific physical movements, and the unique
architectural structures of the Zurkhaneh.
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1. Introduction

In the not-so-distant past, Zurkhanehs served as arenas for collective exercise characterized
by a distinct rhythmic cadence within the Iranian cultural sphere; in every neighborhood, the
resonant sound of the Morshed’s drum and bell was a familiar presence. The components
of these ancient and heroic sports, which are linked with folklore, literature, heroism, and
chivalry are presented in the following.

Heroic and Ritual Chants: Auditory elements and recitations are fundamental components
of ancient and heroic sports. Indeed, the ritual of the Zurkhaneh is inseparable from these
stirring and epic chants, which serve as its rhythmic and spiritual backbone.

Music and Musical Instruments: The Zurkhaneh drum and the bell are the primary
instruments used in this tradition. These musical accoutrements are employed to instill
fervor within the athletic space, elevating the spirit of heroism and chivalry while fostering
resilience and steadfasiness against moral darkness and decay.

Zurkhaneh Athletic Apparatus: Each piece of equipment in the Zurkhaneh serves as a
symbolic representation of ancient martial weaponry and reflects the core values of folklore,
literature, and the chivalric struggle against darkness. Notable examples include the Sheno
Board (symbolizing the sword), the Mil or clubs (symbolizing the mace), the Kabbadeh
(symbolizing the bow and arrow), and the Sang or shields (symbolizing the shield).
Shiite Concepts and Religious Rituals: Zurkhaneh athletics have historically been
indissociable from Shiite theology and its religious observances, with the two traditions
evolving in a state of constant coexistence.

Athletic movements and exercises: These movements, in addition to strengthening the
body, reflect the attainment of the human spiritual essence and embody the concepts of folk
culture and literature, as well as heroism and chivalry.

Zurkhaneh Architecture and Spatial Layout: The Sardam (the Morshed’s station), the
Gowd (the sunken arena), and the Saqf (the vaulted ceiling) are the most significant and
symbolic features of this structure. The Sardam is the most elevated and sacred space
within the Zurkhaneh, holding a prestigious position in the culture of chivalry and heroism.
Situated near the entrance and immediately adjacent to the Gowd, this relatively raised
platform serves as the official seat of the Morshed.

2. Research Method

In this study, data were collected using both library research and fieldwork methods. The
data were analyzed qualitatively, and the reasoning approach was inductive (from specific
cases to general conclusions). A significant portion of the data collection was carried out by
the researchers through interviews and inquiries with experts, visits to Zurkhanehs, and the
use of written and oral accounts of morsheds, heroes, and athletes involved in traditional
heroic sports in Iran, Khorasan, and especially in Sabzevar.

3. Results
The remains of Mithraic architecture and temples in Iran and Europe indicate that these
sanctuaries were generally built near flowing water sources.
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A. Sheno (The Push-up)

The Sheno is one of the most fascinating movements in Zurkhaneh athletics, serving as
a symbolic representation of the cycle of human death and rebirth. It embodies the act of
prostration and humility before the Source of Truth. Metaphorically, the Sheno movement
resembles swimming in the depths of water; the symbolic flow and quest inherent in the
exercise, coupled with the twisting and turning motions of the practitioner, evoke mystical
contemplation and a spiritual search, as if one is navigating a sea of inquiry in pursuit of
ultimate truth.

B. Mil (The Persian Clubs)

One of the traditional tools used in Zurkhaneh sport is the mil, which is a symbolic
representation of a mace and has a cylindrical, cone-like shape. The way athletes exercise
with the mil and hold it resembles a hero fighting with a mace on the battlefield. The mace
has been repeatedly used in the myths and legends of ancient Iran.

C. Kabbadeh (The Iron Bow)

The structure of the Kabbadeh is modeled after the traditional battle bow. Wielding the
Kabbadeh is considered one of the most aesthetically striking, exhilarating, and captivating
movements within the Zurkhaneh. The term itself refers to a stiff or practice bow. The
rhythmic clashing of its heavy chains against the iron plates, synchronized with the beat of
the Morshed’s drum, creates a profound martial symphony that brings the spirit of ancient
combat to life.

D. Sang (Stone Exercise)

The stone can be seen as a symbol of heavy war shields and also as a representation of the
gate of the fortress of Khaybar, which was uprooted by Imam Ali (peace be upon him).
Some also consider the sang to symbolize the stone of the Kaaba, which Prophet Abraham
is believed to have carried from Mount Sinai, Lebanon, and Mount Hira to Mecca, lifting
those stones. The stone is a training tool similar to the shields used by warriors in ancient
battles. The exercise of lifting and working with the stone is a way to develop strength and
endurance for the hardships of battle. Through this practice, athletes learn that for every
difficulty and burden there is a form of victory, and that with faith, piety, and physical
strength, it is possible to overcome challenges.

E. Spinning

One of the most beautiful and elevated movements in Zurkhaneh sport is spinning. Among
the well-known practices in Zurkhanehs, which also recalls the Sufi ritual of sama, is the
act of turning and spinning. On one hand, spinning is influenced by Sufi traditions, and
according to some accounts, it is also considered a legacy of Shi‘i beliefs. The performers
of this movement resemble spinning dervishes, and the practice of spinning and Sufi sama
is intended as a way to subdue and overcome the self (ego).
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4. Discussion and Conclusion

What is recognized as the core concepts of Zurkhaneh and traditional sports is deeply
connected with folk culture and literature, as well as the traditions of heroism and chivalry.
Heroic and ritual poetry, along with the art of storytelling in Zurkhanehs, is rich in epic,
heroic, chivalric and emotionally stirring themes that inspire the public. Musical instruments,
such as the Zurkhaneh drum (zarb) and bell, are used to energize the atmosphere of the
practice, while also reinforcing the values of heroism, chivalry and resistance against evil
and moral corruption.
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