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CHINA’S
SPORTS IN
ANCIENT TIME
— HISTORICAL

RECORDS AND
RELICS SHOW
HEALTHY
DEVELOPMENT

By Rong Gao Tang
Adviser of the
State Commission for
Physical Culture &
Sports of
the People’s Republic
of China

Sports in new China has made
many notable achievements. Today,
sports blossoms throughout China. Our
National Flag has again and again flown
in international sports meets to honour
Chinese champions. China is no longer
the “sick man in East Asia” but the




Hercules of the East. The world has
learned of China’s accomplishments in
sports. But the world knows little about
ancient China, less about sports in
ancient China.

Sports in China claims a history as
long and as rich as the country’s civili-
sation. Ancient relics that have been
unearthed indicate that Chinese of
4,000 to 10,000 years ago had been
practising physical exercises to limber
up themselves. Asfar back asthe Western
Zhou Dynasty (circa 1,066—771 B.C.),
archery and the lifting of bronze tripods
were practised in forms that we today
accept as sports. During this period in
Chinese history, Chinese ancient sports
activities grew in pace with economic,
political and military developments.
Many sporting activities were practised,
in different ways and at different times,
and some were even given different
names in different localities. To group
them according to the purpose that they
served, we have the following classi-
fications:

Performing and Entertaining Sports
— Swordsmanship, tou hu (shooting
arrows into wine pitchers) during the
Spring and Autumn Period and the
Warring States; football, acrobatics in
the Han Dynasty; polo in the Tang
Dynasty; games on ice during the Qing
Dynasty; and hunting strictly for
amusement.

Activities to Keep Fit — Dao ying
(massage and stretching) and wu gin xi
(exercise imitating the actions of five
animals) of the Han Dynasty and all
kinds of physical exercises for keeping
fit.

Activities with a Military Purpose
— Physical training like archery and
chariot-driving in the Western Zhou
Dynasty; and distance running in the

army camps of the Ming Dynasty.

There were also physical exercises
aimed at two or more of the above
purposes. Wrestling and martial arts, for
example, were forms of physical training
that could be put on the stage to
entertain and or on the battlefield to
kill.

Such are the rich treasures in
Chinese ancient sports. In these colour-
ful and distinctively different physical
activities, each was built on its own
unique quality. And Chinese physical
exercises have that essential element of
not only promoting physical fitness but
also coordinating the body and the
mind. These exercises not only keep the
body in good form but also provide an
effective therapy for many sicknesses.

They have enriched our society and
among them, Chinese martial arts
constitute a glamorous pearl. They do
wonders to one’s physical ability and
technical skill and there is such an
exotic charm in their movements.
Through efforts made by the new
Chinese government, ancient sports are
unveiled, re-arranged, reformed and
improved, then given a new lustre that
attracts the world. So much so that
people around the world are studying
and practising Chinese ancient sports.

With its national colour, oriental
charm, therapeutic and entertaining
value, Chinese ancient sports formed an
intrinsic part of our civilisation. Today,
they make the world sports scene and
add more riches to the treasure chest of
human civilisation.

“China’s Sports in Ancient Time” is
full of pictures of relics that tell us
about sports during the various ages of
Chinese history: coloured pottery,
bronzeware, bronze mirrors, chinaware,
murals, brick paintings, Yugang caves,

D
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(Rong Gao Tang)

Dunhuang murals, and paintings in the
Song, Ming and Qing dynasties. These
relics are valuable in their own right but
the pictures and patterns on them help
us to get a picture of the history of
sports in China.

A picture is not all because there is
history behind it. And that is always
waiting to be uncovered. We believe that
in the course of time, ancient sports in
China will find new life in sports today
and continue to blossom on the world
sports scene.
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1. EmEREaReERMZ—

{ #93000%E &7 )

Part of an ancient stone carving in
Cangyuan, Yunnan Province,
dating back about 3,000 years.

2. ZEAREREERW L=

( #33000%E 7] )

Part of an ancient stone carving in
Cangyuan, Yunnan Province,
dating back about 3,000 years.




EMBRYONIC FORMS OF*CHINA'S

PRIMITIVE SPORTS

Of China’s many beautiful ancient
fairy tales, there were accounts of
beautiful legends such as “King Yi
Shoots Suns” and ‘‘Father Gua Runs
After the Sun”. Although fairy tales are
symbolic of good wishes, they show our
forefathers’ confidence and will in
conquering nature and developing
bodily skills.

The large number of stone balls,
unearthed in Shanxi province’s Yanggao
county, were used as hunting tools by
primitive men in the paleolithic age
some 100,000 years ago. It can be said
that such movements using one’s legs,
arms, head and hands were the most
primitive sports forms of man.

A pottery basin, unearthed in Datong
county of Qinghai province and dating
back 4,000 to 10,000 years, had three
groups of dancing designs painted in its
inner part. There were not only dancing
images but also running movements and
pyramid acrobatics on a 3,000-year-old
Chuang Yuan cliff carving in Yunnan
province. In the latter part of China’s
primitive society, primitive sports were
gradually distinguished from productive
labour and integrated with recreations
and health activities in human life.

Ancient books recorded that a kind
of game called “Ji Rang’” (“Hitting the
Soil’’) was popular some 4,000 or 5,000
years ago. Those who hit the soil 20 to
30 steps away were the winners. It was a
kind of throwing exercise and assumed
the most primitive form of competitive
sport.
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3. EdEESEHEH.Z = ( #3000% i )
Part of an ancient stone carving in Cangyuan, Yunnan Province, dating back about 3,000 years.

4. EHEESGER T2 ( #330004 4] )
Part of an ancient stone carving in Cangyuan, Yunnan Province, dating back about 3,000 years.




5. A CEM I a9 F A SRRRERRE R

(B4 1 BSR4 T4 )

Painted pottery with dancing patterns,

dating back 4,000 to 10,000 years in the Neolithic Age,
unearthed in Datong County, Qinghai Province.
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RUNNING AND WALKING FOR

MILITARY PURPOSE

B mAatL FARamRE H-EE
ERELRE B EEAE AT D B3 o

BT ( ATI271E ) - HEES
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EEE" o aBE—MEMETHERE
BEBETE Y

The Chinese fairy tale “Father Gua
Runs After the Sun” tells how father
Gua pursued the sun. Walking and run-
ning are the most fundamental abilities
of man in daily life as well as in fighting.
While the means of transport were very
simple in ancient times, people paid
great attention to improving walking
and running abilities.

‘“‘Surprise speed is key to success in a
a war’ is the quintessence of military
strategy and tactics in ancient China. All
strategists from Wu Qi in the period of
the Warring States (473 B.C. — 221 B.C.)
to the Ming patriotic general Qi Jiguang
(A.D. 1528-1587) asked their soldiers to
“trek well over long marches with
weapons”. In ancient times, when dukes
and princes went out in horse carts,
their bodyguards ran behind. Such
bodyguards, called “brave warriors”,
were selected from running contests and
enjoyed high esteem.

During the Yuan Dynasty (1271-
1368), the rulers, in order to review

"their guards, held long-distance race
_contests once a year. According to a

history book “Chuo Geng Lu”, the
whole distance was about 180 1li (90
kilometres) and the first to arrive was
presented with a silver disc. Others were
given satin of different lengths. This was
indeed a kind of regular long-distance
cross-country race.

6. POl EH LB ERE.

( W » ATC255E~220%F )
Brick relief, Eastern Han Dynasty
(A.D. 25-220), unearthed in Sichuan Province.
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Part of the brick relief unearthed in Sichuan Province,

Eastern Han Dynasty (A.D. 25-220)
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