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Throwback Ballgames™ 

A series of ancient ballgames revived 

by Sportime to help the next generation 

to learn and experience the richness of 

human game invention from the annals of 

ancient sports history.

The Ancient History of Cuju

Soccer is the world’s most popular sport, and one of the oldest ball games in history. About 2,500 years ago a game called Cuju, a 
game much like our modern-day soccer, was already being played in China. Cuju is officially recognized by FIFA (the international 
soccer association) as the predecessor to the game of soccer. In Chinese, the word: “cù” means “to kick” and “jú” means a leather 
ball filled with feathers used in the game. Literally 
translated from Chinese, “cùjú” means “to kick a ball.” 

In ancient China, the earliest form of Cuju was 
originally used as a military exercise. However, 
archeologists discovered a book in China on Cuju entitled, 
“Twenty-Five Articles on Cuju” which was written during 
the Western Han Dynasty (206 BC - AD 24). In this book, 
Cuju is explained as being played by two teams on a field 
with goals, and the matches were officiated by referees 
who followed prescribed rules. Cuju rules and methods 
underwent many changes during the Tang Dynasty (AD 
618 - 907). Instructive illustrations of ancient Cuju were 
found dating from AD 1322. During this epoch, the game of 
Cuju revolved around a single goal (or wangzi) located at 
the center of the play field. This goal had a net that was 10.5 
meters high and 3 meters wide. The actual target within the 
net was the “prominent eye”: an 85 centimeter, circular hole 
in the middle of the net located between the two crossbars. 
The object of this ancient version of Cuju was for each of 
the two teams to kick the ball through this hole in the net. 
Chinese literature exists which refers to this opening as a 
“bull’s-eye” (or zhengsai). The team which scored the most 
points by kicking the ball through the bull’s-eye was the 
winner of a Cuju match. 
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The Modern Version of Cuju

With this Cuju Game Set, the timeless dynamics of one of the world’s oldest ball games ever is revived: “Cuju - The Ancient 
Game of Soccer™”. Cuju is the progenitor of Soccer - the world’s most popular sport! This modern version of Cuju is a fun and 
efficient soccer-based game that can be played by multiple players in a small or large play area. The goal of the game is to use soccer 
skills to kick, to head or to knee the Cuju ball through the large holes located within the Cuju net. The Cuju ball is a special oversized 
ball that emulates the larger and lighter ball of the ancient game of Chinese Cuju. This special ball helps make Cuju a very inclusive 
and user-friendly game for all ages and skill levels. This exciting game provides a fun way to motivate the players to develop physical 
coordination and cooperative play attitudes in an inclusive and fun-filled environment. For those who are familiar with soccer, the 
game rules of Cuju will be very quickly mastered as the rules of Cuju are very similar to soccer.
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How to Play Cuju

Game Rules for Cuju

Setup

1. In the game of Cuju, there is only one goal (wangzi) 
that is placed at the center of the play area. Select an 
appropriate outdoor or indoor play area, then place 
the Cuju goal in the middle of the play area (see the 
diagram). The dual-sided goal, located at the middle of 
the play area, guarantees numerous occasions for shots 
and rebounds by both teams. 

2. If using a soccer field, place the Cuju goal on the 
center line in the middle of the field and use the lined 
field for the boundaries of the play area. If using an 
indoor basketball court, place the Cuju goal on the 
half-court line in the middle of the basketball court. Use 
the basketball court lines for boundaries, or like indoor 
soccer, have the students play off of the walls with no 
out-of-bounds lines. For any other type of play area, simply place the Cuju goal in the middle of the play area and determine 
the boundaries, or play with no boundaries depending on the size of your play area.

3. Divide the class into two teams with up to 7 students on each team. The Cuju game involves 14 total players at once. Note for 
larger classes: more students and teams can be substituted in and out at predetermined times, or after a certain number of 
points have been scored by a given team.

4. The teacher shall be the referee for the Cuju match.

1. Based on the Rules of Soccer: Since Cuju is the progenitor of soccer, the rules of soccer have been used as the basis for the 
specific rules of this version of modern Cuju.

2. The Kickoff: After the coin toss, the game of Cuju begins with a kickoff. One team kicks the ball into play from just outside the 
touchline. 

3. Player Movement: All players from both teams may move freely around the play area on both sides of the Cuju goal.

4. Ball Movement: As in soccer, hands are not allowed for advancing the ball down field (except for a throw-in).  The ball is 
advanced by dribbling, passing and shooting by means of kicking, heading and kneeing the ball. 

5. Scoring: In the game of Cuju, any team player may shoot at any target hole from either side of the single Cuju net located at the 
center of the play area at any time. To score in Cuju, a player must kick or head the ball through one of the three target holes 
located in the Cuju net. Point Values: The two smaller target holes situated at the top section of the Cuju net have the greater 
value of 2 points each. The one larger target hole at the bottom center of the Cuju net has a value of 1 point each.

6. After Scoring: Once a goal is scored, the ball is placed just outside the touchline by the opposing team and kicked back into play. 

7. No Goalies and No Goal Tending: There are no goalies in the game of Cuju. There are only defenders who cannot use their 
hands at anytime. Defenders are not allowed to “goal tend”. In other words, defenders cannot block their own target holes by 
standing still in front of them. Rather, they must only defend the ball wherever it moves. If a defender is cited by the referee for 
goal tending, then the offensive team is given a direct penalty kick opportunity (see description below).

8. Direct Penalty Kicks: Direct penalty kicks are awarded to the opposing team for goal tending, hand-balls or misconduct. In a 
direct penalty kick, the ball is placed seven meters away from the goal and a player is selected to shoot undefended at the target 
holes. If the shot misses, the ball is once again in play. 

[continued on page 5]
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Glossary of Terms for Cuju

Creative Contextualization for the Educator

•	 Cuju (kOO-jOO) – name for the 2,500 year old ancient Chinese game from which we get the game of soccer. “cu” means to 
kick; “ju” means a ball. Literal meaning of “Cuju”: “to kick a ball”.

•	 wangzi – a type of ancient Cuju goal used in China. It was a singular goal that was 10.5 meters high and 3 meters wide located at 
the center of the play field. The wangzi goal contained one bull’s-eye target hole in the middle of its net called a zhengsai.  

•	 zhengsai – the actual target within the wangzi goal net. The zhengsai was the “prominent eye”: an 85 centimeter, circular hole 
in the middle of the net located between the two crossbars. The object of this ancient version of Cuju was for each of the two 
teams to kick the ball through this hole in the net.

A Captivating Historical-Fiction Story about Cuju:

Note for the Educator: Below you will find a historical-fiction about a young Chinese boy named Ming Song Yao and how he 
discovered the new sport of Cuju. It is recommended that you use the story below as a creative way of introducing and explaining Cuju, 
the ancient game of soccer, in order to prepare your class to experience this ancient game. 

Ni hao ma? (Hello! How are you?) It is so nice to meet all of you. Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Ming Song Yao, and 
I live in the far away land of China. I am a 13 years old boy with 3 brothers and 3 sisters. My story takes place a really long time ago. 
The year is 210 B.C. Yes, that’s right! The story that I am about to tell you about takes place over 2,200 years ago! I lived during the 
reign of the Qin Dynasty (220-206 B.C.) in China, and my home is in the capital city of Linzi. This may be hard for you to understand, 
but I lived during difficult days. Days when many wars and battles took place in and around my homeland. Because of this, my father 
was in the Qin Dynasty military. I love my father, and he is a very brave and powerful soldier. To prepare for battle, my father was 
required to train with the military in order to be physically fit for the battlefield. 

One day my father, Ushi, came home in the evening with a huge smile on his face. I asked him why he was so happy, and he 
looked over at his satchel that he had been carrying under his arm. 

“Go open the bag, my son” he said to me. I noticed that his bag was swollen larger than normal. As I opened the bag with wide-
eyes, I noticed a round, leather-covered object inside.

“What is it?” I asked him.

“It is a ball, my son...a Cuju ball!” replied my father with joy.

“A what?” I said.

[continued on page 6]

[continued from page 4]

9. Missed Shots: Once a shot-on-goal is missed, if the ball rebounds off of the net, then play continues non-stop. If the ball misses 
and goes to the other side of the center field Cuju net, then any player may rebound the ball and immediately kick or head the 
ball toward the target holes to score. The dual-sided goal, located at the middle of the play area, guarantees numerous occasions 
for shots and rebounds by both teams. The Cuju net has a space between the bottom of the net and the ground allowing for the 
dynamic of passing the ball underneath it at any time. 

10. The Throw-in: When the ball goes out-of-bounds, the team who touched the ball last forfeits the ball to the other team who 
then throws the ball back into play from just outside the boundary line. This throw-in is like a soccer throw-in: the ball is held 
overhead with both hands while both feet remain on the ground. During a throw-in, the ball cannot be thrown directly into a 
target hole. 

11. End of Game: The game of Cuju is played to a predetermined time limit. The team with the most points wins. In the event of a 
tie at the end of the game, five players from each team are selected for a penalty kick shoot-out. The ball is placed seven meters 
away from the goal, and players from each team shoot at the target holes alternatively. The team with the most points after this 
shoot-out wins. 
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[continued from page 5]

“Well”, he said, “this ball was made by the commander of my military regiment. It is called a Cuju ball because you use it to play a 
game called “Cuju”. As you know, Ming, the word: “cù” means “to kick” and “jú” means a leather ball filled with feathers. So, the new 
game that we play for military fitness training is called “Cuju”. “

Then I said to my father, Ushi: “ Can you teach me to play this game? Oh, please do teach me, father!”

Again my father, Ushi, smiled broadly as he took me by the hand and lead me and my brothers and sisters over to the military 
compound. As we entered the walled courtyard, I noticed a new, strange looking structure out in the middle of the yard. 

“What is that, my father?”

“That, Ming, is the Cuju goal.”

Two very thick and tall bamboo poles stood erect, reaching high up into the sky with a net stretching across the top section of the 
poles with one hole in the net that was plenty large enough for the ball to go through it. My father explained that the basic idea of the 
game was to use everything except your hands to put the leather ball through the hole in the net. 

Then all of a sudden, a group of rough and tough young warriors came running into the courtyard and at the command of my 
father, they began to play Cuju as my brothers and sisters watched in awe. Never once did the young men use their hands! 

“How novel…how fascinating to watch these soldiers use all of their athletic skills to kick the ball through the hole in the net. 
This game will surely be very popular one day.” I whispered to my little brother.

Then to my surprise, my father, Ushi, approached me and my siblings and invited us to play against 7 of the young soldiers. I 
swallowed hard as my father said, 

“Most honorable soldiers, and children of mine: Choose which side of the Cuju net you want, then let the game begin. The first 
team to score, in this game, is the winner!”

I looked around the courtyard, and it was suddenly full of men and women, and boys and girls from all over the town. They had 
come to watch our first game of Cuju. I felt very nervous, and yet very excited at the same time. 

“Let the game begin!” cried my father with military authority.

Gracefully, the Cuju ball flew through the air as the soldiers worked together to attempt to score a goal before we did. They 
controlled the ball on their side of the Cuju net for several kicks. They nearly scored twice, but finally they missed the net altogether, 
and the ball came to our side. 

Awkwardly, we attempted to kick the ball through hole in the net. It felt really funny to be directing the ball with my feet rather 
than with my hands as I was used to doing. My little brother kicked the ball really hard trying to aim it at the hole, but instead, the 
ball arched slowly in front of my right foot. I focused with all of my might, and I aimed to kick the ball through the hole in the net. 
Then I kicked the ball hoping that my aim would be close to the hole. To my amazement and joy, the ball sailed steadily into the air 
and directly through the hole in the net!

“Gooooooooooooaaaaaaaaal!” yelled my little brother as hundreds of spectators screamed for joy. My brothers and sisters along 
with all of the young soldiers lifted me on their shoulders into the air and carried me around the courtyard as the crowd all chanted, 
“Ming Song Yao! Cuju Champion!”

I shall never forget that great memory of playing my very first game of Cuju. I am so happy for the invention of such a fun and 
challenging game. I know that one day this game of kicking a ball with one’s feet will become a very popular game in lands beyond 
my hometown here in China. Hmm, I wonder what they will call this game 2,000 years from now? And I wonder how the rules will 
change?

Well, my friends, I really hope that you enjoyed hearing the story of my very first Cuju match. Hey, you know what? You should try 
playing Cuju yourself sometime. It is really fun! Well, if you will excuse me please, my Cuju team is waiting on me.  
Tsay jin! (Goodbye)
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1-YEAR GUARANTEE OF SATISFACTION
See more fun activity guides for other great          products at www.sportime.com.

We recommend the following products to be used with or in addition to Throwback Ballgames™:

•	FourCourt Volley Net (Item # 0058112)

•	TriBall System (Item # 009766)

•	BigRedBase Net (Item # 009436)

•	Back-To-Back Goals (Item # 003932)

•	TargetWall (Item # 030877)

•	Throwback Game Proto B-Ball (Item # 000000)

•	Mosston SpiderWeb (Item # 009829)

•	FourCourt™ Volley System (Item # 008569)

Recommended Products


