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perfection
In a previous article I briefly mentioned 

how nature is genetically encoded to 
only allow growth to a certain degree 
under certain environmental conditions. 
A fish won’t grow bigger than the pond 
or tank, in which it lives, will allow and 
a tree will remain small when sunlight, 
water and space are not abundant. Nature 
naturally seeks a balance; it naturally seeks 
symmetry as Chen Ning Yang, a particle 
physicist and 1957 Nobel Prize winner 
explains: “Nature seems to take advantage 
of the simple mathematical representations 
of the symmetry laws. When one pauses 
to consider the elegance and the beautiful 
perfection of the mathematical reasoning 
involved and contrast it with the complex 
and far-reaching physical consequences, a 
deep sense of respect for the power of the 
symmetry laws never fails to develop.” 

Bodybuilding however flies in the face 
of this genetic symmetrical encoding. 
Muscle athletes stand defiant, unwilling 
to accept the genes that mother nature 
has apportioned us. We work to overcome 
our natural limitations by forcing our 
bodies to grow beyond what they were 
genetically designed to do. Through 
the sweat of hard work, the discipline 
of diet and determination of the mind 
we walk a fine line between adding size 
and simultaneously achieving symmetry. 
It’s a balance that needs to be carefully 
monitored if you want to create a body 
that is aesthetically pleasing and that 
will take you to the very top in this most 
demanding sport.  M.ESIZING UP

SYMMETRY
The rather unique thing about this number 
is the ratio can be found in just about 
everything around us. This golden ratio of 
symmetry is evident in nature in objects 
like sea shells, seed heads, pinecones, tree 
branches and even the spiral of galaxies 
in space. Hurricanes exhibit this ratio and 
even bees build their hives according to 
this golden proportion. The ratio of phi can 
even be found in ancient architecture and is 
evident in the Great Pyramids as well as the 
Greek Parthenon. 

This ratio is even inherent in the design 

Golden ratio

THE GOLDEN RATIO IS A SPECIAL NUMBER 
FOUND BY DIVIDING A LINE INTO TWO PARTS 
SO THAT THE LONGER PART DIVIDED BY THE 
SMALLER PART IS ALSO EQUAL TO THE WHOLE 
LENGTH DIVIDED BY THE LONGER PART.  
If mathematics is the universal language then this 
ratio would be able to explain the relationships 

between different parts of things. It is represented in Greek as 
“phi”, and  rounded off to the number 1.618. It is also known as 
the golden section, golden mean and, most importantly for body 
builders, the divine proportion. 

of our bodies. The measurement from our 
naval to the floor and the top of our head to 
the naval is the ratio of 1.618. The length of 
our fingers, each section from the tip of the 
base to the wrist is larger than the preceding 
one by roughly the ratio of phi. It is also 
expressed through the dimensions and 
proportions of our face and is also evident 
throughout the animal kingdom.

The golden ratio was used to achieve 
balance and beauty in many Renaissance 
paintings, sculptures and works of art. 
Leonardo Da Vinci used the golden ratio 
to define all of the proportions in his Last 
Supper, including the dimensions of the 
table and the proportions of the walls 
and backgrounds. The golden ratio also 
appears in Da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man and the 
Mona Lisa. Other artists who employed 

the golden ratio include Michelangelo, 
Raphael, Rembrandt, Seurat and Salvador 
Dali. All of these artists understood that to 
create aesthetic beauty there needed to 
be symmetry throughout their creations. A 
good bodybuilder would do well to take a 
leaf from the books of these great minds. 

Bodybuilding is not just about 
being the biggest athlete on stage. 

Bodybuilding is not just about achieving 
size (although this is very important) but 
also about having symmetry throughout 
our musculature. We are constantly 
striving and working to promote 
growth within our bodies, but almost as 
importantly we are looking for “divine 
proportion”. We are trying to develop 
certain relationships and proportions 
between the different parts of our bodies 
that are appealing to the concept of 
muscular beauty.

The advent of social media, 
bodybuilding and fitness sites has 
produced a number of bodybuilding 
memes. One common meme is “friends 
don’t let friends skip leg day” and this 
caption usually accompanies a picture of 
a guy that obviously doesn’t train legs. 
I’ve taken it a step further and always 
joke with my wife that “wives shouldn’t 
let husbands skip leg day”. Even though 

this example elicits a good laugh, the 
old adage of “it’s funny because it’s true” 
comes to mind.

Well developed quads with 
underdeveloped hamstrings and skinny 
calves do not create balance through 
your legs. Nice round, strong anterior 
and middle deltoids count for nothing 
if you have non-existent rear deltoids 
to bring balance and symmetry to your 
shoulders. The asymmetry of full, striated 
pecs accompanied by a bloated, soft 
stomach is another waste. Think about 
those internet guys with synthol-induced 
overinflated biceps. It’s good for a laugh 
and shock value but at the end of the 
day those biceps are not symmetrical 
and proportionately relative to the rest 
of the body. It’s not aesthetically pleasing 
because we have a genetically built-in 
idea of the golden proportion and how 
one body part relates to another, and this 
in turn creates our notions of beauty and 
what is physically appealing.

Size and symmetry

Injury and asymmetry
Asymmetry within your musculature 

can also be as a result of previous 
injuries. Ankle, knee and pelvic 
damage can all manifest as a result 
of dural restriction and in turn cause 
asymmetrical tensions throughout your 
body. The drawback of these asymmetrical 
tensions can be likened to trying to build 
a house on beach sand. If you don’t have 
a strong foundation, the achievement 
of symmetry is very difficult. The same 
goes for cervical issues. Dural irritation 
in the neck translates to asymmetrical 
tension states through the jaw, arms 
and shoulders. You can lift all the weight 
you want to, counting out thousands of 
reps, but if you haven’t resolved the dural 
restriction, the achievement of the golden 
proportion will elude you like the search 
for the Holy Grail.

Another aspect that needs to be 

considered when building a body with 
symmetry is the myofascial tension lines 
that give your body their unique posture. 
Understanding these lines of pull and how 
adjusting the tension states in these lines 
can affect your symmetry will give you an 
edge over an athlete who doesn’t. These 
fascial lines will respond and mould to the 
forces or stressors placed on it through a 
process called mechanotransduction. This 
is how a body uses pressure applied to its 
tissues to create piezo-electrical charges 
and this is then converted to sensory 
information that the brain responds to (a 
testament to how the body changes and 
adapts in response to lifting weights). A 
better understanding of these lines will 
allow you a more targeted approach to 
building your competitive physique and 
although training is all about working 
hard, you will be able to train a lot smarter.

Sean Johnson is a Bowen Practitioner and 
Instructor, with a practice based in Randburg, 
Johannesburg. He has played provincial rugby 
at senior level in South Africa and in Australia. 
Following a herniated disc Sean’s playing career 
was in jeopardy, but he then found Bowen  
Therapy and made a successful return to the 
field. Bowen Therapy did what doctors said was 
impossible, which had an indelible impact on 
Sean’s life. He therefore became a certified  
Bowen practitioner and later an instructor.  
Email sean@bowentechnique.co.za for more  
info or visit him at The Yoga Republic in  
Gertrude Road, Fontainbleau.
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The golden ratio is inherent  
in the design of our bodies and even  

the spiral of galaxies.

STRIKING A BALANCE BETWEEN SIZE AND AESTHETICS

BODYBUILDING IS NOT JUST 
ABOUT ACHIEVING SIZE 

(ALTHOUGH THIS IS VERY 
IMPORTANT) BUT ALSO 

ABOUT HAVING SYMMETRY 
THROUGHOUT OUR 

MUSCULATURE.

 “CONSIDERING THE  
ELEGANCE AND PERFECTION  

OF THE MATHEMATICAL 
REASONING INVOLVED 

AND CONTRAST IT WITH 
THE COMPLEX AND FAR-

REACHING PHYSICAL 
CONSEQUENCES, A DEEP 

RESPECT FOR THE POWER OF 
THE SYMMETRY LAWS NEVER 

FAILS TO DEVELOP.” 


