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Overcoming Gravity

WHAT DOES IT TRULY MEAN TO OVERCOME GRAVITY?

From the moment we take our first steps as toddlers, we are
engaged in a constant, silent battle against an invisible force.
Gravity pulls us down, anchors us to the earth, and dictates the
limits of our physical movement. To stand, to jump, to climb, or to
simply raise a glass to our lips is an act of defiance against this
fundamental pull. Yet, for many, the concept of "overcoming
gravity" remains abstract—something reserved for astronauts or
superheroes. In the world of fitness and human performance,
however, this phrase takes on a very literal and transformative
meaning.

Overcoming Gravity is not just a catchy title; it is a philosophy
and a proven methodology for building extraordinary strength
using nothing more than your own body weight. Popularized by
Steven Low’s comprehensive guide of the same name, this
approach to training strips away the complexity of gym machines
and focuses on mastering fundamental movement patterns. It is
about teaching your body to generate force, control tension, and
move with precision against the relentless pull of the earth. This
article will serve as your comprehensive guide to understanding
the principles, the progression, and the profound benefits of
learning to overcome gravity.

THE CORE PHILOSOPHY: STRENGTH THROUGH
RESISTANCE

At its heart, the practice of overcoming gravity is a return to
basics. Before the invention of barbells and cable machines,
humans built strength through natural movement: climbing,
lifting, carrying, and pushing against the ground. This form of
training, often called calisthenics, leverages your own body
weight as the primary source of resistance. The beauty of this
system lies in its scalability. A movement that is impossible for a
beginner can be broken down into manageable steps, while an
advanced athlete can increase leverage or add dynamic elements
to continue progressing indefinitely.

Progressive Overload
Without Weights

A common misconception is that you cannot build significant
muscle or strength without adding external weight. Overcoming
Gravity proves this wrong. The key is progressive overload, the
gradual increase of stress placed upon the body during exercise.
In bodyweight training, this is achieved not by adding plates to a
bar, but by manipulating leverage. For example:

e Changing the angle: A push-up against a wall is easier
than one on the floor, which is easier than one with your
feet elevated.

e Reducing the base of support: Performing a squat on
two legs is easier than a pistol squat (single-leg squat).

 Increasing the lever arm: A standard plank is far easier
than a full planche, where the entire body weight is held
horizontally by the shoulders.

e Adding a time element: Holding a static position, like an
L-sit, for a longer duration increases the difficulty
significantly.

This systematic manipulation of leverage allows for endless
progression, making it possible to build a physique and level of
strength that rivals that of many weightlifters, all without
touching a dumbbell.

PILLARS OF THE OVERCOMING GRAVITY METHOD

The methodology outlined in the Overcoming Gravity framework
is not a random collection of exercises. It is a structured system
built on several key pillars that ensure balanced development
and minimize the risk of injury. Understanding these pillars is
crucial for anyone serious about starting this journey.

Strength, Flexibility, and
Skill Work

True mastery of bodyweight control requires more than just brute
force. The program emphasizes a three-pronged approach:

1. Strength Training: This is the core of the program,
involving exercises designed to build muscular endurance
and raw power in specific movement patterns (push, pull,
legs, core).

2. Flexibility and Mobility: You cannot hold an advanced
position if your body is not flexible enough to get into it.
Overcoming Gravity dedicates significant attention to
mobility work, particularly for the shoulders, hips, and
wrists, which are often the limiting factors in progress.

3. Skill Work: This involves practicing the specific, often
static, elements that many calisthenics athletes aspire to
achieve, such as the handstand, the planche, the front
lever, and the back lever. Skill work is practiced separately
from strength work to avoid fatigue and build neural
pathways effectively.

KEY MOVEMENT FAMILIES AND THEIR PROGRESSIONS

To effectively overcome gravity, you must train your body
through a full range of motion in several fundamental planes. The
program organizes exercises into distinct families, each with its
own progression ladder. Let's explore the most important ones.

Pushing Strength: The
Vertical and Horizontal
Planes

Pushing strength is essential for any pressing movement. The two
main categories are horizontal push and vertical push. The
mastery of the planche (a static hold where the body is parallel
to the ground) represents the pinnacle of horizontal pushing
strength, while the ability to perform a strict handstand push-up
is the ultimate goal for vertical pushing.

Sample Horizontal Push Progression:
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Wall Push-ups

Incline Push-ups (on a table or bench)

Standard Push-ups

Diamond Push-ups

e Archer Push-ups

¢ Planche Lean (a preparatory exercise for the planche)
e Advanced Tuck Planche

e Straddle Planche

e Full Planche

Sample Vertical Push Progression:

¢ Pike Push-ups

Elevated Pike Push-ups (feet on a box)

Wall HeSPU (Heels to Wall Headstand Push-ups)
Free-standing HeSPU (no wall support)

Strict Handstand Push-ups (full range of motion)

Pulling Strength: The
Foundation of the Back

In our modern, desk-bound world, pulling strength is often
neglected. The overcoming gravity method places a huge
emphasis on building a strong back, not just for aesthetics but for
postural health. The front lever is the primary static goal for
pulling, requiring immense lat and core strength to hold the body
horizontal while hanging from a bar.

Sample Pulling Progression (Horizontal):

¢ Australian Rows (low bar, feet on ground)

¢ Elevated Australian Rows (bar higher, body more vertical)
e Tuck Front Lever Rows

e Advanced Tuck Front Lever Rows

e Straddle Front Lever Rows

e Full Front Lever Rows

Sample Pulling Progression (Vertical - Pull-ups):

e Active Dead Hang (scapular pulls)

e Negative Pull-ups (slow descent)

e Standard Pull-ups

* Weighted Pull-ups (if access to a belt allows) or L-sit Pull-
ups

e Archer Pull-ups

e One-Arm Pull-up Progressions (using a towel or assisted
rope)

e Full One-Arm Pull-up

DESIGNING YOUR OVERCOMING GRAVITY ROUTINE

Simply doing random exercises will not lead to the level of
progression described above. A well-structured routine is
essential. The program typically recommends training three to
four times per week, allowing for adequate recovery. A common
split involves dedicated days for pushing, pulling, and legs, with
skill work performed at the beginning of each session when the
nervous system is fresh.

Sample Week Layout

Day 1: Strength (Push) + Skill (Handstand Practice)

Focus on your current progression in the horizontal and vertical
push families (e.g., Planche leans and Pike push-ups). Finish with
handstand holds against the wall for 5-10 minutes total.

Day 2: Strength (Pull) + Legs

Focus on your current pull progression (e.g., Tuck Front Lever
rows) followed by a leg workout that includes progressions for
squats (Shrimp squats) and hinges (Nordic curls or GHR
progressions).

Day 3: Active Recovery
Light mobility work, foam rolling, and stretching. This is as
important as the training days for overcoming plateaus.

Day 4: Strength (Push/Pull) + Skill (L-sit Practice)

A second round of heavy strength work, perhaps focusing on
elements you struggled with on Days 1 and 2. Practice L-sit holds
(or tuck L-sit) for a total of 5-10 minutes.

Day 5: Metabolics (Optional) or Full Body Light Day
Perform a circuit of easier bodyweight exercises (jump squats,
burpees, mountain climbers) for conditioning, or skip this day
entirely if you are feeling fatigued.

NUTRITION AND RECOVERY: THE UNSUNG HEROES

You cannot overcome gravity through training alone. Your body
requires fuel to build muscle and time to repair itself. Ignoring
recovery is the fastest way to stall progress and invite injury.

Fueling the Machine

Calisthenics athletes need a balanced diet rich in protein for
muscle repair, carbohydrates for energy (especially for skill
practice), and healthy fats for hormone regulation. While extreme
calorie surpluses are not necessary, eating at maintenance or a
slight surplus is recommended during intense strength phases.
Focus on whole foods: lean meats, eggs, legumes, whole grains,
and plenty of vegetables.

The Importance of Sleep
and Stress Management

Growth hormone and tissue repair occur primarily during deep
sleep. Aim for 7-9 hours of quality sleep per night. Additionally,
high chronic stress elevates cortisol levels, which can be
catabolic (muscle-wasting). Incorporating stress-reducing
practices like mindfulness or light yoga can significantly
improve your recovery and your ability to overcome physical
stalemates.

COMMON CHALLENGES AND HOW TO NAVIGATE THEM

The journey to overcoming gravity is rarely a straight line. It is
filled with frustrating plateaus, technical hurdles, and the
occasional ego check. Here are a few common challenges and
strategies to overcome them.

Plateaus in Strength or Skill

Hitting a wall is normal. Often, the culprit is one of the following:

¢ Lack of frequency: You might need to practice the skill or
movement more often (2-3 times per week instead of 1).

e Poor form: A minor technical flaw can prevent progress.
Film yourself and compare your form to that of experts.

* Inadequate recovery: You might be overtraining. Taking
a deload week (reducing volume and intensity by 50%) can
often break a plateau.

e Weak points: Identify your weak link. If you are stuck on
the planche, you might need to strengthen your shoulders
or your core separately through supplementary exercises.
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acute. Perform wrist mobility exercises regularly.

JO | nt Pa | n ( ES peC | a | |y W I'I StS e Solution for shoulders: Consistently perform rotator cuff

strengthening exercises (e.g., face pulls with a band) and

a n d S h O u |d e rS) external rotation stretches. Never push through sharp pain.

Bodyweight training places significant stress on the joints. Wrist THE TRANSFORMATIVE BENEFITS BEYOND MUSCLE

pain is extremely common for beginners on the planche and
handstand paths.

While the physical results of training to overcome gravity are
impressive—a lean, athletic physique with excellent muscle

« Solution for wrists: Warm up your wrists thoroughly definition and incredible relative strength—the benefits go much
before every session. Use a knuckle push-up position or deeper.
push-up bars to reduce wrist extension when the pain is Successfully achieving a movement you once thought impossible,

such as holding a 10-second



