
Once I have that perfect body, I will be a god! 

In this blog entry I will trace our society’s modern obsession with the perfect body back to its roots. 

By doing so, I will in fact show that this obsession is not so modern at all and that it has been around 

for literally many millennia. The body cult can be traced back to the ancient Greeks. 

It is an often repeated observation, almost a commonplace, of art history 
that the representation of the muscular male nude originated and reached one of its 
supreme manifestations in the sculpture of classical Greece. Even in the twentieth 
century, those concerned with the promotion of muscle-building exercise have 
commonly invoked a supposed lineage deriving from Greek classical ideals: in the 
1920s, the bodybuilding promoter Charles Atlas promised his clients the acquisition 
of the ‘Greek god type of physique’, while more recently the leading international 
professional bodybuilding contest has conferred upon its winners the title of ‘Mr. (or 
Ms.) Olympia’. In 1976, the New York Whitney Museum was to sponsor its most 
successful exhibition ever under the title ‘Articulate Muscle: the Body as Art’, a 
display of bodybuilding accompanied by lectures in which various Professors of 
Fine Arts expanded glibly on the theme of the muscular body as the inheritor of the 
Greek sculptural tradition.1 

 

 
Image: THE  BODIES OF GODS AN D  HEROES 
(Polyclitus,  Doryphorus,  c. 450 -44 0 B.C. (Roman copy).  Naples,  Museo Archeologico  Nozionale.)2 
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 (Dutton) p. 20 



It is a interesting fact to realize that the ancient Greeks depicted their gods as muscular nude males 
with „perfect“ bodies. The idea of divinity was associated with the perfect body. Clark explains the 
concept behind the nude male statues of the ancient Greeks: 
 

That most human bodies do not conform to the Greek ideal,  
far from being a conceptual flaw,  was in fact the major point of  
this form of representation:  it depicted man,  not as he actually  
was,  but  as  he  could  or  should  be.  Here  was  human  self-  
consciousness,  freed  from  its  entanglement  with  the  world  of  
repetitious animality and that of enslavement to mythology.  That  
the  gods  themselves  should  be  depicted  in  ideal  human  form  
represented  in  itself  an  im portant  advance  in  religious  
consciousness and  a movement  towards  the  insights  later to  be  
proclaimed by the great world religions;  for it embodied the notion  
that  the  gods  might  be  loved  for their  beauty  as  well  as  being  
feared for their death-dealing powers.3 

 
 
The famous Greek god Hercules has also a very muscular physique. 
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 (Clark) p. 22 



The depiction of godly humans in all forms of art remained an existing phenomenon as this picture of 
Hercules from 1589 proves. 
 

 
 
Image: (Scheller) p. 82 
 
When I compare this concept of the gods in perfect human bodies to my own observations (I am 
going to a gym myself), I can confirm that a lot of people subconsciously want to regain their godly 
qualities by working out. People think of all the dimensions of power they will reclaim by perfecting 
their body, by becoming a Hercules or an Aphrodite. 
“Once I have that perfect body, I will be a god!” is likely a subconscious belief of a lot of people on 
the quest for the perfect body. 
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