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Last week, we featured Part 1 of our interview with Pavel Tsatsouline. In case you didn’t read 
it, Pavel is a former physical training instructor for Spetsnaz, the Soviet special forces, and 
he’s gained quite a following with the martial arts community in this country.  

While much of his dogma is geared towards functionality, many of his novel concepts can 
probably be applied to bodybuilding and powerlifting. Whether you agree or disagree with his 
theories doesn’t matter. It’s our job to bring all schools of thought to the table, where they 
can be duly analyzed, dissected, and, if warranted, buried. 

  

T: I understand you have some strong opinions about our mag. What do you think of 
Testosterone? 

Pavel: I think you provide a lot of great information, but you should save your Testosterone 
for the bite and not waste it on the bark. Some of your editorials sound like the ramblings of 
an old man who can do nothing but ogle women in a strip bar. Some reader mail could have 
been written by fifteen year olds bragging about their imaginary conquests. Save your 
Testosterone for the gym where it counts.  

T: Hey, we like ogling women in strip bars! Fair enough, Pavel, but since we’ll likely reach 25 
million hits this month, we must be doing something right. Next subject: Where do Americans 
screw up in the gym? 

[Editor’s note: My people — the Finns — had 44 wars with Russia. Now I know why.] 



Pavel: The so-called "high intensity training" is the worst. A bunch of lunatics from a galaxy 
far far away keep trying to convince us that their stuff works while their bench press has been 
stuck since Arnold’s first movie. Jimmy Stewart’s character in Harvey must have been a HIT 
Jedi; he said, "I wrestled with reality for thirty-five years and I’m happy to state that I finally 
won over it."  

The point is, if you look at the training of the strongest people in the world, be it weightlifters, 
powerlifters, strongmen, whatever, there’s one universal truth. They always lift heavy, in 
terms of percentage of one rep max, they always keep their repetitions low, and they never, 
ever train to failure. The exceptions you can count on your fingers without taking your shoes 
off. 

Look at Ed Coan. He can do a set of three in the squat with 875 pounds, but he could have 
done five reps. He does three and calls it a day. If he was dumb enough to listen to these high 
intensity idiots, he would have used a lighter weight, say 660, and done 12 reps to failure. 
Then the ambulance would have to be called because he would have blown out a hamstring. 
That would be the end of the greatest powerlifter in the world.  

T: Isn’t intensity important for weight training? 

Pavel: That’s correct, but the mainstream definition of intensity — a percentage of 
momentary ability — is very ephemeral. It’s meaningless. Dmitri Mendeleyev, Russian chemist 
and the author of the periodic table of elements, said that science does not start until you 
start measuring. The only way you can measure intensity is through the percentage of your 
one rep max, period.  

If you look at the studies going back to 1962, you shall find that there is only one variable that 
matters and it’s the absolute value of tension. Not relative tension, like how hard it feels, but 
the absolute tension, how much force the muscle is exerting and the time the muscle spends 
under tension. Failure, fatigue and exhaustion do not factor in. In fact, when you train to 
failure, because of something called the Hebbian mechanisms, you train yourself to fail. You 
grease the failing groove of the nervous system. As Dr. Terry Todd, the father of American 
powerlifting, said, "Don’t train to fail, train to succeed."  

So the next time you get brainwashed by the HIT Jedis, go into a powerlifting gym or a 
weightlifting gym and watch how the best people train. You’ll find a ton of weight, very low 
reps and no failure. Why low reps? Safety. It’s the tension of the supporting muscles that 
protect you. Low reps are generally much safer even if you’re using a heavy weight.  

Twenty-rep squat programs are great. They’re worth doing once in a while, but don’t make it 
the mainstay of your training. You can’t have the focus with so many reps. You don’t respect 
the weight and you get hurt. People squat heavy with no problem, then blow out their backs 
loading a 45 pound plate. Why? They don’t respect the weight. It’s hard to respect something 
light. When you learn to keep your whole body tight — and you can only do it when the reps 
stay low — that’s when you can really achieve maximum safety.  

T: But how are we supposed to build muscle with low rep training? 

Pavel: I shall sum up the energetic theory of muscle hypertrophy without using any big 
words: If you get a pump with heavy weights you shall grow. You need the volume to really 
deplete the muscle, but you need the tension to increase the amino acid uptake. Now if you 
lift really heavy like a powerlifter and rest for five minutes in between sets, you have the 
tension but don’t have enough fatigue. If you start using the little color coded dumbbells and 
do a hundred reps, you have the fatigue and the pump, but not the tension. You may build 
some "virtual" muscles, but nothing else.  



But if you set it up like this, if you use a heavy weight and do reps of five (not taken to failure) 
with only one or two minutes of rest for up to twenty sets, you’re going to be able to use a 
heavy weight and get a great pump. Every bodybuilder who’s tried this approach has reported 
sensational gains.  

Just to give you an example, I was in the Muscle Media/EAS compound a couple of months 
ago. I put David Kennedy, the science editor, through a bench press workout that used this 
format and the high-tension techniques. Today his bench is going through the roof and his 
pecs are getting huge. It’s a lot more enjoyable way to train, too. 

It’s almost like you’re posing under the barbell. Ironically, bodybuilding posing is so much 
more effective for getting definition than any high-rep program people do. That’s another 
mistake comrades make. They think high reps get them cut up. There’s nothing about high 
reps that makes you cut up. If you feel the burn that’s just exhaust fumes from your muscles, 
lactic acid. It doesn’t mean a thing. Muscle gets that "cut" look first of all when it’s very dense 
(heavier training, myofibrillar density etc.). Second of all, there’s great resting tension and 
that comes from high tension training such as heavy iron and posing.  

So if bodybuilders would lay off their leg extensions for sets of twenty and instead go cramp 
your quads and pose them, they’ll get a lot better gains.  

T: In your book and video Power to the People!, you talk a lot about two lifts — the deadlift 
and the all-but-forgotten bent press, or side press. Why the emphasis on those two lifts? 

Pavel: The deadlift is the working class answer to the squat. The squat is a wonderful 
exercise, but it’s like a clean and jerk. You just don’t go out and learn to squat on your own. 
People complain about their blown out knees and their hurt backs. The proper squatting form 
that involves keeping your shins vertical, keeping the normal curve in the spine, not letting 
the knees bow in, keeping the whole body under tension, etc., it’s something that takes a lot 
of time to learn.  

Most squatters don’t have the slightest clue how to carry the bar on their backs. It kills their 
wrists and it kills their shoulders. So the squat is a great exercise, but just like you don’t learn 
how to do gymnastics by yourself, you don’t learn how to squat without expert hands-on 
instruction. It can take years to learn. Besides, it requires a power rack and a spotter. 
Rephrase that, it requires a competent spotter.  

With the deadlift on the other hand, you can drop the bar if you want to. You don’t need a 
spotter or a power rack. It’s also a much more natural movement. In our ontogenesis or 
development, there’s a reflex for the deadlift; it’s just extending your body. It’s very quick and 
easy to learn and it’s a skill you use everyday. Plus, you work more muscle groups. You work 
your shoulder girdle, your traps, your biceps, your forearms and your grip. Also, for athletes 
from sports where hypertrophy in the legs is not recommended, the deadlift is a great 
exercise. UFC champ Ken Shamrock is among the smart combat athletes who chose the dead 
over the squat. 

If you are a bodybuilder and your legs are your strong body part, consider deads as your only 
leg exercise. I coached Jim Wilke, who went on to become one of the top natural bodybuilders 
in Minnesota, and it worked like a charm for him.  

T: Okay, so what about the side press? 

Pavel: The old-fashioned side press, or an overhead press with a sideways lean, is great for 
the shoulders, lats, and waist, but it is just a cherry on top of the deadlift sundae. 



T: So if a person is super busy and can only get two workouts per week, they need to use the 
side press and the deadlift. 

Pavel: A bodybuilder could make it the bench press and the deadlift. It’s the most 
comprehensive workout you could possibly hope for, especially if you use all the high-tension 
techniques we’ve been talking about. You’ll be able to use every muscle in your body at the 
same time.  

T: Is soreness necessary? 

Pavel: Nobody knows. People have gained with soreness and without soreness. One thing is 
for sure, you can’t use soreness as an indicator of progress. The only meaningful gauge is the 
increase in your strength or your muscle mass. Soreness doesn’t mean a thing. For athletes 
and hard living comrades, so to speak, soreness is not an option either.  

If there’s a hostage situation, a tactical officer can’t say, "Sorry, Captain, I did my squats two 
days ago and I can’t walk." That’s not an option. If you can’t perform on a dime, if you’re all 
stiff and tired, you’re lunch. Evolution is still at work. You must eliminate the soreness. 

Let’s say you’re a martial artist. Martial artists are enamoured with high reps and low weights. 
They are under this impression that heavy weights build huge muscles. So these fighters are 
so exhausted from their silly fifty rep squats and thirty rep bench presses, that they have no 
energy left for their martial arts practice. They can’t punch, they can’t kick, and before you 
know it they give up strength training, if you can call that strength training in the first place.  

If they go to low rep, heavy, non-exhaustive training — three sets of three or five sets of five 
— they would not get sore. This is what I teach to SWAT teams to keep them ready for action 
around the clock. If you are into combat sports, read the March 2001 issue of MILO and watch 
the Rapid Response videos of a PT training course I gave to Texas SWAT teams. 

T: You’ve written a popular book on ab training. Where do people go wrong when it comes to 
abdominal training? 

Pavel: Everywhere! Number one is this ridiculous notion that you have to use high reps to get 
cut up. Getting cut up is a function of resting tension in the muscle and low body fat. That’s all 
there is to it. Think of Bruce Lee who did a lot of isometrics, the ultimate high tension training. 
The guy was wiry, lean and hard. Some women will start doing high-rep programs thinking 
they’re going to cut up and some of them instead start gaining mass, especially glycogen and 
water.  

You get so beat up from high reps you can barely sneeze. It’s like rigor mortis. So go heavy. 
Use a heavy weight but don’t get a pump. That means you keep your sets low and you rest a 
lot. Three sets of five is more than adequate for the abs, but the secret is to find a very 
challenging exercise. One option is to use a ton of plates or even a loaded barbell, as many of 
my powerlifting buddies do, and do sit-ups with it. But who really wants to do a sit-up with 
225 pounds? It’s awkward, plus the technique has to be really precise. So you may want to 
choose a drill with poor leverage instead, e.g. the Janda sit-up or the dragon flag. 

The other problem is exercise selection. There is this notion that abs can be isolated from the 
hip flexors by eliminating the movement in the hip joint, like they do in the crunch. It’s a big 
joke. It’s like saying that you are what you eat. You are a bagel. Doesn’t work like that.  

You can only inhibit the hip flexors neurologically. Eastern European Professor Vladimir Janda 
developed a special sit-up where your training partner places his hands under your calves and 
pulls back. You attempt to sit-up while steadily pushing against his hands. This activates the 



hip extensor muscles. Reciprocal inhibition takes place and the hip flexors relax. Back stress is 
eliminated and the abs are isolated!  

[Editor’s note: Read our Evolution of Ab Training article for more info (and pics) of the 
Janda sit-up.] 

So if you want to train your abs well, first of all do the power breathing techniques we’ve 
discussed and second, do Janda sit-ups. That’s the cornerstone of all ab training. In addition, 
you may want to add some other drills, but certainly not crunches. They belong in the junk 
pile of history next to Communism.  

T: Your Ab Pavelizer device simulates a Janda sit-up, but you don’t have to have a partner, 
correct? 

Pavel: Yes it does. As my friend Clarence Bass stated on his web site, a partner tends to help 
you and the device doesn’t. The Pavelizer is my creation so it’s just as indifferent to your pain 
as I am. If you can do five reps with it, you are a stud. This is the only ab training device 
that’s catching on in the powerlifting circles. Normally you don’t see a powerlifter using an ab 
device; it’s like seeing one wear pink tights. But the powerlifters like it because it’s so damn 
hard. Unlike a regular sit-up, it teaches you to contract all your midsection muscles the way 
you should for a deadlift, squat or overhead press. It teaches you to get tight under a bar.  

[Editor’s note: Chris reviewed the Pavelizer in issue #121’s Stuff We Like column. There he 
said it was an good device but the workmanship was on the shoddy side. However, Chris says 
it has since been redesigned and the overall quality and usability has been much improved.] 

T: Let’s talk about stretching. In your book on stretching, Relax into Stretch, the first words in 
the book are, "Stretching is NOT the best way to become flexible!" Explain that. 

Pavel: The traditional Western approach to flexibility has failed because it started with the 
assumption that muscles and connective tissues need to be physically stretched. The premise 
that you need to stretch if you want to be flexible is wrong. Try this test. While standing, 
extend your leg out to the side at a 90 degree angle and place it on a table or chair. Now put 
that leg down and do it with the other leg. It’s easy. So what stops you from spreading both 
legs at the same time and doing the splits, or what Russian ballet dancers call "the dead 
split"? It has nothing to do with "short" muscles.  

No muscles run from one leg to the other! No tendon, no ligaments, nothing but skin. So why 
can’t you do the splits? Fear and tension. The muscles tighten up and resist lengthening. 
Russian scientists call it antagonist passive insufficiency. It’s not short muscles or connective 
tissue that makes you tight; it’s your nervous system!  

If you spend a lot of time walking or sitting a certain way, your muscles accept that length as 
normal. And whenever you try to elongate the muscles beyond that, the stretch reflex fires 
and it reins the muscle right back in. The key to exceptional flexibility is to control the stretch 
reflex, learn to override it and learn to relax the muscle into the stretch. Your muscles are 
already long enough to do the splits; they just don’t know it yet. So just like with strength 
training, I teach people to run their muscle software by manipulating tension and breathing.  

T: Why should bodybuilders stretch? 

Pavel: There are many reasons. For example, in my book I demonstrate a stretch for the 
hamstrings that’s favored by Russian weightlifters. If you’re one of those people who have a 
hell of a time keeping the arch in the back during deadlifts, squats or good mornings, that’s 
the stretch that’ll teach you how to do it. Russian scientist Robert Roman determined that you 
lose 15% of your pulling strength if you pull with a rounded back. 



Also, if you improve the flexibility of your shoulders you can squat in greater comfort. If you 
increase the flexibility of the spine, you’ll bench more weight because your rib cage is much 
more open. There are also some esoteric forms of stretching that can make you stronger or 
bigger, such as loaded passive stretching.  

T: What’s that exactly? 

Pavel: Yefimov found out in 1977 that this type of stretching was really effective at increasing 
your strength. It’s literal stretching. You use fairly light weight and you let the weight stretch 
out the muscle after a set. For instance, between sets of barbell curls you sit on an incline 
bench and let two dumbbells stretch your bis. Don’t try to relax or contract the muscle. You 
just let it hang for about ten seconds. That sort of thing makes you stronger, although no one 
is sure why.  

If you’re a lifter, you’ll find that an intelligent approach to flexibility is going to increase your 
total. For instance, some lifters can’t lock out a deadlift because their hip flexors are too 
damned tight. The right stretching can help you get your numbers up so you can drive without 
the emergency break on. Last year I helped Eddy Coan with his adductors and hip flexors; 
now he sent one of his powerlifting buddies to my booth at the Arnold so I could fix his sumos. 

T: Describe your infamous "ladder" drills. 

Pavel: It is the Soviet Special Forces favorite for upping strength endurance. They are 
required to perform 18 dead hang pull-ups wearing a 10-kilo (22 pound) bullet-proof vest. 
One of my SWAT cowboys worked up to forty consecutive pull-ups with this technique. 

If done with a partner, it works like this: I do a pull-up, you do one. I do two, you match me, 
etc. until one of us cannot keep up. Then we start over. One rep, two reps, 3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10... 
(start over) 1,2,3,4,5,6,7... (start over) 1,2,3,4,5. We totaled hundreds of pull-ups almost 
daily without burning out, and the extreme PT tests of our service were a breeze. You should 
stop each ladder one or two reps short of your limit. In other words, if you can work up to ten 
reps at the top of the ladder, it’s best to stop at about eight, and then begin at one again.  

You can perform these by yourself as well. Basically, you do a rep, rest a few seconds, do two, 
etc. until things get hard but not impossible. Then you start at one again and work up. You 
may do another round of ladders later in the workout. A couple of months later your armpits 
will chafe.  

T: I’ll have to try that. You have a new video out on kettlebells. What’s so great about these 
things? 

Pavel: Kettlebells used to be a favorite tool in many countries, including America. A kettlebell 
is a large cast iron basketball with a handle. You can do the same things with it as you can do 
with dumbbells, but better.  

T: Why better? 

Pavel: For example, when you perform curls with a bar or regular dumbbells, the resistance 
drops off at the top of the exercise. With the kettlebell, the center of gravity is displaced, so 
you get a peak contraction. It forces you also to flex your wrists. Developed wrist flexors 
means big biceps. You may have noticed how arm-wrestlers are flocking to my booth. World 
champ Mary McConnaughy gave two thumbs up to K-bells and so did many others. 

With pec work, you can do flyes with kettlebells and still have resistance at the top of the 
movement. Try the Scott or the Arnold press with kettlebells and you shall see why they are 



also superior for shoulder work. Kettlebells also teach you the proper squat form. Overhead 
squats is one of the best ways to improving your squatting technique. But most people can’t 
even get started; they can’t hold the bar far enough back. Do it with the kettlebell and the 
center of gravity is displaced and will help you improve your shoulder flexibility. World 
powerlifting champion Amy Weisberger just tried them at my booth and immediately saw their 
value. 

Kettlebell lifts like the one arm snatch and the repetition clean and jerk make great working 
class alternatives for the Olympic lifts. These are great exercises for athletes. And I mentioned 
before, for reasons not completely understood, repetition clean and jerks as well as snatches 
with a relatively light weight develop absolute strength.  

Another thing I like about kettlebells is the dinosaur factor. They’re just damn nasty and evil. 
Guys are scared of them!  

T: You’ve been criticized for writing in your Power to the People book that a person only needs 
to use one or two exercises.  

Pavel: That only comes from people who don’t understand how to use the high tension 
techniques. My buddy Marty Gallager, who used to coach the Powerlifting Team USA, doesn’t 
work his abs. He says if you can pull a 500 pound deadlift you don’t need to work your abs. If 
you work heavy and learn how to use the body properly, you can do that. You can get great 
results from an abbreviated program. 

My book has two uses. Beginners and people who like the efficient use of time may just use 
the minimalist program in it. Advanced bodybuilders can follow any program they like and just 
add in the high tension and power breathing techniques from the book. 

T: Every time I read your stuff you shock me with something. Let’s hear one of your ideas 
about training that would shock T-mag readers.  

Pavel: There is a belief that you have no business coming back to the gym until you can 
better yourself. You must have complete recovery, they say. This is totally ridiculous. This is 
called distributed loading and it’s something that’s fine for beginners, perhaps for intermediate 
athletes, but not for advanced athletes. The alternative is concentrated loading. You build up 
the fatigue then you back off and taper.  

For example, the Russian national powerlifting team is benching up to eight times a week. 
Obviously, they do not completely recover, but they build up the volume and the fatigue, then 
have some unloading workouts, high volume, low volume, high intensity, low intensity, then 
medium etc. There is such a thing as continuity in your training. As long as you keep 
stimulating the nervous system with the stimulus, even if your body is not totally recovered, 
you’re going to make much better gains. Once in a while go easy, once in a while go hard… 
this is where instinctive training comes in.  

Some pseudo-scientific authorities make fun of bodybuilders who train instinctively. But 
sometimes it really does make sense. Today you may be able to do five sets of five in the 
bench. Tomorrow you can come back and do three triples with the same weight. You’re not 
totally recovered, but you’re greasing the same groove in the nervous system. Then maybe 
you can bench again the third day, really beat it up, and then take two days off. That’s 
something to consider.  

T: So sometimes, as long as you’re not going to failure, you can train the same muscle group 
two days or more in a row? Okay, you’ve shocked me. Thanks for the interview, Pavel.  

Pavel: Anytime, Chris. 



The next day at the Arnold expo, Pavel put me though some unique kettlebell lifts and showed 
me a few "vibration drills" to increase speed. Overall, I was impressed. Do all of us at T-mag 
"buy" all of Pavel’s theories regarding to bodybuilding? Not by a longshot. Will I incorporate 
many of Pavel’s techniques into my current program? You bet, already have in fact, and with 
great results. After all, I want to be buff and functional. The body of Arnold and the practical 
strength and speed of Bruce Lee? Yeah, I can dig that.  

 
Pavel’s books, videos and other products can be purchased through the Dragon Door web 
site. There you can also find info about his seminars, his ab training device and kettlebells. 
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