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Rick Macci: The Venus Williams Forehand

Before we can really analyze Venus’s forehand, we have to address a myth that’s common whenever we talk about the strokes of the pros.  This is the idea that there is such a thing as THE forehand.  Sure, some fundamentals are the same from ball to ball. But there can be big differences depending on where the ball is on the court, how high it is, how fast it is coming, how much spin it has, etc. 


JAY NEED ONE FOREHAND STILL 

Caption: Some fundamentals are the same in Venus’s forehand, but it’s important to understand the differences in her stroke depending on the ball

Another  point: let’s not pretend that even the top players have perfect strokes .  Sure Venus has a great forehand.  But let’s not pretend that she couldn’t do some things better.  So I’m not going to be shy about pointing out the things she does well and the things she could do better.

So let’s take a look at Venus’s forehand in some of the most common situations, using these TennisONE digital video sequences: her forehand in the center of the court from the front and the rear,  her inside out forehand, her running forehand, and also her short forehand.  

Forehand Center Front View

Venus always looks alert and ready.  Always. That’s the way she was trained. Always be ready to move forward.  Always be ready to move forward, attack and swarm.  Look at this kid! Alive, flexed, eager and ready to attack and swarm.

Animation/Movie: Venus Forehand Front 

Caption: Venus: always ready and a world class turn.

Click here to study this forehand as a ProStrokes Movie

This is a mind  set.  This is an attitude.  This is Venus Williams, live and in your face all day.

Notice the nice flex in the knees. She is ready to react and push off east or west, north or south.

Venus is like a boxer, moving in and out, adjusting up and back, looking to go to the ball.  This is key, especially if you want to be a champion.

Venus recognizes a forehand and immediately, splits and starts to prepare or turn as a unit.  Many players, even on tour, take the racquet back solo and don't coil the body as a whole.  By using her left arm, Venus prepares as one piece.

The racket is oh so ready. This is a world class turn.  From this position when she accelerates the racket, she maximizes her rotation into contact.

Working with Venus from the time she was 11, I stressed this thousands of times, because she was so raw and athletic.  At that point she needed lots of solid technical help.  The result was she developed great preparation early in her career.  This one piece turn was crucial, as it set the foundation for developing world class control and power.  Again, notice the left hand.  She uses it to assure a complete turn.  This is a great tip for all players.

Forehand Center Rear View

She is really loading up to accelerate and explode.  I can see I and I can feel it!  When Venus was younger (ages 10-15) her forehand was shaky and wild.  With time and confidence, it is a lot better.  But most of all, she is not bashful and will pull the trigger.  She plays to win and always looks to dictate points.

Animation/Movie: Venus Forehand  Rear 

Caption: Venus’s forehand is clean, precise, and authoritative.

Click here to study this forehand as a ProStrokes Movie

Venus has a long back swing, but most of the time, that is predicated by the height and speed of the ball and where it is going to land. Because the ball is bouncing up into the strike zone, Venus feels she can really attack and go after these balls.  If it were lower or wider, you have to play the careful card.  But if it is an opportunity, take control, or your opponent will.

Venus hits through the ball, a clean top spin. What I mean is, she produces a little brush, but a flatter, straighter shot overall than many of the players in the game.  This is how I teach.  Cleaner strokes that are more precise and authoritative.  Venus hits through the ball, with her open stance, and once again, is ready for the next shot.

Forehand Inside In

This is Venus Williams' killer shot.  Shoulder high, you gonna die!

Because she is 6'2", her strike zone is longer than most, and she gets more leverage and has more options to produce power.  After the split, she turns as a unit and uses the left arm/hand to take it back.  These are great fundamentals.

Animation/Movie:Venus Forehand Inside In

Caption:  Venus brings the racket up the level for her killer high forehand.

Click here to study this forehand as a ProStrokes Movie

She lines the racquet up to the level of the ball, so she can DRIVE it really hard all the way through. This is the big difference in her preparation, compared to the first sequence in the center of the court.  I love how she leans into the shot and wants the ball and to  go forward.  ATTACK, ATTACK, ATTACK.

This is Venus Williams.  There is so much intensity and energy.  She catapults off the ground like no other woman player, except maybe that other Williams' kid. Venus extends through the ball to the target and, as always, she is ready for the response!

Forehand Low Ball

The ball Venus is addressing is a low ball, as you can see by how she has dropped the racquet quite low.  Again we see a major difference based on the actual ball she is playing.

Animation/Movie:Venus Forehand Low Ball

Caption:  Venus could lower her whole body better, and sometimes opens too soon.

Click here to study this forehand as a ProStrokes Movie

 I'd prefer to handle a lower ball like Capriati does (another one of my former students).  Jennifer bends to the level of ball, if possible, instead of just dropping the racquet head.  This way you can still produce a quality shot, with maximum  power off a low ball.

When the ball is really low like this one, using wrist and arm is crucial to generating racquet head speed.

Venus has great hand speed through contact.  It is part of her package. Also, look at her head still and yes on the ball.  This is key.

Notice that Venus still hits through the ball as much as possible given the ball  height.
Then Venus catches her followthrough with her other hand, and, as ususal,  is ready for the next shot.

Here is my main criticism of her forehand: often opens up a little early.  Sometimes she is not one piece (legs, hips, shoulder, arm) as a unit on her forward swing.

On this ball she opens open too soon and that will cause the racket to slow down.  This happens to Venus a lot.  I feel she tries so hard to rip the balls, she pulls out and disconnects the body's proper sequence of legs, hips, shoulders and arm.

Short Forehand

This is poetry in motion.  The Williams sister flow through transition shots better than any players in the game.  This mindset (taught at an early age) assures the ball gets there sooner and quicker.  That is the name of the game.  Take time away from your opponent.

Animation/Movie:Venus Short Forehand

Caption:  Venus aligns her back foot behind the ball and follow through toward the target.

Click here to study this forehand as a ProStrokes Movie

After Venus’s split step, she turns and recognizes a shorter ball.  Her backswing  is long, but the ball is three quarters court, not inside the service line.  She positions her right foot behind the ball and flow through contact and lands on her left.  This is a world class movement.  She has no down time, and this is key.

Her follow through is way out to the target compared to others shots.  She really feels this one.  After this, she closes and cuts off the reply.


Running Forehand

Venus has one of the best running forehands ever in women's tennis.  Here is why. Great speed, but most of all, long limbs, longer than anybody in the game.  She has the speed and she is nimble.  She is a gazelle with a racquet.

Animation/Movie:Venus Running Forehand

Caption:  Venus is moving with a full turn and the racket back before you see the ball.

Click here to study this forehand as a ProStrokes Movie

Venus has the hand speed and flicking ability to extract winners from anywhere, anytime, against any opponent on any surface!

One again, after her split step, she turns as a unit, one piece, to assure good rotation.  Notice, she runs with the racquet back before you even see the ball.  She is ready, and this will give her options and  she also won’t feel  be rushed.

Venus is set and  ready to explode and accelerate.  Her head is still and as she starts her swing, she pushes off the ground to start the power source.  She uses her legs to generate pace.  That is why you see her come off the ground.  This is a result of intensity and explosion, not Venus trying to jump.

Her follow through is a little short, and she added more topspin than usual on this stroke.  That is okay, depending on all the factors that come into play during  a point: your opponent’s position, the speed of ball, the height of ball, and the score. 

To develop a world class forehand, you have to be able to adjust to all of these situations.  And the same point has validity at every level of play.  It may not happen as fast, or with as much topspin, but you still have adjust your stroke to the ball and to your position on the court if you want to learn to hit the best shot you can in every situation.

