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Welcome to Research, Writing, and Analysis! I’m looking forward to working with you this 

semester. 

 

First Assignment 

A. Register for Westlaw and Lexis, the legal databases you will be using in RWA to find the 

relevant law. You will use Westlaw and Lexis throughout your law school career. In 

addition, most legal employers use one of these databases. To register, watch for an email 

from librarian Daryl Thompson the week of August 17 with further instructions. Be sure 

to watch the related videos that are included in the email.  

B. Reading  

Before our first class on August 26, complete the following reading assignments: 

1. A Lawyer Writes, Chapter 1 

2. Plagiarism Handout (available at http://www.law.msu.edu/rwa/) 

3. MSU College of Law Plagiarism Policy (available at 

https://www.law.msu.edu/studentaffairs/handbook/plagiarism.html) 

4. Anne Enquist, Talking to Students About the Differences Between Undergraduate 

Writing and Legal Writing, Vol. 13 No. 2 Persp: Teaching Legal Res. & Writing 104 

(2005) (available at http://www.law.msu.edu/rwa/) 

C. Plagiarism Handout Assignments 

1. After reading the Plagiarism Handout, print and sign the Student Acknowledgement 

Form on the first page. Turn that signed page in at the beginning of the first class on 

August 26. 

2. After reading the Plagiarism Handout, complete the RWA Plagiarism Quiz on D2L 

before our first class. The quiz should be available beginning the week of August 17, 

though it is possible that could be delayed a few days. To access the quiz, log in at 

d2l.msu.edu using your MSU net id and password. You will find the RWA Plagiarism 

Quiz under “My Courses.” Click on the “Assessments” pull-down menu, and then 

click on the “Quizzes” link. 

D. Office Memo One: Case Brief  

Over the course of the semester, you will write two legal memos, each of which will 

analyze the strength of a fictional client’s legal position. Our first client problem will 

involve a plaintiff in Texas who is seeking to recover damages for the negligent infliction 

of emotional distress he claims he suffered when he witnessed his foster son fall from a 

roof.  

http://www.law.msu.edu/rwa/
https://www.law.msu.edu/studentaffairs/handbook/plagiarism.html
http://www.law.msu.edu/rwa/
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As a first step, draft a brief of Freeman v. City of Pasadena, one of the cases that we will 

use to analyze the plaintiff’s claim. The text of the case is available on our class D2L site. 

Post one copy of your case brief to the appropriate drop box on D2L site before class, and 

bring a second copy to refer to during class. 

Case briefing is discussed on pp. 31-44 of What Every Law Student Needs to Know. (If 

you want to see another example of a case brief, you could also look at pp. 59-64 of A 

Lawyer Writes.) For purposes of this assignment, include sections that identify the case 

name, the parties, the facts, the procedural posture (also often called the “procedural 

history”), the holding, and the reasoning. Your brief should also discuss the concurring 

opinion. Please put your name on the case brief. Limit it to about one single-spaced page.  

E. Reading and Comprehension Exercise – Read and be prepared to discuss the 

Wallace article, the instructions and link for which are found on the page of this 

handout after the next page’s briefing instructions and memo.  The actual Wallace 

article is also attached in the event you wish to read a pdf as opposed to reading it 

on the web (or have trouble accessing the link).   
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Wallace Article Instructions and Link: 

 

People arrive to law school with various levels of writing ability.  For some of 

you writing is what you last did in a freshman composition class (or some AP 

class in high school) and that was the end of that.  For others, particularly 

those who majored in social sciences, you probably wrote a lot in college.  

Regardless, you will quickly find that law school writing is different and 

likely harder than anything you have done to date.  The writing is quite 

technical and, by its nature, often rather dry.  Writing well, with technical 

accuracy, in a manner that keeps the reader’s attention, is difficult.  Before 

we embark on reading a lot of appellate caselaw, which often fails on at least 

one, usually two, and occasionally all three of these points, it is a useful 

exercise to consider the concepts of good writing, technical accuracy, and 

holding the reader’s attention by examining a non-legal work that does all 

three reasonably well.  Thus, you should now read David Foster Wallace’s 

essay describing Roger Federer and tennis.  While Wallace has a particular 

point and opinion in his writing, he also offers a great deal of technical 

explanation to support his position.  It matters not at all if you know nothing 

of Wallace, Federer, or tennis, because Wallace’s writing is such that, at the 

conclusion of this piece, you should know a decent amount about Federer and 

the game of tennis and far more about both than you did before (unless you 

already happen to be an acquaintance of Federer and a very high level tennis 

player yourself, and the low chance of that happening in this class (again) is 

what makes this exercise useful).  When you get done with this piece (which, 

like all things, we will discuss in class so pay attention – I might call on you 

with a question about it) consider next that this is akin to what you are soon 

to be doing - taking an arcane subject about which your readers know little, 

and probably had little interest in until forced to by circumstances, and 

making it digestible and comprehensible to them, via a single written 

offering.  It is a tough job, though Wallace made it look easy.1 

 

Below is the link for Wallace’s essay “Federer as a Religious Experience” first published in the 

New York Times on August 20, 2006.   

http://www.nytimes.com/2006/08/20/sports/playmagazine/20federer.html?pagewanted=all&_

r=0 

 

 
1   Read Wallace’s footnotes too.  They are embedded in the NYT article, so you have to click to see them.  For the 
rest of your legal career, you should remember that the footnotes often matter a great deal.   

http://www.nytimes.com/2006/08/20/sports/playmagazine/20federer.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/08/20/sports/playmagazine/20federer.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0
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August 20, 2006

Federer as ReligiousExperience
By DAVID FOSTER WALLACE

Almost anyone who loves tennis and follows the men's tour on television has, over the last few
years, hadwhat might be termed Federer Moments.These are times, as you watch the young

Swiss play,when the jaw drops and eyes protrude and sounds are made that bringspouses in
from other rooms to see ifyou're O.K.

The Moments are more intense ifyou've played enough tennis to understandthe impossibility
of what youjust saw him do. We've all got our examples. Here is one. It's the finals of the 2005
U.S. Open, Federer serving to Andre Agassi early inthe fourth set. There's a medium-long
exchange of groundstrokes, one with the distinctive butterfly shape of today's power-baseline
game, Federer and Agassi yanking each other from side to side, each trying to set up the
baseline winner...untilsuddenly Agassi hits a hardheavy cross-court backhand that pulls
Federer way out wide to his ad (=left) side, and Federer gets to it but slices the stretch
backhand short, a couple feet past the service line, which of course is the sort of thing Agassi
dines out on, and as Federer's scrambling to reverse and get back to center,Agassi's moving in
to take the short ball on the rise, and he smacks it hard right back into the same ad corner,
trying to wrong-foot Federer,which infact he does — Federer's still near the corner but
running toward the centerline, and the ball's heading to a point behindhim now,where he just
was, and there's no time to turn his body around, and Agassi's following the shot in to the net at

an angle from the backhand side...andwhat Federer now does is somehow instantly reverse

thrust and sort of skip backwardthree or four steps, impossibly fast, to hit a forehand out of his
backhand corner, all his weight moving backward, and the forehand is a topspin screamer down
the line past Agassi at net,who lunges for it but the ball's past him, and it flies straight down the
sideline and lands exactly inthe deuce corner of Agassi's side, a winner — Federer's still dancing
backward as it lands.And there's that familiar little second of shocked silence from the New
York crowd before it erupts, and John McEnroe with his color man's headset on TV says

(mostly to himself, it sounds like), "How do you hit a winner from that position?" And he's right:
given Agassi's position and world-class quickness, Federer hadto send that ball down a two-

inchpipe of space inorder to pass him,which he did, movingbackwards,with no setup time and
none of his weight behind the shot. It was impossible. Itwas like something ou < more on ti
Matrix." Idon't know what-all sounds were involved,but my spouse says she o Turkisl
there was popcornall over the couch andIwas down on one knee and my eyel 2 Emergi
novelty-shop eyeballs. Read

w\\w.nyliines.conV2006/08/20/sports/playmagazine/20federer.html?page\\Qnted=all&_r=0&pagewanted=pfint 1/13
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Anyway, that's one example of a Federer Moment, and that was merely on TV — and the truth
is that TV tennis is to live tennis pretty much as video porn is to the felt reality of human love.

Journalistically speaking, there is no hot news to offer you about Roger Federer. He is, at

25, the best tennis player currently alive. Maybe the best ever. Bios and profiles abound. "60
Minutes" did a feature on himjust last year. Anything you want to know about Mr. Roger

N.M.I. Federer — his background, his home town of Basel, Switzerland, his parents' sane and
unexploitative support of his talent, his junior tennis career, his early problems with fragility
and temper, his belovedjunior coach, how that coach's accidental death in2002 both shattered
and annealed Federer and helped make himwhat he now is, Federer's 39 career singles titles,
his eight Grand Slams, his unusually steady and mature commitment to the girlfriend who
travels with him (which on the men's tour is rare) and handles his affairs (which on the men's
tour is unheard of), his old-school stoicism and mental toughness and good sportsmanship and
evident overall decency and thoughtfulness and charitable largess — it's alljust a Google search
away. Knock yourself out.

This present article is more about a spectator's experience of Federer, and its context. The
specific thesis here is that ifyou've never seen the young manplay live, and then do, inperson,

on the sacred grass of Wimbledon, through the literally withering heat and then wind and rain
of the '06 fortnight, then you are apt to have what one of the tournament's press bus drivers
describes as a "bloody near-religious experience." It may be tempting, at first, to hear a phrase
like this as just one more of the overheated tropes that people resort to to describe the feeling
of Federer Moments. But the driver's phrase turns out to be true — literally, for an instant
ecstatically — though it takes some time and serious watching to see this truth emerge.

Beauty isnot the goal of competitive sports, but high-levelsports are a prime venue for the
expression of humanbeauty.The relation is roughly that of courage to war.

The humanbeauty we're talking about here is beauty of a particular type; it might be called
kinetic beauty. Its power and appeal are universal. It has nothing to do with sex or cultural
norms. What it seems to have to do with, really, is humanbeings' reconciliationwith the fact of

havinga body/1)

Of course, inmen's sports no one ever talks about beauty or grace or the body. Menmay

profess their "love" of sports, but that love must always be cast and enacted inthe symbology
of war: eliminationvs. advance, hierarchy of rank and standing, obsessive statistics, technical
analysis, tribal and/or nationalist fervor, uniforms, mass noise, banners, chest-thumping, face-
painting, etc. For reasons that are not well understood, war's codes are safer for most of us than
love's.You too may find them so, inwhich case Spain's mesomorphic and totally martial Rafael

wvvw.nytimes.corTV2006/08/20/sporls/pla>iriagazine/20federer.html?p3gewanted=all&_r=0&pagewanted=print 2/13
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Nadal is the man's man for you — he of the unsleevedbiceps and Kabukiself-exhortations. Plus
Nadal is also Federer's nemesis and the bigsurprise of this year's Wimbledon, since he's a clay-
court specialist and no one expected himto make it past the first few rounds here. Whereas
Federer, through the semifinals, has provided no surprise or competitive drama at all. He's
outplayed each opponent so completely that the TV and print press are worried his matches are

dull and can't compete effectively with the nationalist fervor of the World Cup.ÿ

July 9's men's final, though, is everyone's dream. Nadalvs. Federer is a replay of last
month's French Open final, which Nadalwon. Federer has so far lost only four matches allyear,

but they've allbeen to Nadal. Still, most of these matches have been on slow clay, Nadal's best
surface. Grass is Federer's best. On the other hand, the first week's heat has baked out some of
the Wimbledon courts' slickness and made them slower. There's also the fact that Nadalhas
adjusted his clay-based game to grass — moving incloser to the baseline on his groundstrokes,
amping up his serve, overcoming his allergy to the net. He just about disemboweled Agassi in
the third round. The networks are inecstasies. Before the match, on Centre Court, behind the
glass slits above the south backstop, as the linesmen are coming out on court in their new Ralph
Laurenuniforms that look so much like children's navalwear, the broadcast commentators can

be seen practically bouncing up and down intheir chairs. This Wimbledon final's got the
revenge narrative, the king-versus-regicide dynamic, the stark character contrasts. It's the
passionate machismo of southern Europe versus the intricate clinical artistry of the north.
Apollo and Dionysus. Scalpel and cleaver. Righty and southpaw. Nos. land 2 inthe world.
Nadal, the manwho's taken the modern power-baseline game just as far as it goes, versus a

manwho's transfigured that modern game, whose precision and variety are as big a deal as his
pace and foot-speed, but who may be peculiarly vulnerable to, or psyched out by,that first
man. A Britishsportswriter, exulting with his mates inthe press section, says, twice, "It's going
to be a war."

Plus it's inthe cathedral of Centre Court. And the men's final is always on the fortnight's second
Sunday, the symbolism of which Wimbledon emphasizes by always omitting play on the first
Sunday. And the spattery gale that has knocked over parking signs and everted umbrellas all
morning suddenly quits an hour before match time, the sun emergingjust as Centre Court's
tarp is rolledback and the net posts drivenhome.

Federer and Nadal come out to applause, make their ritualbows to the nobles' box. The Swiss is
inthe buttermilk-colored sport coat that Nike's gotten himto wear for Wimbledon this year. On

Federer, and perhaps on him alone, it doesn't look absurd with shorts and sneakers. The
Spaniard eschews all warm-up clothing, so you have to look at his muscles right away. He and
the Swiss are both in all-Nike, up to the very same kindof tied white Nike hankie with the

vwvw.nÿimes.com/2006/08/2Q/sports/playTiagazine/2()federer.hlnril?pagewanted=all&_r=0&pagewanted=print 3/13
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swoosh positioned above the third eye. Nadal tucks his hair under his hankie,but Federer
doesn't, and smoothing and fussing with the bits of hair that fall over the hankie is the main
Federer tic TV viewers get to see; likewise Nadal's obsessive retreat to the ballboy's towel
between points. There happento be other tics and habits, though, tiny perks of live viewing.
There's the great care Roger Federer takes to hang the sport coat over his spare courtside
chair's back,just so, to keep it from wrinkling — he's done this before each matchhere, and
something about it seems childlike and weirdly sweet. Or the way he inevitably changes out his
racket sometime inthe second set, the new one always inthe same clear plastic bag closed with
blue tape, which he takes off carefully and always hands to a ballboy to dispose of. There's
Nadal's habit of constantly picking his long shorts out of his bottom as he bounces the ball
before serving, his way of always cutting his eyes warily from side to side as he walks the
baseline, like a convict expecting to be shanked. And something odd on the Swiss's serve, ifyou

look very closely. Holdingball and racket out in front, just before starting the motion, Federer
always places the ball precisely inthe V-shaped gap of the racket's throat, just below the head,
just for an instant. Ifthe fit isn't perfect, he adjusts the balluntil it is. It happens very fast, but
also every time, on bothfirst serves and second.

Nadal and Federer now warm each other up for precisely five minutes; the umpire keeps time.
There's a very definite order and etiquette to these prowarm-ups, which is something that
television has decidedyou're not interested inseeing. Centre Court holds 13,000 and change.
Another several thousand have done what people here do willingly every year, which is to pay a

stiff general admission at the gate and then gather, with hampers and mosquito spray, to watch
the match on an enormous TV screen outside Court 1.Your guess here is probably as good as

anyone's.

Right before play,up at the net, there's a ceremonial coin-toss to see who'll serve first. It's
another Wimbledon ritual.The honorary coin-tosser this year is William Caines, assisted by the
umpire and tournament referee. William Caines is a 7-year-old from Kent who contracted liver
cancer at age 2 and somehow survived after surgery and horrific chemo. He's here representing
Cancer Research UK. He's blond and pink-cheeked and comes up to about Federer's waist. The
crowd roars its approval of the re-enacted toss. Federer smiles distantly the whole time. Nadal,
just across the net, keeps dancing inplace like a boxer, swinging his arms from side to side. I'm
not sure whether the U.S. networks show the coin-toss or not,whether this ceremony's part of
their contractual obligation or whether they get to cut to commercial. As William's ushered off,
there's more cheering, but it's scattered and disorganized; most of the crowd can't quite tell
what to do. It's like once the ritual's over, the reality of why this child was part of it sinks in.
There's a feeling of something important, something both uncomfortable and not, about a child
with cancer tossing this dream-final's coin. The feeling, what-all it might mean, has a tip-of-the-

vwav.nytimes.com/2006/08/20/sports/playmagazine/20federer.html?pagevtanted=all&_r=O&pagewanted=print 4/13
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tongue-type quality that remains elusive for at least the first two sets/3)

A top athlete's beauty is next to impossible to describe directly. Or to evoke. Federer's
forehand is a great liquidwhip, his backhand a one-hander that he can drive flat, loadwith
topspin, or slice — the slice with such snap that the ball turns shapes inthe air and skids on the

grass to maybe ankle height. His serve has world-class pace and a degree of placement and
variety no one else comes close to; the service motion is lithe and uneccentric, distinctive (on

TV) only ina certain eel-like all-body snap at the moment of impact. His anticipation and court

sense are otherworldly, and his footwork is the best inthe game — as a child, he was also a

soccer prodigy.All this is true, andyet none of it really explains anything or evokes the
experience of watching this manplay. Of witnessing, firsthand, the beauty and genius of his

game. You more have to come at the aesthetic stuff obliquely, to talk around it, or — as Aquinas

did with his own ineffable subject — to try to define it interms of what it is not.

One thing it is not is televisable. At least not entirely. TV tennis has its advantages, but these
advantages have disadvantages, and chief among them is a certain illusionof intimacy.

Television's slow-mo replays, its close-ups and graphics, all so privilege viewers that we're not

even aware of how much is lost inbroadcast.And a large part of what's lost is the sheer
physicality of top tennis, a sense of the speeds at which the ball is moving and the players are

reacting. This loss is simple to explain. TV's priority,during a point, is coverage of the whole

court, a comprehensive view, so that viewers can see bothplayers and the overall geometry of

the exchange. Television therefore chooses a specular vantage that is overhead and behind one

baseline. You, the viewer, are above and looking down from behindthe court. This perspective,
as any art student will tell you, "foreshortens" the court. Real tennis, after all, is three-
dimensional, but a TV screen's image is only 2-D. The dimension that's lost (or rather
distorted) on the screen is the realcourt's length, the 78 feet betweenbaselines; and the speed
with which the ball traverses this length is a shot's pace, which onTV is obscured, and inperson

is fearsome to behold.That may sound abstract or overblown, inwhich case by all means go in

personto some professional tournament — especially to the outer courts inearly rounds, where

you can sit 20 feet from the sideline — and sample the difference for yourself. Ifyou've watched
tennis only on television, you simply have no idea how hardthese pros are hitting the ball, how

fast the ball is moving/4) how little time the players have to get to it, and how quickly they're

able to move and rotate and strike and recover.And none are faster, or more deceptively
effortless about it,than Roger Federer.

Interestingly,what is less obscured inTV coverage is Federer's intelligence, since this
intelligence often manifests as angle. Federer is able to see, or create, gaps and angles for
winners that no one else can envision, and television's perspective is perfect for viewing and

v\\\w.nytimes.com/2006/08/20/sports/pla>iTiagazine/2()federer.html?page\\ented=all&_r=0&pagewanted=print 5/13
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reviewing these Federer Moments. What's harder to appreciate onTV is that these
spectacular-looking angles and winners are not coming from nowhere — they're often set up

several shots ahead, and depend as much on Federer's manipulation of opponents' positions as

they do on the pace or placement of the coup de grace. And understanding how and why
Federer is able to move other world-class athletes around this way requires, in turn, a better
technical understanding of the modernpower-baseline game than TV — again — is set up to

provide.

Wimbledon isstrange. Verily it is the game's Mecca, the cathedral of tennis; but it would be
easier to sustain the appropriate levelof on-site veneration if the tournament weren't so intent
on remindingyou over and over that it's the cathedral of tennis. There's a peculiar mix of
stodgy self-satisfaction and relentless self-promotion and -branding. It's a bit like the sort of
authority figure whose office wall has every last plaque, diploma, and award he's ever gotten,

and every time you come into the office you're forced to look at the wall and say something to

indicate that you're impressed. Wimbledon's own walls, along nearly every significant corridor
and passage, are linedwith posters and signs featuring shots of past champions, lists of
Wimbledon facts and trivia, historic lore, and so on. Some of this stuff is interesting; some is just
odd. The Wimbledon LawnTennis Museum, for instance, has a collection of all the various kinds
of rackets usedhere through the decades, and one of the many signs along the Level 2 passage

of the Millennium Buildingÿ promotes this exhibition with bothphotos and didactic text, a kind
of History of the Racket. Here,sic, is the climactic end of this text:

Today's lightweight frames made of space-age materials like graphite, boron, titanium
and ceramics, with larger heads — mid-size (90-95 square inches) and over-size (110

square inches) — have totally transformed the character of the game. Nowadays it is the
powerfulhitters who dominate with heavy topspin. Serve-and-volley players and those
who rely on subtlety and touch have virtually disappeared.

It seems odd, to say the least, that such a diagnosis continues to hang here so prominently in
the fourth year of Federer's reignover Wimbledon, since the Swiss has brought to men's tennis
degrees of touch and subtlety unseensince (at least) the days of McEnroe's prime. But the
sign's really just a testament to the power of dogma. For almost two decades, the party line's
been that certain advances in racket technology, conditioning, and weight training have
transformed pro tennis from a game of quickness and finesse into one of athleticism and brute
power.And as an etiology of today's power-baseline game, this party line is broadly accurate.

Today's pros truly are measurably bigger, stronger, and better conditioned/6ÿ and high-tech
composite rackets really have increased their capacities for pace and spin. How, then, someone

of Federer's consummate finesse has come to dominate the men's tour is a source of wide and

www.nytimes.com/2006/08/20/spor ts/playmagazine/20federer.html?pagew3nted=3ll&_r=0&pagewianted=print 6/13
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There are three kinds of valid explanation for Federer's ascendancy. One kind involves
mystery and metaphysics and is,Ithink, closest to the real truth. The others are more

technical and make for better journalism.

The metaphysical explanation is that Roger Federer is one of those rare, preternaturalathletes
who appear to be exempt, at least inpart, from certain physical laws. Good analogues here

include MichaelJordan/7) who could not only jump inhumanly highbut actually hang there a

beat or two longer than gravity allows, and MuhammadAli, who really could "float" across the
canvas and land two or three jabs inthe clock-time required for one. There are probably a half-
dozen other examples since i960.And Federer is of this type — a type that one could call
genius, or mutant, or avatar. He is never hurried or off-balance. The approaching ballhangs, for
him, a split-second longer than it ought to. His movements are lithe rather than athletic. Like
Ali, Jordan, Maradona, and Gretzky, he seems both less and more substantial than the menhe
faces. Particularly in the all-white that Wimbledon enjoys getting away with still requiring,he
looks like what he may well (I think) be: a creature whose body is both flesh and, somehow,
light.

This thing about the ballcooperatively hanging there, slowing down, as if susceptible to the
Swiss's will — there's realmetaphysical truth here.And inthe following anecdote. After a July 7
semifinal inwhich Federer destroyed Jonas Bjorkman — not just beat him, destroyedhim —
andjust before a requisite post-match news conference inwhich Bjorkman,who's friendly with
Federer,says he was pleased to "have the best seat inthe house" to watch the Swiss "play the
nearest to perfectionyou can play tennis," Federer and Bjorkman are chatting andjoking
around, and Bjorkman asks himjust how unnaturally big the ballwas looking to him out there,
and Federer confirms that it was "like a bowlingball or basketball." He means it just as a

bantery, modest way to make Bjorkmanfeel better, to confirm that he's surprised by how
unusually well he playedtoday; but he's also revealingsomething about what tennis is like for
him. Imagine that you're a personwith preternaturally good reflexes and coordination and
speed, and that you're playinghigh-level tennis. Your experience, inplay,will not be that you

possess phenomenal reflexes and speed; rather, it will seem to you that the tennis ball is quite
large and slow-moving, and that you always have plenty of time to hit it.That is,you won't
experience anything like the (empirically real) quickness and skill that the live audience,

watching tennis balls move so fast they hiss and blur,will attribute to you/8)

Velocity's just one part of it.Now we're getting technical. Tennis is often called a "game of
inches," but the cliche is mostly referringto where a shot lands. Interms of a player's hitting an

incomingball, tennis is actually more a game of micrometers: vanishingly tiny changes around
v//Av.nytirries.com/2006/08/20/spofls/plaÿnagazine/20federer.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0&pagewante<J=print 7/13
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the moment of impact will have large effects on how and where the ball travels. The same

principle explains why even the smallest imprecision inaiming a rifle will still cause a miss if the

target's far enough away.

By way of illustration, let's slow things way down. Imagine that you, a tennis player, are

standingjust behindyour deuce corner's baseline. A ball is served to your forehand — you pivot
(or rotate) so that your side is to the ball's incoming path and start to take your racket back for

the forehand return. Keep visualizing up to where you're about halfway into the stroke's

forward motion; the incoming ball is nowjust off your front hip, maybe six inches from point of

impact. Consider some of the variables involvedhere. Onthe vertical plane, angling your racket

face just a couple degrees forward or back will create topspin or slice, respectively; keeping it

perpendicular will produce a flat, spinless drive. Horizontally, adjusting the racket face ever so

slightly to the left or right, and hitting the ballmaybe a millisecond early or late,will result ina

cross-court versus down-the-line return. Further slight changes inthe curves of your

groundstroke's motionand follow-through will help determine how highyour returnpasses

over the net,which, together with the speed at which you're swinging (alongwith certain

characteristics of the spinyou impart),will affect how deep or shallow inthe opponent's court

your returnlands, how high it bounces, etc. These are just the broadest distinctions, of course —

like, there's heavy topspin vs. light topspin, or sharply cross-court vs. only slightly cross-court,

etc. There are also the issues of how close you're allowing the ball to get to your body,what grip

you're using, the extent to which your knees are bent and/or weight's moving forward, and

whether you're able simultaneously to watch the balland to see what your opponent's doing

after he serves. These all matter, too. Plus there's the fact that you're not putting a static object

into motionhere but rather reversing the flight and (to a varying extent) spin of a projectile
coming towardyou — coming, inthe case of pro tennis, at speeds that make conscious thought

impossible. MarioAncic's first serve, for instance, often comes inaround 130 m.p.h. Since it's 78
feet from Ancic's baseline to yours, that means it takes 0.41 seconds for his serve to reachyou.

(9) This is less than the time it takes to blink quickly, twice.

The upshot is that pro tennis involves intervals of time too brief for deliberate action.

Temporally, we're more inthe operative range of reflexes, purely physical reactions that

bypass conscious thought. And yet an effective return of serve depends on a large set of

decisions and physical adjustments that are a whole lot more involved and intentional than

blinking,jumping when startled, etc.

Successfully returning a hard-served tennis ball requires what's sometimes called "the
kinesthetic sense," meaning the ability to control the body and its artificial extensions through

complex and very quick systems of tasks. Englishhas a whole cloud of terms for various parts
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of this ability: feel, touch, form, proprioception, coordination, hand-eye coordination,
kinesthesia, grace, control, reflexes, and so on. For promisingjunior players, refining the

kinesthetic sense is the maingoal of the extreme daily practice regimens we oftenhear about.
(10) The training here is both muscular and neurological. Hittingthousands of strokes, day after
day, develops the ability to do by "feel" what cannot be done by regular conscious thought.

Repetitive practice like this often looks tedious or even cruel to an outsider, but the outsider
can't feel what's going on inside the player — tiny adjustments, over and over, and a sense of
each change's effects that gets more and more acute even as it recedes from normal

consciousness.ÿ11-)

The time and discipline requiredfor serious kinesthetic training are one reason why top pros

are usually people who've devoted most of their waking lives to tennis, starting (at the very

latest) intheir early teens. Itwas, for example, at age 13 that Roger Federer finally gave up

soccer, and a recognizable childhood, and entered Switzerland's national tennis training center

inEcublens.At 16,he dropped out of classroom studies and started serious international
competition.

Itwas only weeks after quitting school that Federer won Junior Wimbledon. Obviously, this is

something that not every junior who devotes himself to tennis can do. Just as obviously, then,
there is more than time and training involved — there is also sheer talent, and degrees of it.
Extraordinary kinesthetic ability must be present (and measurable) ina kidjust to make the

years of practice and training worthwhile...but from there, over time, the cream starts to rise
and separate. So one type of technical explanation for Federer's dominion is that he's just a bit
more kinesthetically talented than the other male pros. Only a littlebit,since everyone inthe
Top 100 is himself kinesthetically gifted — but then, tennis is a game of inches.

This answer is plausible but incomplete. Itwould probably not have been incomplete in1980.
In2006, though, it's fair to ask why this kindof talent still matters so much. Recallwhat is true

about dogma and Wimbledon's sign. Kinesthetic virtuoso or no, Roger Federer is now

dominating the largest, strongest, fittest, best-trained and -coached field of male pros who've

ever existed, with everyone using a kindof nuclear racket that's said to have made the finer
calibrations of kinesthetic sense irrelevant, like trying to whistle Mozart during a Metallica
concert.

According to reliablesources, honorary coin-tosser William Caines's backstory is that one

day, when he was 2V2, his mother found a lump inhis tummy, and took himto the doctor, and
the lump was diagnosed as a malignant liver tumor. At which point one cannot, of course,

imagine...a tiny child undergoing chemo, serious chemo, his mother having to watch, carry him
home, nurse him, then bringhimback to that place for more chemo. How did she answer her

vwAV.nvtimes.corrV2006/08/20/spofts/playriagazine/20federer.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0&pageVi9nted=print 9/13



8/20/13 Roger Federer as Religious E>perience- Tennis - NYTimes.com

child's question — the big one, the obvious one? And who could answer hers? What could any

priest or pastor say that wouldn't be grotesque?

It's2-1Nadal inthe final's second set, and he's serving. Federer won the first set at love but
then flagged a bit, as he sometimes does, and is quickly down a break. Now, on Nadal's ad,
there's a 16-stroke point. Nadal is serving a lot faster than he did inParis, and this one's down
the center. Federer floats a soft forehand highover the net,which he can get away with because
Nadalnever comes inbehindhis serve. The Spaniard now hits a characteristically heavy
topspin forehand deep to Federer's backhand; Federer comes back with an even heavier
topspin backhand, almost a clay-court shot. It'sunexpected and backs Nadalup, slightly, and
his response is a low hardshort ball that lands just past the service line's T on Federer's
forehand side. Against most other opponents, Federer could simply end the point on a ball like
this, but one reason Nadalgives him trouble is that he's faster than the others, can get to stuff

they can't; and so Federer here just hits a flat, medium-hardcross-court forehand, going not for

a winner but for a low, shallowly angled ball that forces Nadalup and out to the deuce side, his
backhand. Nadal, on the run,backhands it hard down the line to Federer's backhand; Federer
slices it right back down the same line, slow and floaty with backspin, making Nadal come back
to the same spot. Nadalslices the ball right back — three shots now all down the same line —
and Federer slices the ballback to the same spot yet again, this one even slower and floatier,
and Nadalgets planted and hits a big two-hander back down the same line — it's like Nadal's
camped out now on his deuce side; he's no longer moving all the way back to the baseline's
center betweenshots; Federer's hypnotizedhim a little. Federer now hits a very hard, deep
topspin backhand, the kindthat hisses, to a point just slightly on the ad side of Nadal's baseline,
which Nadalgets to and forehands cross-court; and Federer responds with an even harder,
heavier cross-court backhand, baseline-deep and moving so fast that Nadalhas to hit the
forehand off his back foot and then scramble to get back to center as the shot lands maybe two

feet short on Federer's backhand side again. Federer steps to this ball and now hits a totally
different cross-court backhand, this one much shorter and sharper-angled, an angle no one

would anticipate, and so heavy andblurredwith topspin that it lands shallow andjust inside the
sideline and takes off hard after the bounce, and Nadalcan't move into cut it off and can't get to

it laterally along the baseline,because of all the angle and topspin — end of point. It's a

spectacular winner, a Federer Moment;but watching it live, you can see that it's also a winner

that Federer started setting up four or even five shots earlier. Everything after that first down-
the-line slice was designed by the Swiss to maneuver Nadaland lullhim and then disrupt his
rhythm and balance and open up that last, unimaginable angle — an angle that would have been
impossible without extreme topspin.

Extremetopspin is the hallmark of today's power-baseline game. This is something that
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Wimbledon's sign gets right/12) Why topspin is so key, though, is not commonly understood.
What's commonly understood is that high-tech composite rackets impart much more pace to

the ball, rather like aluminum baseballbats as opposed to good old lumber. But that dogma is

false. The truth is that, at the same tensile strength, carbon-based composites are lighter than
wood, and this allows modern rackets to be a couple ounces lighter and at least an inchwider
across the face than the vintage Kramer and Maxply. It's the width of the face that's vital. A

wider face means there's more total string area, which means the sweet spot's bigger. With a

composite racket,you don't have to meet the ball in the precise geometric center of the strings

inorder to generate good pace. Nor must you be spot-on to generate topspin, a spin that (recall)

requires a tilted face and upwardly curved stroke, brushing over the ball rather than hitting flat
through it — this was quite hard to do with wood rackets, because of their smaller face and
niggardly sweet spot. Composites' lighter,wider heads and more generous centers let players
swing faster and put way more topspin on the ball...and, inturn, the more topspin you put on

the ball, the harder you can hit it,because there's more margin for error. Topspin causes the
ball to pass high over the net, describe a sharp arc, and come down fast into the opponent's

court (instead of maybe soaring out).

So the basic formula here is that composite rackets enable topspin, which inturn enables
groundstrokes vastly faster and harder than 20 years ago — it's common now to see male pros

pulled up off the ground and halfway around inthe air by the force of their strokes, which inthe
old days was something one saw only inJimmy Connors.

Connors was not,by the way, the father of the power-baseline game. He whaled mightily from

the baseline, true, but his groundstrokes were flat and spinless and had to pass very low over

the net. Nor was Bjorn Borg a true power-baseliner. Both Borg and Connors played specialized
versions of the classic baseline game, which had evolved as a counterforce to the even more

classic serve-and-volley game, which was itself the dominant form of men's power tennis for

decades, and of which John McEnroe was the greatest modern exponent. You probably know all

this, and may also know that McEnroe toppled Borg and then more or less ruledthe men's

game until the appearance, around the mid-1980's, of (a) modern composite rackets*43) and (b)

IvanLendl,who playedwith an early form of composite and was the true progenitor of power-

baseline tennis/14)

IvanLendlwas the first top prowhose strokes and tactics appeared to be designed around the
special capacities of the composite racket. His goal was to win points from the baseline,via
either passing shots or outright winners. His weapon was his groundstrokes, especially his
forehand, which he could hit with overwhelming pace because of the amount of topspin he put

on the ball. The blendof pace and topspin also allowed Lendl to do something that proved
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crucial to the advent of the power-baseline game. He could pulloff radical, extraordinary angles
on hard-hit groundstrokes, mainly because of the speed with which heavy topspin makes the
ball dip and landwithout going wide. Inretrospect, this changed the whole physics of aggressive

tennis. For decades, it hadbeen angle that made the serve-and-volley game so lethal. The
closer one is to the net, the more of the opponent's court is open — the classic advantage of
volleying was that you could hit angles that would go way wide if attempted from the baseline
or midcourt. But topspin on a groundstroke, if it's really extreme, can bring the ball down fast
and shallow enough to exploit many of these same angles. Especially if the groundstroke you're
hitting is off a somewhat short ball — the shorter the ball, the more angles are possible. Pace,
topspin, and aggressive baseline angles: and lo, it's the power-baseline game.

Itwasn't that IvanLendlwas an immortally great tennis player. He was simply the first top pro

to demonstrate what heavy topspin and raw power could achieve from the baseline. And, most

important, the achievement was replicable,just like the composite racket. Past a certain
threshold of physical talent and training, the main requirements were athleticism, aggression,
and superior strength and conditioning. The result (omittingvarious complications and

subspecialtiesÿ5ÿ) has been men's pro tennis for the last 20 years: ever bigger, stronger, fitter
players generating unprecedentedpace and topspin off the ground, trying to force the short or

weak ball that they can put away.

Illustrative stat: When Lleyton Hewitt defeated DavidNalbandian inthe 2002 Wimbledon

men's final, there was not one single serve-and-volley point/16)

The generic power-baseline game is not boring — certainly not compared with the two-second
points of old-time serve-and-volley or the moon-ball tedium of classic baseline attrition. But it
is somewhat static and limited; it is not, as pundits have publicly feared for years, the
evolutionary endpoint of tennis. The player who's shown this to be true is Roger Federer.And
he's shown it from within the moderngame.

This within is what's important here; this is what a purely neural account leaves out. And it is
why sexy attributions like touch and subtlety must not be misunderstood. With Federer, it's
not either/or. The Swiss has every bit of Lendl and Agassi's pace on his groundstrokes, and

leaves the ground when he swings, and can out-hit even Nadal from the backcourt/17 What's
strange and wrong about Wimbledon's sign, really, is its overall dolorous tone. Subtlety, touch,
and finesse are not dead inthe power-baseline era. For it is, still, in 2006, very much the
power-baseline era: Roger Federer is a first-rate, kick-ass power-baseliner. It'sjust that that's
not all he is. There's also his intelligence, his occult anticipation, his court sense, his ability to

read and manipulate opponents, to mix spins and speeds, to misdirect and disguise, to use
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tactical foresight and peripheralvision and kinesthetic range instead of just rote pace — all this
has exposed the limits, and possibilities, of men's tennis as it's now played.

Which sounds very high-flown and nice, of course, but please understandthat with this guy it's
not high-flownor abstract. Or nice. Inthe same emphatic, empirical, dominating way that Lendl
drove home his own lesson, Roger Federer is showing that the speed and strength of today's
pro game are merely its skeleton, not its flesh. He has, figuratively and literally, re-embodied
men's tennis, and for the first time inyears the game's future is unpredictable. You should have
seen, on the grounds' outside courts, the variegated ballet that was this year's Junior
Wimbledon. Drop volleys and mixedspins, off-speed serves, gambits planned three shots ahead
— all as well as the standard-issue grunts and booming balls. Whether anything like a nascent

Federer was here among these juniors can't be known, of course. Genius is not replicable.
Inspiration, though, is contagious, and multiform — and evenjust to see, close up, power and
aggression made vulnerable to beauty is to feel inspired and (ina fleeting, mortalway)
reconciled.

DavidFoster Wallace is the author of "Infinite Jest," "Consider the Lobster" and several other books.
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Federer as Religious Experience
By DAVIDFOSTERWALLACE

There's a great deal that's bad about having a body. Ifthis is not so obviously true that no one needs
examples, we canjust quickly mentionpain, sores, odors, nausea, aging, gravity, sepsis, clumsiness, illness,
limits — every last schism between our physicalwills and our actual capacities. Can anyone doubt we need
help being reconciled? Crave it? It'syour body that dies, after all.

There are wonderful things about having a body, too, obviously — it's just that these things are much
harder to feel and appreciate in real time. Rather like certain kinds of rare, peak-type sensuous epiphanies
("I'mso gladIhave eyes to see this sunrise!" etc.), great athletes seem to catalyze our awareness of how
glorious it is to touch and perceive, move through space, interact with matter. Granted, what great athletes
can do with their bodies are things that the rest of us can only dream of. But these dreams are important —
they make up for a lot.

ÿ The U.S. media here are especially worried because noAmericans of either sex survived into even the
quarterfinals this year. (Ifyou're into obscure statistics, it's the first time this has happened at Wimbledon
since 1911.)

ÿ Actually, this is not the only Federer-and-sick-child incident of Wimbledon's second week. Three days

prior to the men's final, a Special One-011-One Interview with Mr.Roger Federerÿ takes place ina small,
crowded InternationalTennis Federation office just off the third floor of the Press Center. Right afterward,
as the ATP player-rep is ushering Federer out the back door for his next scheduled obligation, one of the
I.T.F.guys (who's been talking loudly on the telephone through the whole Special Interview) now comes up

and asks for a moment of Roger's time. The man, who has the same slight, generically foreign accent as all
I.T.F.guys, says: "Listen,Ihate doing this. Idon't do this, normally. It's for my neighbor. His kidhas a

disease. They will do a fund-raiser, it's planned, and I'masking can you sign a shirt or something, you know
— something." He looks mortified.The ATP rep is glaring at him. Federer, though, just nods, shrugs: "No
problem. I'llbring it tomorrow." Tomorrow's the men's semifinal. Evidently the I.T.F.guy has meant one of
Federer's own shirts, maybe from the match,with Federer's actual sweat on it. (Federer throws his used
wristbands into the crowd after matches, and the people they land on seem pleased rather than grossed
out.) The I.T.F.guy, after thanking Federer three times very fast, shakes his head: "I hate doing this."
Federer, still halfway out the door: "It's no problem." And it isn't. Like all pros, Federer changes his shirt
during matches, and he canjust have somebody save one, and then he'll sign it. It'snot like Federer's being
Gandhihere — he doesn't stop and ask for details about the kidor his illness. He doesn't pretendto care

more than he does. The request is just one more small, mildly distracting obligation he has to deal with. But
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— you can tell. And it won't distract him; he won't permit it. He's

(Only considerations of space and basic believability prevent a full description of the hassles involved in

securing such a One-on-One. Inbrief, it's rather like the old story of someone climbing an enormous

mountain to talk to the manseated lotus 011 top, except inthis case the mountain is composed entirely of

sports-bureaucrats.)

(4) Top men's serves often reach speeds of 125-135 m.p.h., true, but what all the radar signs and graphics
neglect to tell you is that male power-baseliners' groundstrokes themselves are often traveling at over 90
m.p.h.,which is the speed of a big-league fastball. Ifyou get down close enough to a pro court, you can hear

an actual sound coming off the ball in flight, a kindof liquid hiss, from the combination of pace and spin.

Close up and live,you'll also understandbetter the "open stance" that's become such an emblem of the

power-baseline game. The term, after all, just means not turning one's side all the way to the net before

hitting a groundstroke, and one reasonwhy so many power-baseliners hit from the open stance is that the

ball is now coming too fast for them to get turned all the way.

ÿ This is the large (andpresumably six-year-old) structure where Wimbledon's administration, players,

and media all have their respective areas and HQs.

(Some, like Nadal or Serena Williams, look more like cartoon superheroes than people.)

ÿ When asked, during the aforementioned Special One-on-One Interview, for examples of other athletes
whose performances might seem beautiful to him, Federer mentions Jordan first, then Kobe Brvant. then "a

soccer player like — guys who play very relaxed, like a Zinedine Zidane or something: he does great effort,

but he seems like he doesn't need to try hard to get the results."

Federer's response to the subsequent question, which is what-all he makes of it when pundits and other
players describe his own game as "beautiful," is interesting mainly because the response is pleasant,
intelligent, and cooperative — as is Federer himself — without ever really saying anything (because, in
fairness, what could one say about others' descriptions of him as beautiful? What would you say? It's
ultimately a stupid question): "It's always what people see first — for them, that's what you are 'best at.'

When you used to watch John McEnroe,you know, the first time, what would you see? You would see a guy

with incredible talent, because the way he played, nobody played like this. The way he played the ball, it
was just all about feel. And then you go over to Boris Becker, and right away you saw a powerfulplayer,you

know?ÿ When you see me play,you see a 'beautiful' player — and maybe after that you maybe see that

he's fast, maybe you see that he's got a good forehand, maybe then you see that he has a good serve. First,
you know,you have a base, and to me,Ithink it's great, you know, and I'mvery lucky to be called basically
'beautiful,' you know, for style of play. ... With me it's, like, 'the beautifulplayer,' and that's really cool."

N.B. Federer's big conversational tics are "maybe" and "you know." Ultimately, these tics are helpful
because they serve as reminders of how appallingly young he really is. Ifyou're interested, the world's best
tennis player is wearing white warm-up pants and a long-sleevedwhite microfiber shirt, possibly Nike.No
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sport coat, though. His handshake is only moderately firm, though the hand itself is like a carpentry rasp
(for obvious reasons, tennis players tend to be very callusy). He's a bit bigger thanTV makes him seem —
broader-shouldered, deeper inthe chest. He's next to a table that's coveredwith visors and headbands,
which he's been autographing with a Sharpie. He sits with his legs crossed and smiles pleasantly and seems

very relaxed; he never fidgets with the Sharpie. One's overall impression is that Federer is either a very

nice guy or a guy who's very good at dealing with the media — or (most likely) both.

ÿ Special One-on-One support from the manhimself for this claim: "It's interesting,because this week,
actually, Ancic [comma Mario, the towering Top-10 Croatianwhom Federer beat inWednesday's
quarterfinal] played on Centre Court against my friend, you know, the Swiss player Wawrinka [comma

Stanislas, Federer's Davis Cup teammate], andIwent to see it out where, you know, my girlfriend Mirka
[Vavrinec, a former women's Top-100 player, knocked out by injury,who now basically functions as

Federer's Alice B. Toklas] usually sits, andIwent to see — for the first time since Ihave come here to

Wimbledon, Iwent to see a matchon Centre Court, andIwas also surprised, actually, how fast, you know,
the serve is and how fast you have to react to be able to get the ballback, especially when a guy like Mario
[Ancic,who's known for his vicious serve] serves, you know? But then once you're on the court yourself, it's
totally different, you know, because all you see is the ball, really, and you don't see the speed of the ball.... "

(9) We're doing the math here with the ball traveling as the crow flies, for simplicity. Please do not write in
with corrections. Ifyou want to factor inthe serve's bounce and so compute the total distance traveled by

the ball as the sum of an oblique triangle'sÿ two shorter legs, then by all means go ahead — you'll end up
with between two and five additional hundredths of a second, which is not significant.

(The slower a tennis court's surface, the closer to a right triangle you're going to have. On fast grass, the
bounce's angle is always oblique.)

(10) Conditioning is also important,but this is mainly because the first thing that physical fatigue attacks is
the kinesthetic sense. (Other antagonists are fear, self-consciousness, and extreme upset — which is why
fragile psyches are rare inpro tennis.)

(11-) The best lay analogy is probably to the way an experienced driver can make all of good driving's myriad
little decisions and adjustments without having to pay attention to them.

(...assuming, that is, that the sign's "with heavy topspin" is modifying "dominate" rather than "powerful
hitters," which actually it might or might not — Britishgrammar is a bit dodgy.)

(13) (which neither Connors nor McEnroe could switch to with much success — their games were fixed
around pre-modern rackets.)

Formwise,with his whippy forehand, lethal one-hander, and merciless treatment of short balls, Lendl
somewhat anticipated Federer. But the Czech was also stiff, cold, and brutal; his game was awesome but not

beautiful. (My college doubles partner used to describe watching Lendl as like getting to see "Triumph of
the Will" in3-D.)
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ÿ15-* See, for one example, the continued effectiveness of some serve-and-volley (mainly in the adapted,
heavily ace- and quickness-dependent form of a Sampras or Rafter) on fast courts through the 1990's.

ÿl6-) It's also illustrative that 2002 was Wimbledon's last pre-Federer final.

Inthe third set of the '06 final, at three games all and 30-15, Nadalkicks his second serve high to

Federer's backhand. Nadal's clearly been coached to go high and heavy to Federer's backhand, and that's
what he does, point after point. Federer slices the returnback to Nadal's center and two feet short — not

short enough to let the Spaniard hit a winner, but short enough to draw him slightly into the court, whence
Nadalwinds up and puts all his forehand's strength into a hard heavy shot to (again) Federer's backhand.
The pace he's put on the ballmeans that Nadal is still backpedaling to the baseline as Federer leaves his feet
and cranks a very hard topspin backhand down the line to Nadal's deuce side, which Nadal— out of position
but world-class fast — reaches and manages to one-hand back deep to (again) Federer's backhand side, but
this ball's floaty and slow, and Federer has time to step around andhit an inside-out forehand, a forehand as

hard as anyone's hit all tournament, with just enough topspin to bring it down inNadal's ad corner, and the
Spaniard gets there but can't return it. Big ovation. Again, what looks like an overwhelming baseline winner

was actually set up by that first clever semi-short slice and Nadal's own predictability about where and how
hardhe'llhit every ball. Federer sure whaled that last forehand, though. People are looking at each other
and applauding. The thing with Federer is that he's Mozart and Metallica at the same time, and the
harmony's somehow exquisite.

By the way, it's right around here, or the next game, watching, that three separate inner-type things come
together and mesh. One is a feeling of deep personalprivilege at being alive to get to see this; another is the
thought that William Caines is probably somewhere here inthe Centre Court crowd, too, watching, maybe
with his mum. The third thing is a sudden memory of the earnest way the press bus driver promisedjust
this experience. Because there is one. It'shard to describe — it's like a thought that's also a feeling. One

wouldn't want to make too much of it,or to pretend that it's any sort of equitable balance; that would be
grotesque. But the truth is that whatever deity, entity, energy, or random genetic flux produces sick
children also produced Roger Federer, andjust look at him down there. Look at that.

DavidFoster Wallace is the author of "Infinite Jest," "Consider the Lobster"andseveralother books.
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