Table Tennis Basics with Richard Prause – Part 6:

A “must” and two classics of the service game
Richard Prause gives you some advice about a basic service variety – a so called “must” – and two classical services, which are being used again by top players since the new service rules were introduced. The “with”/”without” serve, the forehand sidespin serves beside the head and the “swipe” serves with the forehand. 

Since all times the serve variety “with” or “without”, which means with backspin or without backspin, has been very important. That means serving in such a way that the opponent does not recognize the spin and makes a mistake while returning the serve. How do you play “with” – and “without” serves? 

You must consider two factors with the “without” serve: first, none or very little use of the wrist, secondly, hit the ball more at the front. You move behind the ball and push it over (ill. 1). That way the ball receives none or very little rotation. In opposite to that you must hit the ball tangentially to produce a lot of spin. You are moving under the ball (ill. 2) in order to put spin on it. The faster you move your bat at the moment when you make contact with the ball by using the wrist and the forearm explosively, the more backspin the ball will have. It is important that the opponent doesn’t see a different movement pattern so that you don’t let him know which variety you are using. The “with” and “without” serves should have an almost identical movement apart from the moment when you make contact with the ball. 

We discussed the other possibility to produce “with” – and “without” serves in our last Newsletter 1/2010. 

Then we were dealing with the different contact points on the bat. This possibility is clearly a more difficult variety. For players of a lower level the variety described here is easier to use. 

Luckily it is now forbidden to hide the moment of making contact with the bat nowadays. So you can see the service at all times and you can estimate the spin. Even though, the best players in the world are making mistakes when returning the serves. How is that possible? 

The players adjusted to the new rules and worked on the finer tuning of the serves. They learnt to be a lot more precise with their use of the wrist and forearm. At the same time they also learnt to adjust the bat angle to the different speed of the wrist and forearm. That way a service with the same movement pattern receives many different nuances in spin and is easily over – or under estimated by the opponent. These fine varieties of a serve are very often not even noticed by the best players. Even they make mistakes on the returns. 

In other words: The speed of the bat is the acceleration for the rotation engine. The position of the bat decides the rotation. The faster the bat hits the ball and the more tangential the ball is hit, the more rotation is produced. If the wrist remains stiff whilst hitting the ball and the ball is pushed more central the less or no rotation is put on the ball. Just slight differences in the speed of the bat or the angle of the bat determine a variation in rotation. Correct? Exactly. It sounds easy, but it demands a lot of practice. 

Let’s talk about two classical serves which were used already forty years ago. Then they were forgotten by the top players during the period of the hidden forehand serves. Now following the new service rule, which forbids hiding the ball the top players are rediscovering them. What is so interesting about the classical serves? 

Every service variety is interesting if you – like described above – look at them concerning rotation, placement and speed and you can vary them differently. The forehand serve beside the head, which became known again through Dimitrij Ovtcharov, shows all spin varieties. Depending on how you are hitting the ball you can play side-back-, pure side – and side-topspin. The picture series A1-3 show the basic movement of the serve, ill. 3 show the bat positions. On ill.4 you can see that that different top-, back- and sidespin can be produced with the same bat position but different points where you hit the ball. If the bat angle is square, there will be different sidespin varieties. That applies also to the “swipe” serve, which is used very effectively by the European Champion from 2008, Ruta Paskauskiene. Here the bat is moved in a semi-circle with different bat positions. Picture series B1-4 shows this service. With the classical serves there is a lot of room for wrist movement. The rotation in the serve is depending on the use of the wrist. Both serves are often played bending down. That way the angle towards the table can be kept low so that the fight path of the ball is low. 
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