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The Williams Sisters: Reveling in the Richness of Black Beauty
By NAT CHARLES
During this second week of the US Open, the latest blip on the radar screen of the tennis world is an article in the September 2nd issue of Sports Illustrated magazine entitled “Who’s That Girl.”  The article’s subtitle says it all: “The WTA tour is desperately seeking a new star to embody its ideal of strength, attitude, and sex appeal.” Author L. Jon Wertheim’s ambiguously tongue-in-cheek article mixes facts about women’s tennis with a description of an “ideal” - but fictional - tennis star: Simonya Popova. Clearly referencing the recently released film Simone, about a techno-Pygmalian portrayed by Al Pacino who creates a “cyber-celebrity,” the article includes a photo-illustration of the simulated athlete: buff, buxom and blonde. But underneath the humor of this article, there is a sinister irony: the implication that the two top tennis players in the world, and the sport’s biggest stars, Venus and Serena Williams, are not an ideal of strength, attitude and sex appeal. Where, I wonder, do they fall short? 

It would be hard to argue that any female tennis player is stronger. The Williams sisters have dominated women’s tennis within the last couple of years, winning 6 of the last 9 grand slams, becoming the top tennis players in the world by a long shot, and blasting the remaining top players off the court so often that their fiercest competition has most frequently come from each other. And certainly attitude is never in short supply in the Williams family. Well before their professional results proved the point, Venus and Serena proclaimed themselves the best in the sport, buttressing this claim with the nervy assertion that they only beat themselves when they lost. Frequently lambasted for a lack of humility, yet under-praised for their quick wit, the Williams sisters have demonstrated time and again their once precocious but now shrewd interview savvy, deftly deflecting intrusive and often accusatory queries with intelligence, grace, and charm. 

So what about sex appeal? Rarely are the sisters mentioned for their beauty, even as others are cited regularly, notably the overexposed Anna Kournikova, the so-called “teen queen” Ashley Harkleroad, and the attractive, but undernourished newcomer Daniela Hantuchova. As with these three, all too often in women’s tennis, beauty is only mentioned in the context of white, blonde players. The Williams sisters are famous for both their wealth of talent and the financial wealth that winning has brought them. But pundits are generally silent on the subject of their beauty, leaving the sisters to celebrate themselves. For example, when asked what her sister thought of the revealing and transgressive “cat suit” Serena debuted on opening night of the US Open, Serena replied that Venus thought it was fun, exciting and very sexy. “I mean, she just basically described me,” she added with characteristic confidence. Traditional “tennis whites” have given way to trend-setting styles that emphasize their generous curves and accent their shapely, full figures. The sisters revel in fashion accessories, often sporting a regal tiara in their matches, experimenting with the full variety of hair options for black women, and flashing all manner of baubles, bangles and beads. They gloss their full lips and flaunt their flat midriffs, radiating a bold, full-bodied beauty and voluptuous sex appeal that, when viewed in conjunction with their taut and muscular frames, make their presence on the courts nearly overwhelming. But all of this is in the context of a sport that refuses to recognize the richness of black female beauty. 

The promotion and pursuit of blonde beauty in tennis, cleverly coded the “Anna factor,” by some journalists, is the final hurdle over which the Williams sisters must leap before their comprehensive domination of the sport is universally acknowledged. An American hegemony that over-values white skin and blonde hair in the canon of pop cultural images - from Marilyn Monroe to Madonna, and from Anna Kournikova to Britney Spears – has not yet accepted the full magnitude of what the sisters bring to the party. But Venus and Serena have set new standards in tennis by regularly accomplishing the improbable. Undoubtedly, they will also set new standards in beauty before long.

