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Al Horford’s Quiet Brilliance 

By Will Leitch 

ATLANTA -- The game of basketball is a gorgeous, free-flowing expression of joy and creativity, the 

greatest athletes on earth soaring through the air with grace, power and precision. Their movements 

seem natural, almost poetic; it's what athletic competition is supposed to look like. People often wonder 

why basketball players seem to have more natural cool to them than other sports' stars, why celebrities 

and artists all seem to gravitate toward them. It's because what they are doing is awesome. Hitting a 

baseball is incredibly difficult; breaking a tackle, impressive; firing a slap shot past a goalie, impossible 

for the layman to understand. But leaping, all joints and pivots working together toward one specific 

goal, flying to throw a ball through a hoop … that's the best right there. Who wouldn't want to do that? 

Basketball, at its most beautiful, inspires nothing but awe. 

And then there is Al Horford. 

Horford has some smoothness for a big man, and a better shooting eye than he is given credit for, but 

when you draw up the platonic ideal of just how lovely basketball can look, Horford is not what the 

sketch looks like. He's a little lumbering, plodding and long-limbed. He can sometimes be all elbows and 

knees. There is a deceptive style to his game, but he is not a soarer. His game is not graceful. 

And, for a decade now, has been the borderline superstar we don't notice. Even when he was in college, 

winning two national championships for Florida, his teammates Joakim Noah and Corey Brewer received 

more attention. He was selected third by Atlanta in the 2007 draft … behind Greg Oden and Kevin 

Durant. He played for a generally non-descript franchise that was almost universally ignored by the rest 

of the NBA, a team that played in a mall and dreamed of nothing more than maybe sneaking out a sixth-

seed in the playoffs or so. 

And he's been terrific. Horford has missed large parts of two seasons (2011-12, when he played 11 

games, and 2013-14 when he played 29), and otherwise, he has been the best player on a playoff team 

for six years now. He has led the Hawks in win shares every year he wasn't injured since his rookie 

season, and he has done it with some completely different teams under completely different 

circumstances. He was the Hawks' star for the end of the Mike Woodson era, the entire Larry Drew era 

and now the "Spurs South" Mike Budenholzer era, the most successful run for both his career and the 

Hawks' existence. Horford, under varying offensive and defensive philosophies, has been setting picks, 

clearing out space, blocking out and, oh yeah, putting up a near double-double for almost a decade now. 

Horford's teams have never once missed the playoffs, despite all the turnover and turmoil, despite being 

nondescript (well, until this season, anyway). Not many current superstars can say that. Carmelo 

Anthony can't say that. Chris Paul can't say that. Stephen Curry can't say that. But Horford can. 



 

 

 

Despite all that: Nobody buys Al Horford apparel. (He has never made the top 25 rankings in jersey 

sales.) The fan favorite in Atlanta this season is Kyle Korver. The big billboard in Atlanta promoting the 

Hawksfeatures a massive semi-statue of Paul Millsap dunking. The Hawks have been one of the most 

thrilling, high-flying, new-school teams to watch in the NBA this year. But Horford has been the 

forgotten one. Horford is just the guy who is always there, an above-average player on both sides of the 

ball, quietly helping you win games. 

And then Wednesday night, in the biggest game of his career, in perhaps the biggest moment in Hawks' 

franchise history, he won the game for the Hawks in a moment that was absolutely not quiet. 

That is the most Al Horford highlight ever. The flashy, whoa play is John Wall blocking Dennis Schroder's 

shot; that's the one that secures Wall's status as a superstar, overcoming injury and willing his team to a 

massive Game Five conference semifinals victory. That's what we're used to seeing win games. 

But that's not what happens here. Having that super slow motion just accentuates Horford's brilliance 

more. He is just there. Out of nowhere, with everything on the line, Horford takes advantage of another 

player's mistake -- Nene will be blocking out ghosts in his sleep for the next few months if the Wizards 

lose this series -- and simply grabs the ball, elbows himself some space and places it back in. 

It is not graceful. It is not beautiful. It is not the pinnacle of human athleticism. But it is fantastic. It is Al 

Horford, doing what he has been doing his whole career, now having the opportunity to do it on his 

grandest stage yet. 

We probably still won't notice him tomorrow. Philips Arena fans, at their next home playoff game (and 

last night ensured there will be at least one more), will make more noise -- and it is starting to 

get loud in there -- for a Korver three, or a Jeff Teague drive, or a Millsap block. But Horford will still be 

their best player. At least he now has a playoff highlight that will last forever, one to call his own, one 

that's uniquely his. The guy deserves it. The guy had it coming. 

 

  


