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  Context


  Bernard Malamud was born in Brooklyn, New York, in 1914. His father was a small grocery-store owner. His mother died when he was in high school. During the Depression, Malamud attended the City College of New York, which at that time was a school for intelligent but poor students. After graduation, Malamud worked several odd jobs before going to graduate school at Columbia University and obtaining a master's degree in English.


  Malamud began publishing short stories in the early 1940s, but it was not until the early 1950s that he began to develop a literary reputation. His first novel, The Natural, was published in 1952. The novel blended the great American pastime—baseball—with myth, particularly the Arthurian legends of Perceval and the Fisher King. The Natural was a success and put Malamud on the literary map; later it would adapted into a film starring Robert Redford, Robert Duvall, and Glenn Close, which became one of the most popular films about baseball ever made.


  Malamud went on to write a number of novels. He won the Pulitzer Prize for Literature for The Fixer (1966), a novel about a Jewish man persecuted in 1911 Kiev. The novel was immediately successful in the midst of the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s. It swiftly became a classic, but it also gave Malamud a reputation as, in his own words, "a Jewish writer," as so many of his stories and novels concern Jewish characters and issues.


  For this reason, The Natural is somewhat of an unusual novel in Malamud's body of work. There are virtually no Jewish characters—at least, none that are obviously or overtly Jewish—and it certainly does not deal with Jewish issues. Instead, The Natural is a complex blend of myth, legend, and the American obsession with professional sports and celebrity. Roy Hobbs, the talented but tragic baseball player, becomes tied up with the hopes and dreams of New York as he brings the New York Knights up from last-place oblivion into a pennant race. Malamud modeled Hobbs's brief career on the myth of the Fisher King, focusing on the core idea that the health of the king—or coach, in the case of Pop Fisher—is related to the health of the land, or, in this case, the city. Hobbs is Perceval to Pop's Fisher King; however, Hobbs himself is also a Fisher King of sorts, unable to achieve the Holy Grail because he refuses to forego his dreams of glory.


  The legacy of The Natural does not rest solely on the novel—in fact, many people are unaware that the novel even exists. Much more famous is the 1984 film adaptation. The filmmakers made significant changes to the storyline; most important, Roy does not strike out at the end of the film, but instead hits a home run and wins the game, and the pennant, for the Knights. Roy is also united with his son and, presumably, ends up with Iris. The film is very different from the pessimistic, naturalistic tone of the novel, but what remains intact is Malamud's use of myth to enhance the story of a baseball player. The film's triumphant, feel-good ending has made it more popular and enduring than the novel. Despite the changes made to his story, Malamud was pleased that the film helped him become recognized once more as an "American writer" rather than exclusively a Jewish writer.


  Plot Overview


  Nineteen-year-old Roy Hobbs, a country bumpkin with a great pitching arm, is on his way to Chicago to try out for the Chicago Cubs. He is on the train with the Cubs' scout, Sam Simpson. While on the train, Roy meets a woman named Harriet Bird, for whom he immediately develops a crush. He also meets a sports journalist, Max Mercy, who is on the train with a famous baseball hitter, the Whammer.


  The train stops at a carnival, and Roy and the Whammer both show off their skills at games. Sam bets that Roy can strike out the Whammer, and Roy does. In the process, however, Roy accidentally hurts Sam, who dies later that day from the injury. When they reach Chicago, Harriet invites Roy to her room. After Roy tells her he will be "the greatest in the game," she shoots him.


  Fifteen years later, Pop Fisher, the manager of the New York Knights, discovers he has a new "rookie" for his team—a thirty-four-year-old man named Roy Hobbs, whom the team's owner, the stingy Judge Banner, has signed for a paltry $3,000. The Knights are doing very poorly; even their playing field is dried up from a long drought.


  Pop is skeptical of Roy. When Roy refuses to join the hypnotist sessions to which Pop subjects the team, Pop benches Roy for three weeks. In the meantime, Roy falls for Pop's niece, Memo Paris, but she is already the girlfriend of the team's star player, Bump Baily. Roy also meets Max Mercy, the sports journalist, again, but Mercy does not recognize him.


  Finally, Pop sends Roy into a game one day to pinch-hit. Roy smashes the cover off the ball on his first at-bat, and at the same time a downpour begins that lasts for three days. Soon, the field is green again and Roy is hitting regularly, wowing everyone with his amazing talent. Bump Baily takes offense at Roy's rise, and he tries so hard to outdo Roy that he accidentally cracks his skull against the wall. Bump later dies from his injuries; ultimately, Roy tries to move in on Memo. She is cold and indifferent to him, but he cannot stop thinking about her.


  When the Knights begin to rise in the standings due to Roy's amazing performance, Roy asks the Judge for a raise, but the Judge refuses. Roy runs into Max Mercy, who takes him out to a club owned by Gus Sands, the "Supreme Bookie"—a millionaire tycoon of the betting circuit. Gus and Memo are sitting together when Roy and Max arrive. Gus wins some significant money from Roy, and Roy pays him back in the form of parlor tricks.


  A few weeks later, the fans hold "Roy's Day," in which they shower him with cheers and gifts after hearing how poorly the Judge has been treating him. Roy even gets a car and takes Memo on a date. The date goes poorly, however, and Roy ends up crashing the car into a ditch. Neither of them are injured, but it is clear that Memo is not very interested in Roy. Nevertheless, he cannot stop obsessing over her.


  Shortly thereafter, Roy enters a slump, unable to get a single hit. He tries everything he can to end the slump, from superstitious tricks to meeting a fortuneteller. Pop tells Roy to stop using his bat, Wonderboy, and to try a different one, but Roy refuses. Just before a game in Chicago, a fan begs Roy to hit a home run; the fan told his son, who is fighting for his life in the hospital, that Roy said he would. Pop lets Roy bat, and Roy immediately goes through two strikes. Then Roy notices a woman standing up in the crowd for him. The woman gives him a kind of strength, and he nails a home run on the next hit.


  Roy decides to meet the woman. Her name is Iris Lemon. The two go on a date, and Iris seems to understand Roy very well. Unfortunately, Roy does not seem to understand Iris or what she is trying to tell him. They go swimming and then make love, but Roy is shocked to discover that Iris, at age thirty-three, is already a grandmother. He soon tries to forget about her, focusing once more on Memo, who has ignored him for weeks.


  Suddenly, as Roy is hitting well again, Memo begins to pay attention to him, making him hunger for her even more. But he also hungers for vast amounts of food, and he begins to eat and eat. Memo holds a great banquet for all the players before an important three-game series, promising Roy sex after the banquet. But when Roy goes to her, he gets an enormous stomachache and winds up in the hospital.


  Meanwhile, the Knights lose their next three games, tying the Pirates for first place. Memo visits Roy at the hospital. He asks her to marry him, but she tells him she cannot do so unless he is sufficiently rich and can "take care of her." Shortly thereafter, Judge Banner visits Roy and offers him $35,000 to throw the next game, which will decide who wins the pennant. Roy reluctantly agrees, and the next day at the game, he does not play his best.


  However, Roy slowly begins to change his mind. At one at-bat, he is viciously booed by a dwarf named Otto P. Zipp. Roy tries to foul off several pitches toward the dwarf; one finally hits the dwarf, but caroms off the dwarf's skull and hits a woman that had stood up in the stands—Iris Lemon. Iris tells Roy that she is pregnant with his child, and that he must win the game for both the child and the two of them. Roy agrees and goes back to the plate ready to crack one. But as he does so, his bat, Wonderboy, splits in half.


  In his next at-bat, Roy is once again ready to conquer, though not with Wonderboy. The opposing team's pitcher is so terrified of Roy that he faints dead away. The other team sends out a young phenom pitcher instead. Roy suddenly finds himself in the place of the Whammer, striking out against a young, fantastic pitcher. Distraught after the game, Roy visits the Judge and beats him up, along with Gus Sands. Roy throws the Judge's money at him and calls Memo a whore. Memo tells him that she has hated him ever since he "murdered Bump." Roy leaves and sees a newspaper: Max Mercy has discovered Roy's sellout. A boy asks Roy, "Say it ain't so, Roy." Roy can only weep in response.


  Character List


  Characters


  
    Roy Hobbs - The tragic hero of The Natural. Roy is gifted with great athletic abilities, but he can never succeed due to a tragic combination of ego, selfish ambition, and naïveté. While still a teenager on his way to the major leagues, Roy is shot by Harriet Bird and nearly killed. More than ten years later, at the age of thirty-five, Hobbs returns to the game; his body has aged, but his mind and heart are the same.

  


  
    Pop Fisher - The long-suffering manager of the New York Knights. Once a great player himself, Pop once made a bad play that cost his team an important game, and he has never recovered from that mistake. He wants nothing more than to lead the Knights to a pennant victory; it is his Holy Grail. The worse the team is doing, the worse Pop's health gets, as we see in his mysterious ailment, "athlete's foot of the hands."

  


  
    Sam Simpson - The scout who first discovers Roy. Unfortunately, Sam dies on the way to Hobbs' first tryout, and is therefore not present to prevent Hobbs from being attacked by Harriet Bird. Sam acts as a kind of father figure to Roy.

  


  
    Wonderboy - Something of a character itself, Wonderboy is Roy's bat. When Roy was a boy, he came across a tree that had been struck by lightning, and he decided to make a bat out of it. In the mythological world of The Natural, Wonderboy is Roy's Excalibur. It is also an unquestionable phallic symbol; when Roy is in a slump, the bat is said to "sag like a baloney." It is implied that the bat gives Roy extra strength that he might not have had otherwise, allowing him to hit bad pitches.

  


  
    Red Blow - One of the coaches of the New York Knights. Red is one of the first members of the team to take a liking to Roy Hobbs, and he does his best to steer Hobbs clear of trouble.

  


  
    Max Mercy - A journalist who delights in exposing the seedy aspects of baseball. Mercy makes it his mission to pry into the private lives of baseball players and put their personal flaws on display. He loves nothing more than seeing a great player brought down.

  


  
    Memo Paris - The spoiled niece of Pop Fisher. Memo is a gorgeous redhead, and Roy swiftly falls in love with her. His infatuation with her, and her refusal to accept his advances, eventually leads to Roy's slump. Memo is an unhappy person, and she is never able to get over the death of her boyfriend, Bump Baily.

  


  
    Bump Baily - The star of the New York Knights until the arrival of Roy. Bump is a cocky, egotistical, and mean-spirited player who enjoys playing cruel practical jokes on his teammates. While a talented athlete, Bump occasionally tries too hard to rise above and beyond his impressive abilities, resulting in disaster when he cracks his skull while trying to catch a long ball.

  


  
    Iris Lemon - A kind, quiet woman who helps Hobbs snap out of his slump. At thirty-three, Iris is already a grandmother, but she offers Roy the best hope of having a happy life. Unfortunately, Roy refuses her in favor of Memo.

  


  
    Judge Goodwill Banner - The owner of the New York Knights. Judge prefers hi steam to lose, as this allows him to run the organization cheaply. He is crooked and often bets against his own players. He attempts to bribe Roy into throwing the game for the pennant. Judge lives in a tower high above the ballpark, scheming ways to make money and to take back Pop Fisher's remaining forty percent of the team's stock.
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