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best closer in mlb history is a topic that sparks considerable debate among baseball enthusiasts and

analysts alike. The role of a closer in Major League Baseball (MLB) is critical, as they are often tasked

with securing the final outs of a game under intense pressure. Throughout MLB history, several

pitchers have distinguished themselves in this role through exceptional skill, consistency, and record-

breaking performances. This article explores the qualities that define the best closer in MLB history,

highlights the most iconic closers, and examines their career achievements and impact on the game.

By analyzing statistical milestones, awards, and influence on team success, this comprehensive

overview aims to identify those who have set the gold standard in closing games. The discussion will

also include the evolution of the closer role and how modern-day closers compare to their

predecessors. Readers will gain insight into what makes a closer truly great in the context of MLB

history.
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Defining the Role of a Closer in MLB

The role of a closer in Major League Baseball is specialized and highly strategic. Closers are relief

pitchers who enter the game typically in the final inning to preserve a lead and secure the win for their

team. This role requires not only exceptional pitching talent but also mental toughness, as closers

must perform under high-pressure conditions with little room for error. The best closer in MLB history

demonstrates an ability to consistently deliver in these critical moments, often facing the opposing

team's most dangerous hitters. In addition to shutting down the opposition, closers must also adapt to

various game situations and manage the psychological aspects of the closing role, including the

burden of expectation from teammates, coaches, and fans.

Key Responsibilities and Attributes

Closers are characterized by several defining attributes, including velocity, control, pitch variety, and

composure. The ability to throw strikes consistently while mixing pitches effectively keeps hitters off

balance. Furthermore, a closer must possess the resilience to recover quickly from setbacks, as a

single mistake can change the outcome of a game. These pitchers often have a dominant fastball

complemented by sharp breaking balls or changeups, making them difficult to hit in late innings.

Statistical Measures of Success

Several statistics are used to evaluate the effectiveness of a closer, such as saves, save percentage,

earned run average (ERA), strikeouts per nine innings (K/9), and WHIP (walks plus hits per inning

pitched). The save statistic, in particular, is unique to closers and is a primary indicator of their success

in securing wins. However, modern analysis also considers advanced metrics like leverage index and

win probability added (WPA) to capture the true impact a closer has on the game.



Top Candidates for Best Closer in MLB History

Over the decades, numerous pitchers have made a significant mark as closers in MLB. Selecting the

best closer in MLB history involves considering career longevity, dominance, consistency, and

influence on the game. The following pitchers are widely regarded as top candidates for this

distinction.

Mariano Rivera

Mariano Rivera is frequently cited as the best closer in MLB history due to his unparalleled career

achievements. Playing exclusively for the New York Yankees, Rivera amassed a record 652 saves and

was known for his devastating cut fastball. His postseason performances were legendary, helping the

Yankees secure five World Series titles. Rivera’s calm demeanor and ability to perform under pressure

set a standard for closers everywhere.

Trevor Hoffman

Trevor Hoffman was the first pitcher to reach 600 saves and held the all-time saves record before

Rivera surpassed him. Known for his trademark changeup, Hoffman excelled with the San Diego

Padres and was a consistent force in the closer role throughout his career. His longevity and skill

earned him a place in the Baseball Hall of Fame.

Lee Smith

Lee Smith was a dominant closer in the 1980s and 1990s, finishing his career with 478 saves. He was

known for his intimidating presence on the mound and his ability to overpower hitters. Smith’s impact

helped popularize the closer role during a time when bullpen specialization was becoming more

prevalent.



Other Notable Closers

John Franco – Known for his durability and over 400 career saves.

Rafael Soriano – Noted for his high strikeout rates and effective fastball-slider combination.

Francisco Rodriguez – Holds the single-season saves record with 62 saves in 2008.

Dennis Eckersley – Transitioned from starter to dominant closer, known for his control and

competitiveness.

Career Achievements and Records

The best closer in MLB history is often identified by their statistical accomplishments and ability to set

or break records. Career milestones such as total saves, save percentage, and postseason success

play a critical role in this evaluation. Achieving longevity while maintaining elite performance is a

hallmark of the greatest closers.

Saves Leaders and Milestones

Mariano Rivera leads the all-time saves list with 652, followed by Trevor Hoffman with 601 and Lee

Smith with 478. These figures underscore their dominance in the closer role. Additionally, single-

season save records, such as Francisco Rodriguez’s 62 saves in 2008, highlight peak performances

that contribute to a closer’s legacy.



Awards and Honors

Closers who have been recognized with awards like the Rolaids Relief Man Award, the Sporting News

Reliever of the Year, and Most Valuable Player (MVP) honors demonstrate their elite status. Mariano

Rivera was a 13-time All-Star and won the American League Championship Series Most Valuable

Player Award. Such accolades validate their impact on the game beyond raw statistics.

Impact on Team Success and Legacy

The best closer in MLB history is often judged by their contribution to team success, particularly in

high-stakes games such as the playoffs and World Series. Their ability to close out games translates

directly into wins, making their role vital in championship runs. A closer’s legacy also includes their

influence on future generations of pitchers and how they shaped bullpen strategy.

Postseason Performance

Mariano Rivera’s postseason record is unmatched, with 42 saves and an ERA of 0.70 in playoff

games. His dominance in the playoffs earned him the reputation as the most reliable closer under

pressure. Success in postseason situations is a key factor in ranking closers historically, as it reflects

performance at the highest level of competition.

Shaping the Closer Role

The evolution of bullpen usage has been influenced by the success of legendary closers. Their ability

to consistently shut down opponents in the ninth inning led to the modern definition of the closer role,

where a designated pitcher is reserved for the final inning. This strategic shift has changed bullpen

management across MLB.



Evolution of the Closer Role in Baseball

The closer role has transformed significantly throughout MLB history. Initially, relievers were used more

flexibly, but the rise of specialized closers has redefined pitching strategy. Understanding this evolution

provides context for evaluating the best closer in MLB history and how the role’s demands have

changed.

Early Bullpen Usage

In the early days of baseball, starting pitchers often finished games, and relief pitchers were not

specialized. It was rare for a pitcher to be designated solely as a closer. The concept of a "fireman," a

reliever called upon in critical situations regardless of the inning, was more common.

Modern Closer Specialization

By the 1970s and 1980s, teams began to develop dedicated closers who specialized in pitching the

ninth inning. This shift coincided with the emergence of pitchers like Rollie Fingers and Lee Smith, who

excelled in this role. The modern closer is expected to pitch one inning with maximum intensity, a

contrast to earlier eras where relievers might pitch multiple innings.

Current Trends and Future Outlook

Today, the closer role continues to evolve, with some teams using closers in non-traditional situations

based on leverage rather than inning. The best closers adapt to these changes by maintaining

consistent performance regardless of when they enter the game. As bullpen strategy advances, the

legacy of the best closer in MLB history remains a benchmark for future generations.



Frequently Asked Questions

Who is considered the best closer in MLB history?

Mariano Rivera is widely regarded as the best closer in MLB history due to his record 652 saves, five

World Series championships, and dominant postseason performances.

What records does Mariano Rivera hold as a closer?

Mariano Rivera holds the MLB records for most career saves (652), most games finished (952), and

lowest career ERA (2.21) among qualified relievers.

How does Trevor Hoffman rank among the best closers in MLB

history?

Trevor Hoffman is considered one of the greatest closers, ranking second all-time with 601 saves and

known for his devastating changeup.

Which closers have won the most Rolaids Relief Man Awards?

Mariano Rivera won the Rolaids Relief Man Award five times, the most among all closers, recognizing

his excellence as a relief pitcher.

How important is postseason success in evaluating the best closer in

MLB history?

Postseason success is a key factor, and Mariano Rivera's unmatched 42 postseason saves and

dominant performances in pressure situations boost his status as the best closer.

Are there any Hall of Fame closers besides Mariano Rivera?

Yes, other Hall of Fame closers include Trevor Hoffman, Dennis Eckersley, Rollie Fingers, and Bruce



Sutter, all of whom made significant impacts on the game.

What qualities make a baseball player the best closer in MLB history?

The best closers typically have a combination of consistent effectiveness, a dominant pitching arsenal,

mental toughness, longevity, and success in high-pressure situations.

Additional Resources

1. Fireman: The Untold Stories of MLB’s Greatest Closers

This book delves into the careers of Major League Baseball’s most dominant closers, exploring their

unique pitching styles and mental toughness. It offers in-depth profiles of legends like Mariano Rivera

and Dennis Eckersley, alongside lesser-known but highly effective pitchers. Readers gain insight into

the evolution of the closer role and the impact these players have had on the game.

2. The Ninth Inning: The Art and Science of Closing in Baseball

A comprehensive analysis of the closer position, this book combines statistical data with personal

anecdotes to explain what makes an effective closer. It covers the psychological pressure of the role

and how pitchers prepare for high-stakes moments. The author interviews several Hall of Fame closers

to provide firsthand perspectives.

3. Save Masters: Stories of MLB’s Most Clutch Closers

Focusing on dramatic moments and game-saving performances, this collection highlights the careers

of top closers who thrived under pressure. Each chapter tells a compelling story of a save that defined

a season or a career. The book also discusses the changing strategy behind bullpen usage over the

decades.

4. Closer: The Rise of Baseball’s Shutdown Pitchers

Tracing the history of the closer role from its origins to modern-day specialists, this book explains how

the position became a crucial part of team strategy. It profiles trailblazers such as Rollie Fingers and

Lee Smith, detailing their contributions to the game. Additionally, it explores the physical and mental



demands placed on closers.

5. Locked In: The Mental Game of MLB’s Elite Closers

This book offers a deep dive into the psychological mindset required to succeed as a closer in Major

League Baseball. Through interviews and case studies, it reveals how closers manage stress, maintain

focus, and develop routines that help them perform consistently. It also addresses how closers bounce

back from failure.

6. The Closer’s Playbook: Strategies and Stories from the Bullpen

Combining tactical advice with player stories, this book serves as both a guide and a tribute to the

closer role. It covers pitch selection, game situations, and how closers adapt to different hitters. The

author also shares personal experiences and lessons learned from working closely with MLB closers.

7. Dominating the Late Innings: Legendary Closers of MLB

Highlighting some of the most dominant closers in baseball history, this book celebrates their records,

pitching arsenals, and memorable saves. It provides a statistical comparison across eras and

discusses how closers have influenced playoff outcomes. Fans will appreciate the detailed recounting

of iconic moments.

8. Saving the Game: The Legacy of MLB’s Best Closers

This volume explores the lasting impact of elite closers on baseball culture and team success. Through

historical narratives and player interviews, it illustrates how closers have shaped the way games are

won in the final innings. The book also reflects on how the role continues to evolve in today’s game.

9. Beyond the Save: Inside the Lives of Baseball’s Top Closers

Going beyond the statistics, this book provides an intimate look at the personal lives and challenges

faced by some of MLB’s greatest closers. It covers their upbringing, career struggles, and life after

baseball. The narrative humanizes these athletes, revealing the sacrifices and determination behind

their success.
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component parts. Rather than predicting batting average, for instance, this resource looks at the
elements of skill that make up any given batter's ability to distinguish between balls and strikes, his
propensity to make contact with the ball, and what happens when he makes contact—reverse
engineering those skills back into batting average. The result is an unparalleled forecast of baseball
abilities and trends for the upcoming season and beyond.
  best closer in mlb history: Ron Shandler's 2021 Baseball Forecaster Brent Hershey,
Brandon Kruse, Ray Murphy, Ron Shandler, 2021-01-19 The industry's longest-running publication
for baseball analysts and fantasy leaguers, Ron Shandler's Baseball Forecaster, published annually
since 1986, is the first book to approach prognostication by breaking performance down into its
component parts. Rather than predicting batting average, for instance, this resource looks at the
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seven of the World Series to pennant-clinching home runs.
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can influence games more than any other player on the field. Read about the stats and championship
moments of baseball's greatest pitchers. Then use what you learned to create your own top-10 list!
Go deep with stats and action-packed text to discover the best pro pitchers of the past and present in
a fun, top-ten format. Study the evidence for yourself, and research your own G.O.A.T. list. Then
have fun convincing your fellow baseball fans that your list is the best!
  best closer in mlb history: Ron Shandler's 2023 Baseball Forecaster Brent Hershey, Ray
Murphy, 2023-01-31 For more than 35 years, the very best in baseball predictions and statistics The
industry's longest-running publication for baseball analysts and fantasy leaguers, Ron Shandler's
Baseball Forecaster, published annually since 1986, is the first book to approach prognostication by
breaking performance down into its component parts. Rather than predicting batting average, for
instance, this resource looks at the elements of skill that make up any given batter's ability to
distinguish between balls and strikes, his propensity to make contact with the ball, and what
happens when he makes contact— reverse engineering those skills back into batting average.The
result is an unparalleled forecast of baseball abilities and trends for the upcoming season and
beyond.
  best closer in mlb history: Ron Shandler's 2025 Baseball Forecaster Ron Shandler, Brent
Hershey, Ray Murphy, Brandon Kruse, Ryan Bloomfield, 2025-01-14 For more than 35 years, the
very best in baseball predictions and statistics The industry's longest-running publication for
baseball analysts and fantasy leaguers, Ron Shandler's Baseball Forecaster, published annually since
1986, is the first book to approach prognostication by breaking performance down into its
component parts. Rather than predicting batting average, for instance, this resource looks at the
elements of skill that make up any given batter's ability to distinguish between balls and strikes, his
propensity to make contact with the ball, and what happens when he makes contact—reverse
engineering those skills back into batting average. The result is an unparalleled forecast of baseball
abilities and trends for the upcoming season and beyond.
  best closer in mlb history: The MLB Encyclopedia Brendan Flynn, 2021-12-15 Alongside both
historic and recent photographs, readers will learn about each MLB team's history, greatest seasons,
greatest players, and team records. In addition, the book offers an in-depth introduction about the
sport's history, a section on star players, and information on the statistical leaders in various
categories. Features include a glossary, additional resources, and an index. Aligned to Common Core
Standards and correlated to state standards. Abdo Reference is an imprint of Abdo Publishing, a
division of ABDO.



  best closer in mlb history: 50 Moments That Defined Major League Baseball Rocco
Constantino, 2016-05-20 Baseball is a game of incredible moments, awe-inspiring feats, and
dramatic finishes. But not all of these events actually impacted the game itself or the players still to
come. Moments such as Lou Gehrig’s last Opening Day appearance, the very first All-Star game, or
Mickey Mantle’s first game to hit home runs from both sides of the plate are iconic not because they
were game-changing plays, but because they affected the course of baseball history. In 50 Moments
That Defined Major League Baseball, Rocco Constantino provides a fresh history of the national
pastime by recounting the most extraordinary and iconic moments—both renowned and
obscure—that shaped the game as it moved from the Dead Ball Era, through World War II, and on to
the modern era. Events include Jackie Robinson’s first All-Star Game, Babe Ruth’s 50th home run in
his first season as a Yankee, Hank Aaron’s first career home run, and many more. Highlighting these
moments are Constantino’s exclusive interviews with over 50 former Major League Baseball players,
managers, and umpires, as they candidly share their memories and provide commentary on these
impactful events. Many of the players interviewed played in the World Series or an All-Star Game,
including Rod Carew, Fred Lynn, Shawn Estes, and Jeff Montgomery. 50 Moments That Defined
Major League Baseball features rarely seen historic photographs of baseball immortals and modern
photos of today’s stars. With two bonus chapters that include first-hand entertaining anecdotes from
baseball icons and moving statements about those who helped them reach the sport’s pinnacle, this
book is an engaging read for baseball fans and historians alike.
  best closer in mlb history: Sports Illustrated for Kids: the Year in Sports 2007 Sports
Illustrated for Kids, 2006 Provides young readers with a comprehensive guide to all the major
sporting events from the Fall of 2005 through Summer 2006, including major sports, action sports,
and the X Games.
  best closer in mlb history: 2017 Baseball Forecaster Brent Hershey, Brandon Kruse, Ray
Murphy, Ron Shandler, 2016-12-15 The industry's longest-running publication for baseball analysts
and fantasy leaguers, the 2017 Baseball Forecaster, published annually since 1986, is the first book
to approach prognostication by breaking performance down into its component parts. Rather than
predicting batting average, for instance, this resource looks at the elements of skill that make up any
given batter's ability to distinguish between balls and strikes, his propensity to make contact with
the ball, and what happens when he makes contact—reverse engineering those skills back into
batting average. The result is an unparalleled forecast of baseball abilities and trends for the
upcoming season and beyond.
  best closer in mlb history: Hello, Friends! Jerry Howarth, 2019-03-05 An honest memoir about
life, family, and baseball from the longtime, legendary Toronto Blue Jays radio broadcaster For 36
years, Jerry Howarth ushered in eternal hope each spring and thrived in the drive of each fall as the
voice of the Toronto Blue Jays. In 1982, the lifelong avid sports fan joined Tom Cheek as full-time
play-by-play radio announcer for the Blue Jays, and for the next 23 years, “Tom and Jerry” were the
voices of the franchise. Jerry became part of the fabric of a nation and a team, covering historic
moments like the rise of the Blue Jays through the 1980s that culminated in back-to-back World
Series Championships in 1992 and 1993. His Hall of Fame–worthy broadcasting career has been
nothing short of legendary. When Jerry retired in February 2018, the tributes poured in and made
one thing perfectly clear: Toronto baseball would never be the same. Howarth brings together
thoughts on life, family, work, and baseball. Featuring stories about everyone from Dave Stieb, Jack
Morris, Duane Ward, Roberto Alomar, and Joe Carter to John Gibbons, Edwin Encarnacion, Josh
Donaldson, and the late Roy Halladay, Hello, Friends! is a must-read for sports fans everywhere.
  best closer in mlb history: A History of Cuban Baseball, 1864–2006 Peter C. Bjarkman,
2014-06-17 When Cuba met Japan in the finals of Major League Baseball’s 2006 World Baseball
Classic (WBC), many among the international audience were shocked that a purported “amateur”
team could challenge for the sport’s first true world championship. But those who had paid attention
to international tournaments were hardly surprised by Cuba’s strong showing against all-star teams
of Puerto Rican, Dominican, Venezuelan, and U.S. major leaguers. The undisputed champions of



global baseball, Cuba had reigned supreme for better than a half-century at the avowed American
national game. In this groundbreaking volume, Peter Bjarkman traces the full arc of island baseball
history, from the pioneering era of integrated play in the winter leagues, across the many triumphs
of the post-revolution decades, and up through Cuba’s initial WBC triumphs.
  best closer in mlb history: Baseball Prospectus 2012 Baseball Prospectus, 2012-02-08 The
bestselling annual baseball preview from the smartest analysts in the business The essential guide to
the 2012 baseball season is on deck now, and whether you're a fan or fantasy player—or both—you
won't be properly informed without it. Baseball Prospectus 2012 brings together an elite group of
analysts to provide the definitive look at the upcoming season in critical essays and commentary on
the thirty teams, their managers, and more than sixty players and prospects from each team.
Contains critical essays on each of the thirty teams and player comments for some sixty players for
each of those teams Projects each player's stats for the coming season using the groundbreaking
PECOTA projection system, which has been called perhaps the game's most accurate projection
model (Sports Illustrated) From Baseball Prospectus, America's leading provider of statistical
analysis for baseball Now in its seventeenth edition, this New York Times bestselling insider's guide
remains hands down the most authoritative and entertaining book of its kind.
  best closer in mlb history: 2016 Baseball Forecaster Ron Shandler, Ray Murphy, Brent
Hershey, Brandon Kruse, 2016-01-01 For 30 years, the very best in baseball prediction and statistics
The industry's longest-running publication for baseball analysts and fantasy leaguers, the 2016
Baseball Forecaster, published annually since 1986, is the first book to approach prognostication by
breaking performance down into its component parts. Rather than predicting batting average, for
instance, this resource looks at the elements of skill that make up any given batter's ability to
distinguish between balls and strikes, his propensity to make contact with the ball, and what
happens when he makes contact—reverse engineering those skills back into batting average. The
result is an unparalleled forecast of baseball abilities and trends for the upcoming season and
beyond.
  best closer in mlb history: Baseball State by State Chris Jensen, 2012-08-09 Offering a fresh
approach to the familiar concept of all-time baseball teams, this exhaustive work ranks more than
2,500 players by state of birth and includes both major league and Negro League athletes. Each
chapter covers one state and opens with the all-time team, naming a top selection for each position
followed by honorable mentions. Also included are all-time stat leaders in nine categories--games,
hits, average, RBI, home runs, stolen bases, pitching wins, strikeouts and saves--a brief overview of
the state's baseball history, notable player achievements, historic baseball places to see, potential
future stars, a comprehensive list of player nicknames, and the state's all-time best player.
  best closer in mlb history: Rob Neyer's Big Book of Baseball Lineups Rob Neyer,
2003-06-02 Presents a series of lineups from each baseball franchise and explores the careers of
baseball players both famous and obscure.
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