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m Why | Stopped Signing My Books

Rc;ulcrs of Max Apple will
perhaps recall a wonderful
story called “Free Agents™ in
which the organs of the body,
oppressed by their slave-like rela-
tionship to a personality they
don't wholly respect, decide to
become free agents, like baseball
players sometimes do,

These whao, like mvself, have
had corenary by-pass surgery.
will find Max Apples story not
clever fansy but sober realism.
Eyery year, as the anniversary of
niy surgery approaches, 1 experi-
ence about sx weeks of extreme
agmton: muscle, bone, organ,
tissue rementber; they want it
made clear that whar happened
in 1991 had better not happen
again. This protest that T annually
ride out 18 not born an the head;
ic connes from deep inside. Now
that | have lived with it for 11
years | see it 15 not particularly
surprising that sometime avaund
198 74K, my right hand deeided
to stop signing my books—or, at
least, to stop signing them legibly,

In recent years, a number of
booksellers have devored a good
deal of not particularly gracious
copy to my “legible™ signatures.
You would think that | had only
been able to perform the
supremely difficule act of signing
my name clearly only five or six
times in my life.

Oh, please! 1 signed my
name clearly for more than a
quarter century, from the begin-
ning of my carger in 1961 untl
the post-Lopesome Dove deluge 1n
1987 ar so. Those last were
VeRING Yedrs: my signature
certainly deteriorated, and yet
my tight hand struggled an untl
a book tour [ took with my
colliborator [hana Ossana for

our-novel Zeke and Ned, We were, | believe, in Oklahoma
City when my right hand suddenly had enough. It became
a free agent, consenting only to perform a single jerk,
producing a mark on the flyleaf that rather resembled

a triangle.

Since 1997 when this occurred, Pve been careful ot ta
ask too much of my right hand, Tv will, if not hurried,

Selected anonymous
bookseller descriptions
&
MeMurtry rarely signs books any oy Er;
These are becoming more rare each da
rn
A wonderful, early inseription, néatly
St it every word, meliding
the signature, clearly I,egibi{!.
oy
Ist edition of his first book, with an early
mseription (1.2 legible) by McMurery
t A /

First Edition and inscribed b}(
‘MeMurtry in a very legible hand,
This is a very n:arI';.r signature,

The imseription and signature are very
legible, unfike his later seribble.
#a
M{M:urtry has crossed put his pame on
the title page and autographed the book
above (i his r.lrly neat hand),

Signed by the authr.-r on the front free
endpaper in his early hand in which
virrually all of the letters of his name

ire in evidence,
#3
Signied by McMurtry inan entirely
legible (and lovely) early hand,
most uncommon thus.
#y

Basta! mm

day. Mass sigmings 10 won't do,
and if | push it much beyond
five or six signatures it's ape o
produce a flash of temperament
and start making triangles again.

As far as rarity goes, it is the
triangles, not the legible signa-
tures, that booksellers ought to
be looking for,

| suspect, now that I've had
tive vears in which to think
about i, that my right hand was
more moral than T and
perceived the r{:rrupliun in
contemporary book signing
guicker than [ did, Undl Lone-
soime Dove, the public valued me
as 4 writer, Because of that
book—the Gone with the Wind
of the West—1 moved into the
sports-hero category. Before
Longsonte Dove peaple came for
the books; now they only come
for the signature, hustling me as
they nrighe hugtle a ball player
leaving a ball park,

But I'm not a ball player,
and my worst book is a better
thing than the best spores card.
Or so | beheve:

In part to-spare my hand,
but in the main to aveid book
buyers of the sports-card
mentality, | have senr all my
books out of my bookshop. | do
still sign a few, for family, for old
friends, for occasianal suppli-

cants, T sign a limited number of

each new book for Julie and
Cody Ressell of Three Dog
Books, my neighbors in the
book town.

I have signed many thou-
sands of hooks—probably ar
least 30,000, And the niore 1
think about it the more wrong
it seents, Far the signiture
slowly but steadily shides atten-
tion away from the one thing

that really deserves it the book—that 15, the ercanon—atself.
I'he creation may be good or it may be bad, but no signa-
ture, legible or otherwise, can increase its meaning one what,

12 Lalrrr MeMuirtry, Winner of the Pulitzie Prize jor fistion, is the il of
23 movels, fron tollections of essays, o memoir ad woee than 30 semenplayy.

produce very decent signatures, perhaps as many as five in
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