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T e ure a s
Historical Tragments from Legendary Tigures TEXT BY JEFFREY SIMPSON

THE PTOLEMY royal dynasty of Egypt
(the most famous member of which
was Cleopatra) collected them; Queen
Victoria collected them; and Barbra
Streisand collects them. You can't get
one written by Shakespeare for love
or money, nor one written by Colum
bus, but you can find one by Colum
bus's patron Queen Isabella. The
price for a Mozart starts at $20,000,
and for many years most collectors

were hot on the trail of an obscure
Southern plantation owner with the
odd name of Button Gwinnett.

What are they? Autographs, of
course, which to the serious collector
means not just a signature on a piece
of paper but a manuscript or letter or
official document signed by a histori
cal figure. Ideally, the autograph not
only records a known person's par-

ABOVE, Document, Henry VIII, 1512. Ink on
vellum; 5*"x 6'*". Boldly signed "Henry R,"
the Tudor king's letter of June 26-in which
he orders materials for a gown and a fur
trimmed jacket-is addressed to Sir Andrewe
Wyndesore, Knight, Keeper of the "gret
warderobe." John Wilson (Autographs) Ltd.,
Oxford. OPPOSITE, Document, Michelangelo,
1531-32. Ink on paper; n*,' x 8'h". A rare
manuscript of Michelangelo's financial ac
counts reveals payments to his brothers
Sigismondo and Buonarroto and to the faith
ful servant of his recently deceased father.
Kenneth W. Rendell Gallery, Inc., New York.
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OPPOSITE, Autograph, Anna Pavlova, circa 1916. Ink on silver print; 10" x 8". With the magic and appeal of the great Russian bal
lerina still largely undiminished, her signed photographs are sought after by dance enthusiasts and collectors alike. La
Scala Autographs, Inc., Hopewell, New Jersey. ABOVE, Autograph, George Gershwin, 1927. Ink on paper; 6,",' x 8*". A four
measure quotation from Gershwin's renowned jazz concerto Rhapsody in Blue fittingly accompanies the composer's signa
ture. Kenneth W. Rendell Gallery, Inc., New York. BELOW, Lefler, David Crockett, 1835. Ink on paper; 7'11" x 10". The legendary
frontiersman and member of the House of Representatives wrote to Levi Woodbury on February 2, unaware that Woodbury,
preViously secretary of the navy, was then secretary of the treasury. Walter R. Benjamin Autographs, Inc., Hunter, New York.
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THE ALLURE OF AUTOGRAPHS

Historical Fragments from Legendary Figures

ticipation in a historical event but, as
the Boston-based autograph dealer
Kenneth Rendell says, is a "time cap
sule." It opens up the historical mo
ment to a sense of the personal
feelings involved and brings the con
temporary reader right into that
long-ago event.

The duke of Wellington-the vic
tor of Waterloo, sometime prime
minister of England and the nation's
grand old man-wrote to a young
boy who had been worried about
leaving his pet when he went away
to school: "Field Marshal, the Duke of
Wellington, begs to inform William
Harris that his toad is alive and well."
In some ways this is the quintessen
tial autograph, for it makes a mythic
historical figure human. Looking at
the formal calligraphy on the yel
lowed but sturdy rag paper, one sees
the anxious little boy, the imposing
but kindly old man-and the toad,
squatly oblivious under grander pro
tection than it could ever know.

Today autograph collecting is a
growing avocation, enlivened by a
renewed interest in musical manu
scripts and scores and a fad for the
rather rare letters of show-business
figures. It is complicated by the
autopen, which allows public figures
to sign dozens of documents at one
time, and by the age-old practice of
secretaries signing letters for their
bosses. For centuries, however, col
lecting has been popular with those
who had the means to pursue their
interest. Ptolemy Philadelphus, who
ruled Egypt from 285 to 246 B.C., re
putedly refused to supply the Athe
nians with much-needed wheat until
they turned over the manuscripts of
classical Greek dramatists for the
royal Egyptian library at Alexandria.
Real collecting began in Europe dur
ing the sixteenth century when indi
viduals began to sign their names
to documents, letters and papers,
thereby adding the essential element
of personality to what were other
wise just historical records.

Some of the early collections

formed the basis for the great Euro
pean libraries: Sir Thomas Bodley
(1545-1613) gathered manuscripts
that served as the nucleus of the
Bodleian Library at Oxford; Sir Hans
Sloane (1660-1753), who collected
historical and scientific letters as well
as scientific specimens and oddities,
sold his collection to the government,
and the British Library was born. J. P.
Morgan began to collect at age four
teen, and his autograph collection
was the foundation of the glorious
assemblage of books and art that is
the Morgan Library today. Railroad
magnate Henry E. Huntington
also founded a great library at San
Marino, California, based on his
manuscript and rare book collections.

The key to all this, the reason
manuscripts appeal as collector's ob
jects, may well be the personal ele
ment that allows collectors to identify
with the lives and acts of the writers.
"Extraordinary people collect," says
Kenneth Rendell, citing Malcolm
Forbes and Armand Hammer, "and
the ordinary citizen who collects has
a sense of who he or she is and who
he or she can be." Women with great
achievements behind them have of-

Manuscript, George Sand, 1875. Ink, paper
and vellum; 8tfl" x 5'!a". Among Sand's last
works is her folktale of a shepherd boy who
lives for a time in an enchanted oak tree.
Grandmother's Stories: The Talking Oak Tree
was dedicated to Sand's friend Blanche Arnie,
to whom this original 130-page manuscript
was given two years after the author's death.
Kenneth W. Rendell Gallery, Inc., New York.

ten expressed interest in Rendell's
manuscripts by Simone de Beauvoir,
Maria Callas and Amelia Earhart.

Some of the best autograph collec
tions have always had a profile or
theme, and sometimes a very strong
one. The first American collector was
the Reverend William B. Sprague
(1795-1876), who as a young man
was a tutor in the family of George
Washington's adopted daughter. He
was allowed to extract Washington's
letters from the files at Mount Ver
non, provided he left copies. About
fifteen hundred letters later, the Rev
erend Mr. Sprague was a collector. It
was probably he who came up with
the idea-which dominated nine
teenth- and early-twentieth-century
American collecting-of gathering a
set of signatures by the signers of the
Declaration of Independence. And it
is here that we come to Button Gwin
nett, a debt-ridden plantation owner
who was sent to the Continental Con
gress in Philadelphia in 1776, signed
the Declaration and was killed in a
duel the next year, leaving few docu
ments behind. For collectors, there
fore, Gwinnett's papers acquired an
importance out of proportion to the
man's life, culminating a few years
ago when one of his documents sold
for more than $100,000.

A set of autographs of the Signers
(as they are called), although still
popular, is perhaps less so than a col
lection of signatures by strong indi
viduals such as presidents, among
whom Harry S. Truman is nearing
the perennial popularity of Franklin
Delano Roosevelt. According to
dealer James Camner, whose spe
cialty is autographs relating to music
and musicians, the flood of foreign
capital into the international market-
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place has heightened interest in mu
sic material. "A letter from Lord
Nelson, for instance, means nothing
in Japan," he says, "but a Beethoven
letter or score does." The manuscripts
of musical figures are currently
bringing very high prices, with a let
ter by Beethoven or Mozart costing
$25,000 to $50,000. The highest price
ever paid to date for an autograph
was $4 million for a Mozart score.

The criteria for what is desirable
are not straightforward, however.
Demand is first, understandably. Rar
ity is important, but not always as
important as the image of the writer
in the collector's mind. James
Camner points out that more people
want Beethoven than want the rarer
Palestrina manuscripts, so a Beetho
ven manuscript brings more. Person
alities are important; a letter from
Greta Garbo or Marilyn Monroe will
bring more than a letter from most
American presidents. Partly because
Garbo and Monroe are still alive on
film, the collector is likely to have an
emotional engagement with them.
Also, the nature of the material
how interesting it is-counts heavily
in its value. A letter from Enrico Ca
ruso, confirming the legend that he
had come to America because the
Metropolitan Opera's manager had
asked a banker in New York's Little
Italy neighborhood who was the
greatest singer in Italy, might be sec
ond in interest and value to a note
book or diary. One such example is
that of explorer Admiral Richard
Byrd, recording his seminal flight
over the North Pole; it was found in a
trash bag among discarded papers a
few years ago.

Because human handwriting ap
pears to be inexact, there have al
ways been forgers who believed
they could imitate it successfully, and
who have indeed succeeded, some
times for years. Aside from applying
obvious technical expertise-such as
the knowledge that parchment, rag
and wood-pulp papers were used
at specific periods of time in our
history-much forgery detection

depends on the way the script is
actually written. Usually the forger,
working very carefully to be exact,
will draw rather than write the mate
rial. Genuine handwriting tends to
show uniform pressure and a certain
carelessness in forming letters, while
a forgery will show an overly meticu
lous formation of the letters and an
unequal pressure. Complicating the
forgery question in collecting are
such "authorized forgeries" as the
presidential Signatures of Harding
and FOR made by their secretaries.

Through the centuries, the mur
murs and declarations of living peo
ple come to us when we read auto
graphs: Thomas Jefferson writing
from Monticello six years before he
became president, "I read but little,
take no newspapers, that I may not
have the tranquility of my mind dis
turbed by their falsehood and follies,
and I have it in contemplation next to
banish pen, ink and paper from my
farm"; the poet John Keats closing
the last letter of his life with, "I al
ways made an awkward bow. God
bless you! John Keats"; the aged
James Madison responding to the
young Princess Victoria's request for
an autograph, "These few lines, with
my Signature, though written at a
very advanced age, and with Rheu
matic fingers, are offered for the occa
sion"; Hemingway relating how he
spent his time when wounded in
World War I, "I would read Dante
and memorize the parts that sounded
best because I wanted to impress ev
erybody when I went back to the
front with what an intellectual I had
become in the hospital"; Freud writ
ing to a young woman who seeks
help in a letter, "Don't you have some
talent you could develop, some inter
est you could pursue? One has to
learn how to rise above one's emo
tional life"; and Irving Berlin, al
though the critics didn't like "White
Christmas," writing, ''I'm sure it's go
ing to catch on with the public."

From the sublime to the sentimen
tal, the autograph speaks to our col
lective human past and self. 0




