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AN ARTISTIC
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In  the  world  of  fine  art
photography,  few
names spark as much
dialogue,  reverence,
and  debate  as  Jock
Sturges. Known for his
evocative, large-format
b l a c k - a n d - w h i t e
images,  Sturges  has
s p e n t  d e c a d e s
documenting  the  lives
of  families  living  in
naturist communities in
France and the United
States.  Among  his
most  celebrated  and

significant  bodies  of
work  is  the  collection
titled  Jock  Sturges
Last Day of Summer.
T h i s  s e r i e s  o f
photographs—and  the
a c c o m p a n y i n g
book—represents  a
pivotal  moment  in  his
career  and  remains  a
c o r n e r s t o n e  o f
c o n t e m p o r a r y
p h o t o g r a p h y
d i s c u s s i o n s .  T o
understand its impact,
one must look beyond
the  sur face  of  the
images and explore the
artistic  intention,  the
technical mastery, and
the  broader  cultural
c o n v e r s a t i o n
surrounding the work.
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The
Photogra
pher
Behind
The Lens
Before delving into the
specifics  of  the  Jock
Sturges Last Day of
Summer portfolio, it is
essential to understand
the artist himself. Born
in  1947,  Jock  Sturges
developed  an  interest
in  photography  at  a
young age. He studied
at  the  Marlborough
School  in  Los  Angeles
and  later  earned  a
degree  in  psychology.
This  background  in
human development is
often cited by scholars
as  a  key  influence  on
his  approach  to  his
subjects. Sturges is not

m e r e l y  a
documentarian;  he  is
an observer of growth,
change, and the quiet
dignity  of  the  human
form  in  i ts  natural
state.
Sturges is best known
f o r  h i s  w o r k  w i t h
families  who  embrace
a naturist lifestyle.  He
photographed  the
same  famil ies  and
individuals  over  many
years ,  c rea t ing  a
longitudinal  visual
diary.  This  long-term
commitment  allowed
him  to  capture  the
subtle  transitions  of
c h i l d h o o d  i n t o
adolescence and young
adulthood.  The  Jock
Sturges Last Day of
S u m m e r  b o o k ,
published  in  2000,  is
one of the most direct
distil lations  of  this
lifelong  project.  The
title  itself  evokes  a
sense  of  fleeting  time,
of  innocence  pausing
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before  the  inevitable
change  of  season.

Understa
nding The
Last Day
Of
Summer
T h e  p h r a s e  J o c k
Sturges Last Day of
Summer refers both to
a  specific  photograph
and  to  the  broader
book  anthology.  The
image that shares the
title  is  particularly
famous  with in  the
series.  It  depicts  a
young girl on a beach,
h e r  b a c k  t o  t h e
camera,  facing  the
expansive  ocean.  The
lighting  is  soft,  the
composition  is  simple,
a n d  t h e  m o o d  i s
contemplative.  This

s i n g l e  i m a g e
encapsulates  the  core
themes  of  Sturges's
work: the beauty of the
natural  wor ld,  the
grace  of  the  human
b o d y ,  a n d  t h e
bittersweet  nature  of
time  passing.
T h e  b o o k  i t s e l f
contains  a  curated
select ion  of  these
images, many of which
were  taken  over  the
course  of  a  s ing le
summer  at  a  naturist
beach  community  in
France.  The  work  is
often  described  as
lyrical  and  tender.
Sturges  has  stated  in
interviews that his goal
is not to provoke but to
capture  a  state  of
being.  He  seeks  to
show  his  subjects  as
t h e y  a r e — f r e e ,
unselfconscious,  and
connected  to  their
environment. The Jock
Sturges Last Day of
Summer  collection,
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therefore, is not about
a  specific  event,  but
about  a  feeling.  It  is
about the liminal space
between one phase of
life and the next.

Artistic
Techniqu
e And
Aesthetic
Vision
To  fully  appreciate
Jock  Sturges  Last
Day of Summer,  one
must  examine  the
t e c h n i c a l  c r a f t
involved. Sturges uses
a  large-format  view
camera,  typically  an
8x10 inch model.  This
equipment  requires  a
s l o w ,  d e l i b e r a t e
process. It is not suited
for candid, quick shots.
Instead,  it  demands

collaboration  between
photographer  and
subject.  The  resulting
n e g a t i v e s  a r e
incredibly  detailed,
allowing for prints that
reveal  fine  textures  of
skin,  hair,  sand,  and
water.
The  aesthetic  of  the
Jock  Sturges  Last
D a y  o f  S u m m e r
images  i s  heav i ly
influenced  by  classical
painting and sculpture.
T h e  p o s e s  o f  h i s
subjects  often  echo
Rena i s sance  and
Baroque  artwork.  The
lighting  is  natural,
typically using the soft
glow of morning or late
afternoon.  There  is  a
timeless quality to the
images.  They  do  not
feel  dated,  despite
being  taken  decades
ago. This timelessness
i s  a  h a l l m a r k  o f
Sturges's  style.  He
r e m o v e s  t h e
d i s t r a c t i o n s  o f
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contemporary  fashion,
t e c h n o l o g y ,  a n d
artifice,  leaving  only
the  human  element.
Key aesthetic elements
of the series include:

Natural Light:
Sturges relies
almost
exclusively on
available light,
often shooting
during the
"golden hour."
Environmental
Context: The
subjects are
always in
harmony with
their
surroundings,
whether on a
rocky beach or in
a grassy field.
Compositional
Balance: The
framing is
meticulous, with
careful attention
to negative
space and the

relationship
between the
figure and the
landscape.
Long-Format
Depth: The
large format
camera produces
a shallow depth
of field that
softens
backgrounds
while keeping
the subject razor-
sharp.

The
Controver
sy And
The
Conversa
tion
I t  i s  imposs ib le  to
discuss  Jock  Sturges
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Last Day of Summer
without acknowledging
the  controversy  that
has followed the artist.
Because  h i s  work
features  nude  minors,
it has been the subject
of  intense  legal  and
moral  scrut iny.  In
1990,  the  FBI  raided
Sturges's  studio  and
seized  his  equipment
and negatives. A grand
jury  declined to  indict
him,  ruling  that  his
work  was  a r t i s t i c
expression  protected
b y  t h e  F i r s t
Amendment.
This legal battle did not
e n d  t h e  c u l t u r a l
debate.  Critics  argue
that even with artistic
intent,  the  images
objectify young people.
Supporters,  including
many  art  historians
and  critics,  contend
that  Sturges  operates
with full  consent  from
the  families  involved
and that his work is a

legitimate study of the
human  condition.  The
Jock  Sturges  Last
Day of Summer book
sits  at  the  center  of
t h i s  o n g o i n g
discussion.  It  forces
viewers  to  confront
their own biases about
nudity,  childhood,  and
t h e  r o l e  o f  a r t  i n
society.
Important  points  to
consider regarding the
controversy include:

Context of
Consent:
Sturges works
only with families
who are already
part of naturist
communities.
Permission is
obtained from
parents and
subjects.
Artistic
Precedent: The
tradition of nude
photography and
painting of young
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people has a
long history,
from
Renaissance art
to the works of
Sally Mann.
Legal
Clarification:
The U.S. legal
system has
consistently
ruled that
Sturges's work
does not meet
the legal
definition of child
pornography.
Public
Perception: The
work challenges
viewers to
separate cultural
taboos from
artistic
expression.

Thematic

Depth:
Time,
Innocenc
e, And
Nature
The  strength  of  Jock
Sturges Last Day of
Summer  l ies  in  its
thematic richness. The
title  itself  suggests  a
narrative of  transition.
Summer is a season of
freedom,  warmth,  and
play.  The  last  day  of
summer  carries  the
weight  of  ending.  It
s u g g e s t s  t h a t
childhood,  l ike  the
season,  is  temporary.
This  theme  is  woven
through every image in
the  collection.  The
photographs  show
ch i ld ren  p lay ing ,
families  interacting,
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and  young  people
standing quietly on the
edge  of  the  water.
They  are  caught  in  a
moment  that  is  both
present  and  already
fading.
Nature plays a critical
ro l e  i n  th i s  work .
Sturges  does  not  use
studio  backdrops.  His
subjects are placed in
the raw environment of
the  beach,  the  forest,
or  the  dunes.  This
setting  reinforces  the
idea  that  the  human
body is a natural thing,
not  inherently  sexual
o r  shame fu l .  The
ocean,  in  particular,
recurs as a symbol of
eternity  and  change.
The water is constant,
yet  every  wave  i s
different.  This  mirrors
the  human  subjects,
who  are  constant  in
the i r  ident i ty  but
chang ing  in  the i r
physical  form.
The  na tu ra l  l i gh t

further emphasizes the
organic  quality  of  the
work .  The re  i s  no
artificial  enhancement.
T h e  i m a g e s  f e e l
honest,  even  when
they  are  careful ly
c o m p o s e d .  T h i s
authenticity  is  a  core
part  of  the  appeal  of
the Jock Sturges Last
D a y  o f  S u m m e r
series.  Viewers  are
invited  into  a  world
that  operates  by  a
different  set  of  social
rules—a  world  where
the body is not hidden
and  time  moves  at  a
slower pace.

Legacy
And
Influence
In
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Photogra
phy
Regardless  of  one's
personal stance on the
content,  the  technical
and artistic influence of
Jock  Sturges  Last
Day  of  Summer  on
the  field  of
p h o t o g r a p h y  i s
undeniable.  The  work
h a s  i n s p i r e d  a
generation  of  fine  art
photographers  to
explore  themes  of
human  development,
n a t u r e ,  a n d  t h e
passage  of  time.  The
use of large-format film
in  an  age  of  digital
saturation  also  stands
as a testament to the
value  of  patience  and
craft.
The  book  has  been
featured  in  numerous
galleries  and  museum
exhibitions  worldwide.
I t  i s  s t u d i e d  i n

university art programs
as a case study in both
aesthetic  technique
a n d  t h e  e t h i c s  o f
representation.  The
Jock  Sturges  Last
D a y  o f  S u m m e r
collection  is  also  an
important  reference
point  in  discussions
about  censorship  and
ar t i s t i c  f reedom.
Whether  one  admires
the work  or  questions
i t ,  i t  r e m a i n s  a
significant  artifact  in
the  ongoing  dialogue
a b o u t  w h a t
photography  can  and
should be.
The  influence  of  the
series  can be seen in
several areas:

Documentary1.
Photography:
Sturges
popularized the
approach of long-
term immersion
with subjects,
building trust
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over years rather
than hours.
Humanist Art:2.
His focus on the
dignity of the
individual,
regardless of
age, aligns him
with the
humanist
tradition in
photography.
Technical3.
Standards: The
sharpness and
tonal range of his
prints set a high
bar for large-
format black-
and-white work.
Cultural4.
Discourse: The
series remains a
reference point
in debates about
art, morality, and
the limits of
creative
expression.

How To
View The
Work
Critically
For  those approaching
Jock  Sturges  Last
Day  of  Summer  for
the  first  time,  it  is
helpful to come with an
open yet critical mind.
The  images  are  not
meant to be consumed
a s  s i m p l e
entertainment.  They
a r e  d e s i g n e d  t o
provoke  thought,  to
create a mood, and to
ask questions. What is
t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p
between  nudity  and
vulnerability?  How  do
we  define  innocence?
Can  a  photograph  be
both  beautiful  and
uncomfortable?
These questions do not



Jock Sturges Last Day Of Summer 11

11

have  easy  answers.
That  is  precisely  the
value  of  the  work.
Sturges  himself  has
said that  he does not
expect everyone to like
his  photographs,  but
he  hopes  people  will
engage  with  them
honestly.  The  Jock
Sturges Last Day of
Summer  series  is  a
test  of  the  viewer's
capacity to see beyond
personal  discomfort
and into  the  intention
of the artist.
The  images  reward
slow looking. Instead of
scrolling past, consider
the composition. Notice
how the  light  falls  on
the skin.  Consider  the
express ion  on  the
subject's  face.  Notice
t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p
between  the  human
figure  and  the  natural
world. In these details,
the genius of the work
becomes apparent. It is
not  about  shock.  It  is

about stillness.

The Book
As A
Physical
Object
Beyond  the  digital
reproductions  found
o n l i n e ,  t h e  J o c k
Sturges Last Day of
Summer book itself is
a  col lector's  i tem.
Published by Aperture,
a  prestigious  fine  art
photography publisher,
the book is designed to
do justice to the high-
quality  prints.  The
binding,  the  paper
stock, and the printing
process are all chosen
t o  r e p l i c a t e  t h e
richness of the original
photographs.
Collectors  of  fine  art
photography  often
seek  out  first  editions
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o f  th i s  book .  I t  i s
c o n s i d e r e d  a
significant  piece  within
Sturges's  oeuvre.  The
book format allows the
viewer  to  experience
t h e  i m a g e s  i n
sequence,  creating  a
narrative  arc  that  a
single wall print cannot
a c h i e v e .  T h e
arrangement  of  the
images  in  the  Jock
Sturges Last Day of
S u m m e r  b o o k  i s
intentional, leading the
viewer through a visual
journey  from  early
morning  light  to  the
darkness  of  evening,
from childhood play to
quiet solitude.

Conclusio
n
Jock  Sturges  Last  Day
of Summer is far more
than  a  collection  of
photographs.  It  is  a
meditat ion  on  the

fleeting  nature  of
youth,  a  technical
masterclass  in  large-
format  photography,
and  a  significant
contribution  to  the
ongoing  conversation
about the human body
in art.  While the work
remains  controversial,
its  artistic  merit  and
cultural  impact  are
widely  recognized  by
critics,  collectors,  and
historians.  Whether
approached  as  an  art
lover,  a  student  of
photography,  or  a
curious  observer,  the
series offers a rich and
c h a l l e n g i n g
experience.  It  asks  us
t o  p a u s e ,  t o  l o o k
closely, and to consider
t h e  b e a u t y  a n d
complexity  of  human
growth.  In  a  world  of
rapid  consumption,
Sturges  offers
something  rare:  an
invitation  to  stop  and
reflect on the last days
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of  any  season  before they are gone.


