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For my mother,

who reads more books than anyone I know






but in the end books are not luxuries so much as necessities…

—PAUL AUSTER









INTRODUCTION Marilyn and Her Books









In Western culture there are few people more sought after than Marilyn Monroe. One hundred years after her birth, Monroe’s shimmery, whirling loveliness does not fade. Neither does the fascination with every aspect of her life and death. Her films endure. She inspires art, literature, music, and fashion. Marilyn Monroe is everywhere.

But responses to Monroe’s legacy are complex. She is adored, she is mocked, she is the punchline to a joke, she is venerated, she is a shorthand stereotype for misogyny. Her body (both living and dead) is scrutinized and judged. She’s too fat, she’s too thin. She’s beautiful. She’s stupid. After she died, the mortician announced to the press that she needed a manicure and that her roots were showing. She was slovenly. She was immaculate. She left crumbs in bed. She wore Vaseline on her face. In the years that Marilyn was alive just about every feature of her physicality was dissected. But one aspect of Monroe that received hardly any attention at all—mainly because it was assumed to be nonexistent—was her mind.

When Marilyn Monroe’s possessions were packed up after her death there were the sort of things you may expect, though perhaps for a star of Marilyn’s caliber, not in the quantities you might imagine: dresses, furs, and some jewelry. There were cosmetics and hair curlers, silks, opera coats, black suede gloves, all the items that turned Marilyn into Marilyn. But by far and away the greatest number of objects belonging to Marilyn Monroe were her books. There were over four hundred of them in her personal library. These books, some dating from her childhood, had followed Marilyn around from one address to another. This may not seem like such a big deal until you discover that in her thirty-six years of life, Marilyn lived in at least forty-nine different places.

This creates a particular sort of poignancy for a woman who was always known and celebrated for her beauty, her body, and her assumed ditziness. The idea of her being an avid reader who packed up and devotedly transported her books from place to place seems very at odds with the persona of a giggling, playful scatterbrain. Neither did it fit with the cultural humor of the time:


“Joke” 1:

What do you call a blonde with one brain cell?

Normal

“Joke” 2:

What do you call a blonde with two brain cells?

Pregnant

“Joke” 3:

How do blond brain cells die?

Alone



The obsession with blondes and brain cells (or lack thereof) was as pervasive then as it is now. So, there is even more poignancy when you consider that one of Marilyn’s greatest fears was being mocked in this way. In one of the last interviews she gave before her death she told the journalist, “Please don’t make me a joke…. I don’t mind making jokes, but I don’t want to look like one.” It must be uniquely exhausting to be mocked for the very thing that prods and pokes your deepest insecurities. Reading, for Marilyn, was a safe space, not only somewhere she could be alone, but perhaps more importantly somewhere away from the judgments and assumptions. “If you are ignorant,” she said, “books won’t laugh at you.” But Marilyn was not ignorant. She was, in fact, extremely well read, and ironically probably more well read than many of the people passing opinions on her supposed lack of intelligence.

After her death, Marilyn’s more than four hundred books, taken from her home in Brentwood, Los Angeles, and her apartment in Sutton Place in Manhattan, were boxed up and put in storage for thirty-seven years. They were placed in white coffin-shaped boxes. Most of her estate and possessions (around seventy-five percent) had been left to her beloved acting coach Lee Strasberg. Perhaps not quite knowing what to do with them, he kept them locked away. When Strasberg died in 1982, Marilyn’s personal property then passed into the hands of Anna Strasberg, Lee’s third wife, whom he married in 1967, five years after Marilyn’s death. Anna Strasberg had never really known Marilyn but described the two of them as being “acquainted.” They met once in 1960, only briefly, in a formal context when Monroe visited the headquarters of the United Nations, where Strasberg was working. It is clear, though, that she grew to know Marilyn through the stories told by her husband. In some ways this emotional distance allowed Strasberg to take a more active approach to Monroe’s legacy, and she struck deals worth tens of millions of dollars first with CMG Worldwide, then later Authentic Brands Group, to represent the estate of Marilyn Monroe, branding her name and image. In 1999 as part of this endeavor, Anna Strasberg commissioned Christie’s auction house in New York to catalogue and sell all of Monroe’s memorabilia and personal property. The boxes, which had stayed in storage for so many years, were unpacked and the contents photographed, then listed with reserve prices.

For anybody who has worked in an archive, or handled the personal possessions of dead people, it is quite a moment unpacking or pulling items out of a box. So many senses are engaged as you brush the metaphorical (and sometimes physical) dust away to encounter the eerie remains of somebody else’s life. There is touch, there is smell—often especially strong if the person was a smoker—and there is sight. Marilyn’s books were in relatively good condition. Some contained annotations and marginalia; others had slight tears in the dust jackets or fell open to certain pages. Here were books that had been read, with evidence that Marilyn was an active and engaged reader. Her cookbook contained newspaper cuttings of recipes and handwritten instructions. By all accounts, Marilyn was no great cook. When she attempted to make homemade noodles and they didn’t dry out in time, she took her portable hair dryer to them to “speed up the process.” (Note: it worked.) The New Joy of Cooking by Irma S. Rombauer and Marion Rombauer Becker (1953) was torn in the top right-hand corner, and the cream cover was stained like many recipe books that are used in a kitchen. Unlike most recipe books, however, this was listed with a reserve price of between $500 and $700. It sold into private hands for $29,900.

The range of books in Marilyn’s library was astonishing. Often the type of books a person chooses to read can tell us something about their personality. Do they stick to one genre or are they an adventurous reader? Do they have a favorite author? How are their books arranged on the shelf? Do certain books reflect certain biographical moments? Marilyn and her books raise many questions because exploring her literary life is a questioning venture.

Photographs show that in her apartments and hotel suites she often kept her bookshelves within reaching distance of her bed. She also seemed to favor snug reading places: wide, squishy armchairs, outdoor loungers in shady spots, or sofa beds with thick satin covers. She almost always looked comfortable when she was reading. We know she read on film sets between takes and we know that she liked to walk around with books under her arm. Some saw this as performative, that somebody “like Marilyn” couldn’t possibly be reading the large volume of Proust she carried around. This raises questions that need to be explored about snobbery: What makes an “ideal” or appropriate reader? Why are certain books regarded as untouchable? Why can’t a woman be beautiful, sexual, and a serious reader? Why do some people find it so hard to believe that Marilyn loved reading? These are some of the hardest questions to answer because the source material is so limited. Despite Marilyn being one of the most-photographed women in the world who the media rarely left alone, people didn’t ask her what she was reading since most presumed she did not. Time and again we come back to the same sources—the set of The Misfits and The Prince and the Showgirl. These two films were where the people around her, such as the photographer Eve Arnold and the journalist William J. Weatherby, actually took an interest in her literary life. Most others did not. Now is the time to ask the long overdue questions about what Marilyn loved to read and explore just what her personal library meant to her.

Often books can place someone firmly in their historical and cultural moment. Did Marilyn read books that were popular at the time? Did she know any writers, and what impact did she have on them? Were any famous writers fans of hers, and if so, how did that make her feel? A striking photograph of Marilyn was taken by Milton H. Greene at his home in Beverly Glen, Los Angeles, in June 1956. It shows her sitting in an armchair at a cocktail party wearing a black spaghetti-strap dress, one arm raised above her head. She radiates the only source of light and is surrounded by people leaning in, staring at her with huge smiles on their faces. This typically depicted any gathering where Marilyn was present, whether with friends, writers, or political figures. Marilyn’s orbit drew people in from all walks of life and writers were no exception: Vladimir Nabokov, Dylan Thomas, Carson McCullers, Edith Sitwell, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Jean Cocteau. They all adored her. She was, of course, married to one of America’s most famous playwrights. Did Arthur Miller have any bearing on Marilyn’s reading habits, despite them only being married for five years? There is a story that when the marriage ended, she returned to their apartment on Sutton Place to find he had cleared out his study. All the bookshelves were empty apart from a photograph of her holding a rose taken by Cecil Beaton, which she had given Miller as a gift. There is a hollowness, a loss, when a room previously full of books is emptied out. The acoustics echo. I wonder how long it took her to fill the shelves again.

This raises questions about the ways in which books for a personal library are acquired. Is there a favorite bookstore? Are the books bought or gifted? A personal library tells us something about the person who owns it, for they are not only reader but librarian too, in charge of all the decision-making. Cultural critic Walter Benjamin wrote about the enchantment of collecting books, the magical aspect of flicking through pages deciding whether your imagination is sparked or not. Each book, he claims, has its own fate, travels on its own journey, and sits jostling on a shelf against other books. Who you put your books in conversation with is telling. Do you let them speak to each other alphabetically? Or are they grouped by color or size? Do all the poets sit together, with biographers on another shelf? Or is there a real scattergun approach, with scientists next to French novelists?

These questions about acquisition raise interesting ideas about what a personal library is used for. There could be many purposes, some overlapping, such as pleasure, entertainment, research, study, and escapism. Did the books Marilyn read feed into her acting or did she keep the two things completely separate? Obviously, she read film scripts, and some of those scripts (also now sold) were covered in notes and thoroughly annotated with instructions. But reading professionally feels different from reading for pleasure or education. There is a different purpose and meaning. Books raise as many questions as they answer. But they can provide a unique insight into someone’s mind, their intellectual pursuits and scholarly interests. This book will delve into these questions to see what we can discover.

All of Marilyn’s surviving books sold in 1999. Most went into unknown, private hands. One generous, anonymous woman from Boston purchased five books and then donated them to the Schlesinger Library at the Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study. The books were works each written by an American woman: My Ántonia and Lucy Gayheart by Willa Cather; The Portable Dorothy Parker by Dorothy Parker; The Ballad of the Sad Café by Carson McCullers; and The Little Disturbances of Man, a collection of short stories by Grace Paley. In January 2000, the library put the books on public display and the then–acting director, Jane Knowles, said, “We are thrilled to receive these books from the library of Marilyn Monroe. This just goes to prove that there was more to Marilyn Monroe than the movie star and popular icon. She was also a reader. We are delighted to add her books to those of other illustrious women at the Schlesinger Library.”

Another of Marilyn’s books, her copy of The Fall by Albert Camus, was bought by Monroe scholar Elisa Jordan, who spoke movingly about attending the Christie’s auction. She made a whole week’s vacation of the event and sat through hours and hours of the auction believing she would never be able to buy anything as the bids soared. For example, Marilyn’s red leather copy of the Bible with some pencil annotations sold for $37,950. Her white baby grand piano, which had once been owned by the actor Fredric March, sold for $662,500 (to Mariah Carey). Toward the end of the day, Jordan miraculously found herself winning an item and left Christie’s clutching one of Marilyn’s books, the Camus, and an empty bank account: “I remember walking home to the hotel, it [the book] was wrapped in tissue in a paper bag and just clutching it to my chest, so afraid someone was going to take it away from me.” Jordan explained why it was important to her to buy one of Marilyn’s books: “Because that’s what she meant to me, that’s what I was willing to do just to feel a little closer to her. And I realize that sounds extreme to some people and that’s fine. We all spend our money on something that’s special to us. That’s what I chose to spend my money on.”

Jordan raises a powerful argument here because personal possessions of the dead do hold a peculiar and emotional fascination. In the absence of the person who once owned them, they can act as a strange surrogate, a melancholy replacement for the person gone. Think of the lasting appeal of Marilyn’s things. A dress, flesh-colored and glittering with gems, almost warm, still holding the shape of her missing body. A hairbrush containing platinum strands from a head that it will never brush again. A watch strap or belt with well-worn notches showing waist size and wrist width. Half-used makeup jars, household bills, signed checks, crockery, furniture, the pathos of a bottle of prescription pills. These objects retain power. Even the most mundane objects can flare to life when we see them through the lens of their cultural biographies, because each item left behind is inextricably linked to the life of the owner. If that owner happens to be Marilyn Monroe, then the social significance becomes even greater. It is upsetting if they become lost, damaged, or disrespected. In 2022, when Kim Kardashian wore Marilyn’s dress to the Met Gala, there was justifiable outrage at the damage this inflicted on the precious but delicate garment. Items such as these are irreplaceable.

Sometimes we are even offered stories as to where these items were and when: A pill bottle on the bedside table the last night of Marilyn’s life. A dress worn in a particular scene of a film. A pot of face cream captured in a photograph on a dressing table. Shoes she wore stepping off the plane in England to film The Prince and the Showgirl. The fate of other items seems to echo real moments in Marilyn’s life—the elegant black cocktail dress she wore at the press conference to announce her engagement to Arthur Miller did not survive thirty-seven years in storage. It had been eaten by moths. When unpacked, a once-beautiful thing crumbled to nothing, much like their marriage.

At the point of death, these objects move from Marilyn’s private and personal spaces into public and commercial domains, though in this case most of her things stayed in storage limbo for almost forty years. But once unpacked, nothing, it seems, is too small, too trivial, or too intimate to be sold. In 2005, Julien’s Auctions in Los Angeles had a series of lots selling forty-one of Marilyn’s (used) brassieres. Somebody paid almost $6,000 to own one of Monroe’s undergarments. Nothing is too unworthy to be handled or stroked.

But what is it we are searching for in objects, such as clothes or books, that belonged to Marilyn? Do we imagine spectral traces of her left behind? Ghostly fingerprints? Skin cells? Are we trying to capture some bodily echo and essence from the past? Or as Jordan says, is it some way in which to feel closer to her? When someone dies, the things they leave behind form a kind of vacuum, and this space becomes filled with our longings, desires, and imagination. When people handle Marilyn’s things, they are searching for some connection to her, hoping in some way that her possessions will reveal something. Perhaps even on some level that they will mysteriously reanimate and bring her back. But equally, by preserving her things, it is a form of honoring her memory, showing love and respect for her and her legacy.

But buying Marilyn’s books back in 1999 also served another purpose. The auction, in total, raised $13,405,785, with Marilyn’s books alone comprising around $600,000 of that amount. The funds raised from her personal library were donated to benefit Literacy Partners, a nonprofit organization in New York dedicated to promoting adult literacy. Marilyn, who loved reading so much, ensured that others could join her in that pursuit.

And it is a pursuit that serves so many purposes, as Marilyn herself discovered. Reading can be a time of solitude, which if you are on display for most of your life, is probably even more invaluable. It can also act as a form of escape—there is nothing quite like shutting out the horrors of the world by falling into the pages of a book. But it is more than this. Writer Nora Ephron summed up the multifaceted aspects of reading when she said, “Reading is escape, and the opposite of escape; it’s a way to make contact with reality after a day of making things up, and it’s a way of making contact with someone else’s imagination after a day that’s all too real. Reading is grist. Reading is bliss.” This is especially true for a writer, but presumably for an actor too, who sometimes spends months at a time making things up and pretending to be somebody they are not. Reading can be informative, comforting, shocking, moving, creative, life-changing, and enraging. For Ernest Hemingway (who featured in Marilyn’s library), “there is no friend as loyal as a book.”

Very often reading can be dreamy and otherworldly. It is this aspect of reading that is especially interesting in relation to Marilyn Monroe. People often described her as looking at and engaging with them but appearing as if her mind were elsewhere, her gaze somehow simultaneously taking them in and looking through them. This Monroe dreaminess transmits strongly in her on-screen appearances and in photographs and somehow seems a perfect fit for the type of daydreaming we enjoy when reading a book. Think of running your hands along a bookshelf. All the stories, all the possibilities, all the voices, all the worlds. Because when you read a book, anything can happen. When you open a book, real life can be suspended. When you daydream, there are no rules, and you can change the story. You can speculate. You can be anywhere doing anything, and you do not need to explain it. What never happened can happen in your daydream and you can learn things. In your daydream, Marilyn might still be reading her books, snacking carelessly and leaving crumbs in the bed with a face full of Vaseline as she turns the pages of The Brothers Karamazov. People and places who are gone can come back. In your daydream…





PROLOGUE Daydreaming and Shelf-Snooping
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In front of me are two unusual wooden, scalloped-topped gates. They resemble a child’s painting of the ocean, wavy. To the right of the gateposts on a whitewashed wall is a house number, 12305. I am at the end of a cul-de-sac in my daydream. The evening sun in Los Angeles is warm and starting to drop in the sky. It doesn’t matter how I get through the gates because anything can happen in a daydream; you can pass through places, you don’t have to worry about locks or keys. Suddenly you can be on the other side of the gates on a redbrick path in a small compound built in 1929. The style is Spanish colonial. The garage has a terra-cotta-tiled roof, and to the right is a guest casita separated from the main L-shaped hacienda house. A path leads from the garage to the front door. I remember Marilyn telling a journalist, “I don’t know if you noticed, there are fourteen red stone squares leading to my front door, where there is a ceramic tile coat of arms with the motto Cursum Perficio, meaning ‘the end of my journey.’ I hope it is true.”

Marilyn is not here. There is a key to her house in the small walled garden that separates the guesthouse from the main house. She planted an herb garden here, and shrubs native to Mexico that she researched in one of her gardening books. Before I slide the key into the lock I look down at the tiled motto. It is made of four smaller tiles laid together to form a larger square, with a shield and flamboyant flourishes and three long leaping animals. I cannot say how often Marilyn has stepped over this because this daydream is outside of time. It could be five months. It could be fifty years. I do not think with Marilyn that there will ever be an end to her journey.

The lock turns easily, and I open the door into a cozy living room. I walk up one quarter-circle step and face a fireplace surrounded by lively Mexican tiles. A fire is burning despite the heat outside. The wood shifts and throws up sparks. The house is silent. To my right against the wall is a wooden settee bench. In the center of the room are low-slung chairs and a cocktail table with a leather top. A copy of Horticulture magazine is flung across it. Marilyn enjoyed reading and researching gardens. On either side of the living room is an arch-shaped doorway. I do not know which way to turn first.

I turn left. There is a small dining room with a table and matching chairs with leather seats. A hardwood chest holds Marilyn’s linens, silverware, and crockery. On the wall is a leaded copper mirror and a painting called Thistles #7 by Nova Taylor. An unusual star-shaped chandelier hangs from the ceiling. I recognize the windows from a photo shoot Marilyn did in 1962, black, leaded. She was balancing on a chair and holding on to a ceiling beam.

To the right of the dining room is a sunroom. There is an Aztec tapestry on the wall and a multitier glass drinks cabinet, another low-slung table and chairs. A gold Magnavox portable television sits in here and shows thirteen channels. When Marilyn couldn’t sleep, which was often, she watched old movies late at night. I see French doors leading outside into the garden, but I will come back later to explore.

I walk back through the dining room to the kitchen, a riot of Mexican tiles and nooks and wall-mounted plank benches with tasseled cushions. A blue fridge is painted to match the tiles. I see well-used cookbooks propped open on kitchen counters, bursting with newspaper cuttings and Marilyn’s notes. There are colorful glasses, copper pots, and enamel cookware.

I turn and walk through the kitchen, the dining room, the sunroom, and out through the doors into the garden, where I see a kidney-shaped pool surrounded by sun loungers. Marilyn liked to read out here. Small stuffed toys litter the lawn. I imagine these must be for Maf, Marilyn’s dog. A slight breeze disturbs the air and a faint tinkling noise echoes around the pool area. I remember the poet Carl Sandburg bought antique bronze wind chimes for Marilyn to hang in the trees around her pool. She knew writers, I think. They loved her. Back through the rooms to the living area. I see flashes of books: Russian literature, D. H. Lawrence, Carson McCullers, Seán O’Casey, a book by Elizabeth Bowen about Rome. I look to see what is on the shelves. How does Marilyn arrange her books? Are they by genre? Author? Alphabetically? Randomly?

In the living room the other arch-shaped doorway leads to a guest bedroom and a bathroom adjoining Marilyn’s dressing room. None of these rooms contain books, though they are quiet and cool. I slip into Marilyn’s bedroom. There is a triangular kiva fireplace in the corner and an adjoining bath so full of jaunty tiles it seems to move. Squares, swirls around the sink, tub, and shower, in blues, yellows, oranges. A white towel with M embroidered in the corner hangs from a rail. There is a large wooden dresser in the bedroom with handles that resemble tassels, and a small round bedside table contains a lamp and a pile of books. One of them is Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird. The room is very tidy.

There are no prescription pill bottles.

Marilyn’s bed has a champagne-colored cover, thick and plush. The window opposite her bed looks out across the redbrick path leading from the front gate. Everything is orderly. This is the house of a woman who is in control of her life.

I walk back to the living room. I am imagining Marilyn. The fire crackles and warms my legs and I decide to read a book. There are plenty to choose from. Over four hundred books, maybe more. I start to shelf-snoop.

I realize in my daydream that Marilyn’s house is a perfect space to fill with imagination. Her rooms evoke feelings and memories. The existing black-and-white photographs from when she first moved in show her modest vision. “It’s small,” she said, “but I find it rather cozy that way. It’s quiet and peaceful—just what I need right now.” The poetics of the house feel intimate, these rooms now both existing and not. Anywhere can exist in a daydream, even if it is long gone. “How can… rooms that have disappeared become abodes for an unforgettable past?” asks the French philosopher Gaston Bachelard. Marilyn’s house has suspended time, and I am in it. I see her things, I see what could have been. I see a house bursting with books and culture and safety. A house will shelter, Bachelard promises, and protect its inhabitants. You can daydream a future, make every object in the house anew. “Daydream transports the dreamer outside the immediate world to a world that bears the mark of infinity.” When you unlock a door, you walk into a daydream, and if you walk into infinity then time has no hold, no meaning.

This is also true of reading. I look at Marilyn’s bookshelves; I see the scope of her reading and I have so many questions. In the evening light I see reflections from the swimming pool ripple across the ceiling. I hear the poet’s wind chimes. The fire continues to shift in the grate. I find in my hand Marilyn’s copy of The Poems of Dylan Thomas. I know she met him. I know she cooked for him. And I know she got drunk with him. I think of his poem where time is presented as a thief stealing things and people away: “Cast back the bone of youth / And salt-eyed stumble bedward where she lies.”

Nobody here is with Dylan’s thief of time, nobody is captured lying, dying, in bed, forever. Instead, a cheerful fire crackles in the grate and everything is possible. I have a whole personal library to explore. And so many questions.





Where did Marilyn get her books?
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If you think about the biography of your own bookshelves, you can probably remember where you bought certain books and why. Other books on your shelves will have been gifted or perhaps inscribed to you from friends and family. Some books may be signed by the author; others could be previously owned or bought from a used bookstore. Some you may have no memory whatsoever of where they came from, but they seem to have been on your bookshelf forever. In this sense, books act as a store for memories, and in some cases, forgetting. Opening the pages can transport us back to childhood, a wonderful vacation, or a miserable breakup. Some pages can be smeared with sunscreen or chocolate, or wrinkled where they have been dropped in the tub. Clusters of books can represent certain periods of time: your university years, a high school obsession, the chronological collection of a beloved author. Personal libraries form part of our autobiography because they were bought to be part of our lives. Sometimes they can even shape and guide us through difficult or joyful times. One of the many beautiful things about books is the way in which they can help us understand what we want our beliefs and values to be. In this way, they shape our identity. They can even reflect our morals (though not exclusively, as we often read books we disagree with). All in all, the books we own can be revealing. So, it is no surprise that in the case of Marilyn Monroe, her hundreds of books can give us an intimate glimpse into her life. More intimate even than her films or publicity photographs, where she often spent time pretending to be somebody else. Books can tell us who someone is and where they have been. But before we even get to that level of analysis, it is equally as interesting to wonder, Where did Marilyn get all her books from?

Imagine the scene: It is quite late, the air is sultry, and traffic and people are teeming down Hollywood Boulevard in Los Angeles. The night is lit with neon, not least by a large red wheel on the roof of a building, circling the Dickensian figure of a portly gentleman in waistcoat and breeches, doffing his hat in welcome. The wraparound sign enveloping the wheel is shaped like the spine of a large open book. The store below is Pickwick Book Shop, and something of a Hollywood institution. First opened in 1938 at 6743 Hollywood Boulevard, the origins of this bookshop lay in its association with the film industry. Before finding its home in Hollywood, the business, opened by Louis Epstein in the 1920s, was first based in Long Beach, then downtown LA. It was called Epstein’s Used Books. In the 1930s, a movie studio approached Epstein asking if they could rent five thousand books to be used as props in their films. They agreed to a rate of five cents per book for thirty days. When they finally returned the books about a year later, they made the mistake of trying to pay for only thirty days’ hire. Epstein sued them for the full amount and won. But in a further twist, Epstein’s lawyer, clearly armed with more information than us, refused to release the money to Epstein, claiming he would only use it foolishly and squander it on “buying more books and having a good time.” Instead, Epstein was told to find a property that would serve as a bookstore and the money would be released into escrow. This is how Pickwick Book Shop came to be, and notwithstanding its fractious start with the film industry, it was always a favorite with Hollywood insiders as well as literary figures who were working in town. It was not unusual to see F. Scott Fitzgerald, William Faulkner, Humphrey Bogart, Orson Welles, and Marlene Dietrich visiting.

The first floor was full of new books; the second floor, used books. Imagine now the door opening and a figure entering. No doubt she will be wearing a headscarf, a loose shirt, perhaps even dark glasses despite the time of day, because this is Marilyn Monroe. Filming is over and she has free time. Driving from the Fox studio lot, her favorite downtime activity is to browse Pickwick Book Shop. She describes to friends how she lovingly walks the aisles, randomly pulling books from the shelves and opening them until she finds a page or a paragraph she likes. “Is that terrible?” she asks, as though there is some accepted or appropriate way to choose books. If she likes what she reads, then she will buy. It doesn’t matter what the book is about because Marilyn reads widely—science, religion, politics, psychology, French literature, Russian literature, biography, contemporary fiction, poetry, plays, even books about gardening.

Despite being well read, her love of reading seems to be perpetually met with skepticism. When she was filming All About Eve (1950) with director Joseph L. Mankiewicz, he noticed that she was carrying a copy of Rilke’s Letters to a Young Poet around the set, and he asked her about it. She told him, “Every now and then I go into the Pickwick and just look around. I leaf through some books, and when I read something that interests me, I buy the book. So last night I bought this one.” For reasons he doesn’t really explain, this shocked Mankiewicz. In fact, he claimed he would have been less shocked to find Rilke studying a “Marilyn Monroe nude calendar,” which perhaps gives us the explanation we need. The next day, Marilyn, who must have known on some level what people were thinking, kindly sent Mankiewicz a copy of the Rilke book. This could be read as an example of Marilyn’s supposed “childlike innocence.” Equally, it could be read as a fuck-you act of resistance reflecting Marilyn’s observation that “I’ve never fooled anyone. I’ve let people fool themselves. They didn’t bother to find out who and what I was. Instead, they would invent a character for me. I wouldn’t argue with them.”

Marilyn wasn’t always alone when she visited bookstores. In 1951, after they met on the Twentieth Century-Fox lot but before they were a couple, she went with Arthur Miller to buy a copy of his play Death of a Salesman from an unnamed store in Los Angeles. Miller recalled that although Marilyn wasn’t dressed as Marilyn, she still garnered attention as she browsed the shelves. As well as buying his book, she picked up copies of Robert Frost, Walt Whitman, and E.E. Cummings. (“I read poetry to save time,” she once said.) Miller described how while she was leafing through various books, a man watching her started to furtively masturbate, though thankfully Marilyn didn’t notice. Instead, she was reading Cummings’s poetry, mouthing the words and laughing in an unaffected way at his unusual turn of phrase. Miller said she reminded him of a student afraid of being caught out, but as she studied the words a look of “naïve wonder” crossed her face. It’s an interesting interpretation for a woman in her midtwenties who was as well read as Marilyn. Is it possible her “naivety” was instead delight at finding a new writer she admired?

We can build a picture of where some of Marilyn’s books came from partly through these stories told about her, but also by looking at inscriptions in her books and exploring in detail some of her financial paperwork. While this doesn’t account for her entire personal library, it does at least give a flavor of the origins of some of her books.

Pickwick Book Shop wasn’t the only store where Marilyn bought books. She was photographed, for instance, in Martindale’s Book Store on Santa Monica Boulevard by André de Dienes in 1953. Resplendent in a black fitted suit and white gloves, Marilyn is pictured reading a copy of The Big Brokers by Irving Shulman, a novel about three men from New York who take on a gambling syndicate in Las Vegas. This photo also allows us to peek inside a bookstore that no longer exists, with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, a wooden-beamed ceiling, and a stylish curved cash register counter.

When Julien’s Auctions sold a collection of Monroe’s financial papers, a large wad of receipts was included, listing detailed information such as where and when Marilyn bought books. White, cream, pink, and yellow receipt slips show purchases made at Doubleday Book Shop in New York, Martindale’s Book Store in LA, Beekman Place Book Shop in New York, Hunter’s Books in Beverly Hills, E. Weyhe, Inc. of New York, Clapp & Tuttle Books and Art in Connecticut, Hammacher Schlemmer in New York, Wepplo’s Book Store in LA, and from Lee Freeson, an LA-based dealer in rare books related to the theater. These receipts reflect the split in Monroe’s professional and personal life, some being addressed to Miss Marilyn Monroe, others to Mrs. Arthur Miller or a combination of both, Marilyn Monroe Miller. The books she bought were eclectic: classic literature, an encyclopedia of gardening, a collection of Van Gogh’s great period, and a copy of I, Rachel by March Cost, described as a biographical novel of the immortal Rachel, the greatest French actor of her time (the nineteenth century). This final book did not appear in Monroe’s personal library, so somewhere along the way it was lost or loaned and never returned.

These receipts also reveal where Marilyn was living when she bought certain books. For example, on March 10, Martindale’s Book Store sold The Life and Work of Sigmund Freud, volumes I, II, and III, to Marilyn Monroe Miller for $28.86. She was staying in Bungalow 21 at the Beverly Hills Hotel. Although the receipt does not contain a year, we know it was 1960 since it was during this time that the Monroe-Millers were living next door to Yves Montand and Simone Signoret in Bungalow 20 for the filming of Let’s Make Love. Maybe it is no surprise that Marilyn was brushing up on Freud given her big musical number in that film was “My Heart Belongs to Daddy.” Another book she bought around this time simply says “Yves Montand,” so it seems she was reading up on her costar too.

Another receipt, dated October 29, this time charged to the Bel Air Hotel, lists a copy of The Great Gatsby bought with Dance to the Piper, a memoir by Agnes de Mille about her desire to become a dancer against the wishes of her family and her subsequent success as a choreographer. It is interesting that at this time Monroe was reading about women in the industry making their way against the odds. But again, her reading was wide. She was also buying The Collected Stories of Dorothy Parker and a book called Peace in Piccadilly: The Story of Albany, about a prestigious set of bachelor apartments established in London in 1802 and inhabited by such luminaries as the poet Lord Byron and the prime minister William Gladstone. Women are now allowed to apply as residents, though when the writer Sybille Bedford lived there, she stayed in Aldous Huxley’s servant’s room. It’s possible Marilyn heard of this place while she was filming The Prince and the Showgirl in London since Terence Rattigan, who wrote the screenplay, had rooms there.

Marilyn didn’t always turn up in person to buy her own books. One receipt from Martindale’s Book Store dated April 20, 1960, shows several purchases including paper, cards, a magazine, and a book about Monet. The receipt is signed by Rudy Kautzky, who was Marilyn’s hired limousine driver from Carey Cadillac Renting Company. Although in total Marilyn spent $18.92, when this receipt went up for auction it sold for $256. Rudy signed for many other books too, including Marlene Dietrich, How to Live with a Cat, Siamese Cats, a film annual, My Father, Charlie Chaplin, and Sister Carrie, a novel by Theodore Dreiser about a young woman who moves to a big city to realize the American dream, first becoming a mistress to powerful men and then becoming a famous actress. Rudy also signed for The Color of Evening by Robert Nathan, about an older artist who falls in love with a young girl and how it all fell apart. Fanny Butcher writing for the Sunday Chicago Tribune summed the book up as “for those who do their dreaming in their waking hours, it is a subtle, delicate, charming story of love.” Perfect reading for Marilyn.

Some of the last books she bought on May 24, 1962, were in a batch from Martindale’s in Beverly Hills, with the receipt sent to her new Brentwood address on Fifth Helena Drive. One entry, for $17.50, is simply listed as “O’Neill.” Given that Marilyn had more than one Eugene O’Neill play in her library, it may well be that she bought them all at the same time. The Hairy Ape is a play about the impact of industrialization and social class on the protagonist, Yank, a laborer based in New York City. Long Day’s Journey into Night (of which Marilyn seemed to own two copies) is an autobiographical family drama that takes place in a seaside home in Connecticut where two brothers and their parents struggle to come to terms with one another’s failings. Another entry on the receipt is “Capt. Newman M.D.,” a book based on the experiences of Marilyn’s psychiatrist, Dr. Ralph Greenson, during his time as an army doctor in Camp Colfax, Texas. It is one of the last books Marilyn read. The final entry on the receipt is “Skin from Teeth,” most likely The Skin of Our Teeth by Thornton Wilder, a Pulitzer Prize–winning play that had been directed on Broadway by Elia Kazan, a friend of Marilyn’s. Featuring Fredric March and Montgomery Clift, the play was seen as a three-part allegory about humanity but became most famous for breaking every established theatrical convention. Despite the modern setting, some scenes took place in an ice age and an encroaching apocalypse, which surely must have presented their own staging challenges.

Not all of Marilyn’s books were purchases though. Some appear to have been gifted. For example, a significant book in Marilyn’s library, The Decisive Moment (1952) by French photographer Henri Cartier-Bresson, was a first-edition hardcover, resplendent with a dust jacket designed by Matisse. This book is regarded as one of the greatest photography books of the twentieth century, containing not only 126 works by Cartier-Bresson himself but also a philosophical essay about the art of photography. It is easy to see why Marilyn would cherish a book like this, given that every photographer who worked with her said she was one of the few people they photographed who knew as much about the composition of a picture as they did. She understood angles, light, how to pose; she knew exactly what to do to get the desired result. Like Cartier-Bresson, Marilyn realized that there was a decisive moment in taking a photograph, and one that for Cartier-Bresson was fragile and fleeting: “Photography is not like painting,” he told The Washington Post in 1957. “There is a creative fraction of a second when you are taking a picture. Your eye must see a composition or an expression that life itself offers you, and you must know with intuition when to click the camera. That is the moment the photographer is creative. Oop! The Moment! Once you miss it, it is gone forever.” Marilyn was notorious for demanding contact sheets from her photo shoots and scratching out, sometimes even cutting to shreds, the images that did not meet her approval. Her copy of The Decisive Moment appears to be gifted, or at the very least inscribed in French by Cartier-Bresson: “a Madame Marilyn Monroe a Monsieur Arthur Miller / Avec mes hommages admiratif / Henri Cartier-Bresson.” The fact it is dedicated to both Marilyn and Arthur Miller suggests that it was gifted to them on the set of The Misfits. The shooting of the film was photographed exclusively by Magnum photo agency, of whom Cartier-Bresson was one of the founders. During filming, two staff photographers were kept on set on a rotation basis, and Cartier-Bresson was one of them (along with others such as Eve Arnold and Inge Morath). They documented the difficult, strained months of shooting in intense heat in the Nevada desert; with Marilyn unwell and often late to the set, Miller was constantly rewriting scenes, meaning everyone had to relearn lines. The experience was later summed up by Marilyn: “The Misfits was a bad film because the script was bad.” It is interesting to think about the journey of this book. Perhaps it was handed over on set in desert heat, or in a hotel room at the end of a long day’s shooting. It was then shipped back to Los Angeles when filming wrapped. After Marilyn’s marriage to Miller broke up, she kept the book, either in New York or California. Eventually in 1962 it was packed away for thirty-seven years in almost perfect condition, just some slight tears to the dust jacket at the top and bottom of the spine. On October 28, 1999, it was sold for $19,550 and now lies somewhere in private hands.

Another book gifted to Marilyn was The Flower in Drama and Glamour written by Stark Young. Her copy is inscribed to her by her acting coach Lee Strasberg and reads, “Christmas 1955 / To Marilyn— / Who has the one and will / soon possess the other —Love Lee.” This book, which would have been newly published then, is about the art of acting, including advice on speech, tempo, how to convey wonder, directing, and stressing that acting is a craft that requires the exercise of the imagination and the airing of dreams. The introduction carries out a global savaging of acting styles country by country, claiming the English are too uptight to act properly and are better suited to writing literature. There are lots of terrible French actors apparently, but at least they have style. German actors are audacious and profound but have no sense of humor. Italian actors are beautiful and natural, but also lazy, noisy, and use too many gestures, resulting in the devastating judgment that “no acting is worse than the worst Italian.” The book also consists of a series of letters written by Young to an array of actors (it is unclear if these were ever sent or merely for the purpose of the book). The first one, to Charlie Chaplin, summarizes Young’s view on Chaplin’s career and future, praising him for the clown he invented: “But you have finished your creation. It was perfect long ago. Already it begins to slow down. It shows a falling off in invention and zest…” Young proceeds to advise Chaplin on which roles he should undertake and warns him that his physical prowess is already on the wane, but following sound advice he “need not fail” in the future. It’s fascinating to consider the psychology behind gifting this book to Marilyn, an actor who constantly suffered from a lack of confidence. Was Strasberg trying to warn her of perceived pitfalls, or make himself indispensable in order to avoid them?

One inscribed book in Marilyn’s library directly relates to a personal moment in her life from 1956. A copy of The Union Prayer-Book for Jewish Worship was signed inside, “For Marilyn—with all of my best wishes and deepest respect—fondly, Bob.” This was Robert Goldburg, the rabbi who oversaw Marilyn’s conversion to Judaism upon her marriage to Miller. The prayer book is bound in black leather with MARILYN MONROE MILLER stamped on the front in gilt, gold lettering.

Another source of books for Marilyn appeared to be gifts directly from publishing houses. A dozen books in her personal library still retain the compliments slip or were advance reader copies. These books ranged from the humorous and frivolous to the serious and political, such as Elsa Maxwell’s How to Do It, or, The Lively Art of Entertaining (1957), Merry Christmas, Happy New Year (1958) by Phyllis McGinley, The Contenders (1958) by John Wain, Paul Scott’s The Mark of the Warrior (1958), and direct from the Czechoslovakian Embassy, Eleanor Wheeler’s Lidice (1957), a memoir of a Czech village where the inhabitants were executed by the Nazis in retaliation for Resistance activity. There is no record as to why she was sent these books—whether she requested copies herself, or whether the publisher sent them for publicity purposes.
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