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THE FINAL FRAME:
UNDERSTANDING MARILYN
MONROE’S LAST SITTING WITH
BERT STERN

Few  moments  in  photographic  history
carry the emotional weight and cultural
mystique  of  Marilyn  Monroe’s  final
professional photo shoot. While her life
was tragically cut short just weeks later,

the  images  captured  during  those  six
days  in  June  1962  remain  the  definitive
visual record of a Hollywood icon on the
precipice  of  self-destruction.  This  was
not  merely  a  photoshoot;  it  was  a
complex,  intimate,  and  ultimately
heartbreaking  collaboration  between  a
star  at  the  peak  of  her  fame  and  a
photographer  who  would  capture  her
soul  on  film.  This  is  the  story  of  the
Marilyn Monroe Bert Stern The Last
Sitt ing—the  ser ies  that  would
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immortalize her beauty, her fragility, and
her final moments of public vulnerability.
The  shoot  itself  was  commissioned by
Vogue magazine, a publication that had
previously featured Monroe but never in
such a raw and personal context.  Bert
Stern,  a  rising  star  in  the  world  of
commercial  and  editorial  photography,
was handpicked for the assignment. He
was known for his ability to capture an
“invisible”  essence  in  his  subjects,
making  them  forget  the  camera  was
even  present.  For  Marilyn,  who  was
notoriously  inconsistent  and  often
difficult  in  professional  settings,  this
opportunity to work with a photographer
who  promised  a  relaxed,  almost
therapeutic environment was a welcome
change. The resulting collection of over
2,500  images  is  a  masterclass  in

portraiture, a time capsule of the early
1960s, and a poignant farewell  from a
legend.

THE VISIONARY BEHIND THE
LENS: BERT STERN

To  understand  the  magic  of  the  Bert
Stern  Last  Sitting,  one  must  first
understand the photographer. Bert Stern
was not a typical paparazzo or a fashion
industry lifer. He was a self-taught visual
poet who rose to fame in the 1950s with
his  innovative work for  magazines like
Life and Vogue. His style was defined by
simplicity,  natural  light,  and an almost
anthropological  curiosity  about  his
subjects. He famously said, "I wanted to
find the real person, not the mask." This
philosophy  was  perfectly  suited  for
Marilyn  Monroe  at  a  time  when  her
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personal  life  was  disintegrating  under
the  weight  of  fame,  failed  marriages,
and her  relationship with the Kennedy
family.
When Vogue  approached Stern for  the
shoot, the original concept was a simple
beauty  series  for  the  magazine’s
September issue. However, Stern had a
different  vision.  He  requested  that  the
shoot take place in a controlled, private
environment—not a bustling studio. He
wanted  to  strip  away  the  distractions
and  the  entourage.  This  decision  was
pivotal.  By  choosing  intimacy  over
spectacle, Stern created the conditions
for Monroe to let her guard down. The
result  was  a  series  of  images  that
ranged  from  high-fashion  glamour  to
deeply  personal,  almost  diary-like
moments  of  introspection.

THE SETTING: A PRIVATE
BUNGALOW AT THE BEL-AIR
HOTEL

The stage for the Marilyn Monroe Last
Sitting  was  the  Hotel  Bel-Air  in  Los
Angeles.  A  bungalow  was  rented,  and
Stern  transformed  it  into  a  makeshift
studio.  The  choice  of  location  was
deliberate.  The  Bel-Air  was  quiet,
secluded,  and  far  removed  from  the
madness  of  Hollywood  Boulevard.  It
offered  a  sense  of  safety  and  privacy
that  Marilyn  desperately  craved.  The
shoot  was  scheduled  for  six  days,  a
luxurious  timeframe  that  allowed  for
spontaneity and exploration. On the first
day, Marilyn was punctual, radiant, and
seemingly full of energy. She understood
the assignment and was eager to work
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with Stern.
The  bungalow  was  filled  with  boxes  of
clothes  from  top  designers,  cases  of
champagne,  and  a  constant  supply  of
music. Stern played jazz records to set
the mood. The atmosphere was less like
a  commercial  shoot  and  more  like  an
artist’s salon. Marilyn was free to change
outfits  when  she  wanted,  to  dance,  to
laugh, to sit in silence. This lack of rigid
structure is what made the Bert Stern
The Last Sitting  so unique.  It  was a
co l labora t ion ,  no t  a  command
performance.  The  first  few  days
produced the most famous images—the
elegant  black  dress  shots,  the  playful
smiles,  and  the  classic  Hollywood
glamour  that  the  world  expected.

A PHOTO SHOOT UNLIKE ANY
OTHER

The Chemistry
Between
Photographer
and Subject
Central to the success of this series was
the undeniable chemistry between Stern
and Monroe. Stern was not just snapping
pictures; he was interacting, reassuring,
and  coax ing .  He  descr ibed  the
experience  as  a  "circle  of  energy"
between them. Marilyn,  who often felt
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exploited by the men in her life, seemed
to trust Stern. She allowed him to see
her  without  the  armor  of  her  public
persona. On the second and third days,
the atmosphere shifted.  Marilyn began
arr iv ing  later ,  v is ib ly  t i red  and
sometimes unsteady. It was a period of
personal  turmoil;  she  was  fighting  with
the  studio,  dealing  with  legal  battles,
and struggling with addiction.
Despite her physical  state,  the images
from these  days  are  often  considered
the most profound. The exhaustion and
vulnerability in her eyes tell a story that
words cannot. Stern did not push her to
be  the  "Mar i lyn  Monroe"  o f  the
magazines.  He let  her be a woman, a
human  being.  This  sensitivity  is  what
elevated the Stern Last Sitting from a
typical editorial piece to a work of art.

He  captured  the  dua l i ty  o f  her
existence—the  eternal  star  and  the
broken  woman.

The Intimate and
Unfiltered
Moments
One of the most discussed aspects of the
Marilyn Monroe Bert Stern The Last
Sitting  is  the  inclusion  of  what  Stern
called  "the  naked series."  On  the  last
day  of  scheduled  shooting,  Marilyn
a r r i v e d  i n  a  m o o d  t h a t  w a s
different—more  contemplative,  almost
melancholy. She had been drinking, and
her energy was low. Stern, sensing that
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the  formal  shoot  was  over,  suggested
they  just  "play"  with  the  camera.
Without any pretense, Marilyn removed
her  clothes  and  wrapped  herself  in  a
simple, sheer bed sheet. She lay on the
bed, looking directly at the camera, her
gaze both seductive and desperate.
These images are raw. They are not the
pol ished,  airbrushed  nudes  of  a
centerfold. They show a woman who is
simultaneously  offering  herself  to  the
camera  and  retreating  into  her  own
world.  Stern  shot  hundreds  of  frames
that day. The most famous is a series
where Marilyn lies on a white sheet, her
arms outstretched, her eyes half-closed.
It is an image of surrender. For many,
these photos are the heart of the The
Last  Sitting  collection.  They  are
uncomfor tab le ,  beaut i fu l ,  and

heartbreaking.  They  show  a  star  who
was  tired  of  performing,  tired  of  the
mask, and who had nothing left to hide.

The
Controversial
"Naked" Series
The naked series remains controversial
to this day. Critics have accused Stern of
exploiting a vulnerable woman. Marilyn
was  clearly  under  the  influence  of
alcohol  and  possibly  other  substances
during  this  port ion  of  the  shoot.
However,  Stern  always  defended  his
actions,  claiming  that  Marilyn  was  a
willing  participant  and  that  he  never
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forced  her  to  do  anything.  He  argued
that she was in control of the session,
and that her decision to pose nude was a
conscious  act  of  artistic  expression.
Regardless  of  the  ethical  debate,  the
images are undeniable evidence of her
state of mind in the weeks before her
death.
The  Marilyn  Monroe  Last  Sitting
therefore serves as a visual document of
her  final  weeks.  The  images  were
published  in  Vogue  shortly  after  her
death,  becoming  an  instant  sensation.
The public was hungry for any glimpse of
the  star,  and  these  photos  offered  an
intimacy  that  was  unprecedented.  The
magazine  sold  out  immediately.  The
photos  cemented  Bert  Stern’s  legacy
and changed the way the world viewed
Marilyn Monroe. She was no longer just a

comedic  actress  or  a  sex symbol;  she
was a tragic figure.

THE AFTERMATH AND THE
KENNEDY CONNECTION

Perhaps the most chilling aspect of the
Bert Stern Last Sitting is the timeline.
The shoot took place in late June 1962.
On August 5, 1962, Marilyn Monroe was
found  dead  in  her  home from a  drug
overdose.  The photos  Stern took were
no t  j us t  “ the  l as t  s i t t i ng”  i n  a
professional  sense;  they  were  the  last
professional images of her life. This fact
has imbued every frame with a sense of
tragic foreshadowing. Stern himself was
deeply  affected  by  her  death.  He  felt
that  he  had  witnessed  something
profound  in  her  eyes  during  that  final
session,  a  "farewell"  that  he  had  not
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recognized at the time.
Rumors  surrounding  the  shoot  have
persisted  for  decades.  Some  have
suggested  that  Marilyn  was  using  the
bungalow to meet with President John F.
Kennedy or his brother Robert. The Bel-
Air  Hotel  was a known retreat  for  the
Kennedy entourage. While Stern denied
any presence of the Kennedys during his
sessions, the conspiracies remain part of
the lore. What is known is that Marilyn
was deeply entangled with the Kennedy
family,  and  that  the  stress  of  those
relationships  contributed  to  her  fragile
mental state. The photos from the Stern
Last  Sitting  show  a  woman  who  is
carrying a heavy secret.  Her  eyes are
not just sad; they are haunted.

THE LEGACY OF THE LAST
SITTING

The legacy of the Marilyn Monroe Bert
Stern The Last Sitting is complex. On
one hand, it is celebrated as one of the
greatest  portrait  series  of  the  20th
century. Bert Stern’s work is studied in
photography schools around the world.
The  images  have  been  exhibited  in
galleries  and  published  in  numerous
coffee  table  books.  They  represent  the
zenith  of  analog  film  photography  and
the  power  of  the  human  connection
between subject and artist. On the other
hand, the series is a stark reminder of
the price of fame. It shows a woman who
was  completely  alone,  surrounded  by
luxury, with no one to save her.
In the years following her death, Stern
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guarded  the  negatives  like  precious
artifacts.  He  eventually  published  the
complete set of images in a book titled
The  Last  Sitting.  The  collection  was  a
commercial  success  and  has  been
reissued  multiple  times.  For  fans  of
Marilyn  Monroe,  these  photos  are  the
definitive  representation  of  her  final
days.  They  offer  a  window into  her  soul
that no biography or documentary can
match.  The  Bert  Stern  The  Last
Sitting  remains  a  benchmark  in  the
world of celebrity photography.

WHY "THE LAST SITTING"
ENDURES IN POPULAR CULTURE

The reason the Marilyn Monroe Last
Sitting  continues  to  captivate  new
generations is its raw authenticity. In an
age  of  heavily  edited  and  filtered

images,  Stern’s  photographs  feel  real.
The  grain  of  the  film,  the  imperfections
in Marilyn’s skin, the blurred edges—all
of it contributes to a sense of truth. We
are  not  look ing  at  a  market ing
campaign; we are looking at a person.
The images also tap into the universal
fascination with the tragic hero. Marilyn
Monroe was a creative force who burned
brightly  but  briefly.  The  last  sitting  was
her  swan  song,  a  final  burst  of  light
before  the  darkness.
For  content  creators,  historians,  and
fans, the Marilyn Monroe Bert Stern
The Last  Sitting  is  a  rich  source  of
study.  It  offers  lessons  in  photography,
composition,  trust,  and  the  human
condition. It is a reminder that art can be
born  from  chaos,  and  that  the  most
honest  moments often occur  when we
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are  at  our  weakest.  The  images  have
been used in documentaries, books, and
even as inspiration for fashion spreads.
They  have  transcended  their  original
purpose  as  a  magazine  editorial  and
become a part of the cultural fabric.

CONCLUSION

The  collaboration  between  Marilyn
Monroe  and  Bert  Stern  was  a  perfect
storm of talent, timing, and tragedy. The
Marilyn Monroe Bert Stern The Last
Sitting is more than just a collection of
photographs; it is a historical document,

a work of art, and a poignant goodbye. It
captures  the  last  known glimmer  of  a
star who was on the verge of extinction.
When we look at these images, we are
not just seeing Marilyn Monroe; we are
seeing the end of an era, the fragility of
life, and the timeless power of a single
frame to tell a thousand stories. The lens
captured her  truth,  and the world  has
been  forever  changed  by  that  final,
haunting  gaze.
Whether you are a long-time admirer of
Marilyn Monroe


