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Introduction: The Final Portrait of an Icon

When we think of Marilyn Monroe, images of a blonde bombshell in a white dress, a mischievous smile, and a 

dreamy gaze come to mind. Yet, behind those classic photographs lies a story that is as compelling as the woman 

herself. One of the most intriguing chapters is the complete last sitting of Marilyn Monroe with photographer 

Bert Stern. This final session, which took place in 1962, captures the essence of a woman on the brink of a new

era, both in her personal life and in the world of Hollywood. Understanding this last sitting provides insight into

Monroe’s artistic choices, her relationships with photographers, and the cultural shifts that were happening at the

time.

Bert Stern: A Photographer Who Shaped Monroe’s Legacy

Early Career and Meeting Marilyn

Bert Stern was born in 1929 and quickly became one of the most sought-after photographers in the United States.

His early work focused on fashion and celebrity portraiture, and he gained a reputation for his ability to capture the

personality of his subjects. In the late 1940s, Stern first met Marilyn Monroe at a studio in Los Angeles. The

chemistry between the two was instant; Stern’s relaxed style allowed Monroe to express herself in ways that other

photographers could not.

Signature Techniques

Stern was known for his use of natural light, soft focus, and candid moments. He would often shoot in Monroe’s

own home or in intimate settings, creating a sense of authenticity that resonated with audiences. These techniques

made him the preferred choice for many of Monroe’s most iconic images, such as the “Dove” portrait and the

“Blonde Ambition” series.

Marilyn Monroe’s Life in 1962

Personal Turmoil and Career Transition

By 1962, Monroe was navigating a complex personal life. She was married to Arthur Miller, a celebrated playwright,

and she was also dealing with health issues that had plagued her for years. Professionally, Monroe was looking to

diversify her career beyond traditional film roles. She was interested in exploring new artistic avenues, including

music, stage performance, and more experimental photography.

The Desire for Authenticity

Monroe’s desire to break free from the Hollywood mold led her to seek out photographers who could capture her in

a more genuine light. This desire aligned perfectly with Bert Stern’s approach. The two collaborated on several

projects, each time revealing a different facet of Monroe’s personality.

The Complete Last Sitting: Setting the Scene

Location and Atmosphere

The final session took place at Monroe’s Los Angeles home, a space that she had transformed into a personal



studio. The setting was intimate, with natural light filtering through large windows and a relaxed atmosphere that

encouraged candid moments. The choice of location was intentional; it was meant to strip away the artificiality of a

typical studio setting.

Wardrobe and Styling

Monroe’s wardrobe for this session was a departure from her usual glamorous attire. She wore a simple, black

dress that highlighted her figure without the excess of embellishment. The styling was minimal, with a focus on

Monroe’s natural beauty and the subtle interplay of light and shadow.

Equipment and Techniques

Bert Stern employed a large-format camera, known for its high resolution and ability to capture fine detail. He used

natural light and a soft focus lens to create a dreamy, almost ethereal quality in the photographs. The combination

of equipment and technique produced images that were both intimate and striking.

Key Images from the Session

Portrait 1: The Contemplative Gaze

This image captures Monroe looking directly into the camera with a subtle smile. The lighting emphasizes the

contours of her face, creating a sense of depth. The photograph is a testament to Monroe’s ability to convey

emotion with minimal expression.

Portrait 2: The Playful Moment

In this shot, Monroe is caught mid-laugh, her hair slightly tousled. The candid nature of the photograph showcases

her playful side, a side often hidden behind the polished Hollywood persona.

Portrait 3: The Quiet Reflection

Monroe sits on a chair, looking away from the camera. The composition is simple, yet powerful. The use of light and

shadow highlights her profile, creating a sense of introspection.

Why This Sitting Matters

Artistic Evolution

The final session with Bert Stern represented a turning point in Monroe’s artistic journey. It marked a shift from

traditional studio portraits to more personal, introspective images. This evolution was crucial in shaping how

Monroe was perceived by the public and the media.

Legacy and Influence

The images from this session have become a staple in discussions about Monroe’s legacy. They serve as a

reminder that Monroe was more than a Hollywood icon; she was a complex, multifaceted individual who sought

authenticity in her work.

Behind the Scenes: The Dynamics Between Monroe and Stern

Professional Respect

Monroe and Stern shared a mutual respect for each other’s craft. Stern trusted Monroe to be herself, while Monroe

trusted Stern’s vision. This dynamic created a collaborative environment that allowed for creative experimentation.

Challenges Faced



Despite the harmonious relationship, the session was not without challenges. Monroe’s health issues sometimes

made it difficult to maintain a steady pace. Additionally, the emotional toll of her personal life occasionally seeped

into the photographs, adding an unintentional layer of depth.

The Impact on Monroe’s Career

Public Reception

When the images were eventually released, they were met with both admiration and controversy. Some critics

praised the rawness and vulnerability displayed in the photographs, while others felt they deviated too far from

Monroe’s established image.

Commercial Success

The photographs were later used in various publications, including magazines and photo books. They also

influenced other photographers, inspiring a new wave of intimate celebrity portraiture.

Posthumous Recognition

Reissues and Exhibitions

Decades after Monroe’s death, the photographs from her final sitting have been reissued in high-quality prints and

featured in exhibitions worldwide. These displays highlight the enduring relevance of Monroe’s work and her

relationship with Bert Stern.

Academic Studies

Scholars have examined these photographs in the context of feminist theory and media studies. The images are

often cited as examples of how women in the 1960s navigated the balance between public image and private

identity.

Comparing the Last Sitting to Earlier Work

Visual Style

Compared to earlier portraits, such as those taken by Irving Penn or Richard Avedon, Monroe’s final images with

Stern exhibit a softer, more intimate aesthetic. The use of natural light and minimal styling sets these photographs

apart.

Emotional Depth

While earlier images focused on Monroe’s glamour, the last sitting captured a range of emotions—from playful to

contemplative. This shift reflects Monroe’s desire to explore her own complexity beyond the Hollywood persona.

Influence on Contemporary Photography

Authenticity Over Glamour

The last sitting has become a benchmark for authenticity in celebrity photography. Modern photographers often cite

Stern’s work with Monroe as an inspiration for capturing candid moments.

Storytelling Through Images

By focusing on Monroe’s natural expressions and surroundings, Stern demonstrated how photographs could tell a

deeper story. This approach has influenced contemporary portraitists who aim to create narratives through visual

media.



Conclusion: A Legacy Captured in Light

The complete last sitting of Marilyn Monroe with Bert Sternis more than just a collection of photographs; it is a

window into a pivotal moment in the life of one of Hollywood’s most enduring icons. Through natural light, candid

moments, and a collaborative spirit, Stern captured Monroe’s essence in a way that remains relevant today. These

images continue to inspire, provoke discussion, and remind us that behind every glamorous façade lies a human

story waiting to be told.
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