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Introduction: The Final Portrait
of an Ilcon

In the summer of 1962, just weeks before her untimely
death, Marilyn Monroe sat for what would become the
most famous and poignant photographic series of her
career: Marilyn Monroe The Complete Last Sitting.
Captured over three days by photographer Bert Stern
for Vogue magazine, this collection of more than 2,500
images offers an intimate, raw, and deeply human
portrait of the screen goddess at a crossroads in her life.
Far more than a simple fashion shoot, Marilyn Monroe
The Complete Last Sitting has transcended its
original purpose to become a cultural touchstone — a
haunting visual diary that reveals both the glittering star
and the vulnerable woman behind the persona. For
collectors, film historians, and fans of classic Hollywood,
this series represents the ultimate visual testament to
Monroe's enduring allure and tragic complexity.
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The Genesis of the Shoot: Bert
Stern’s Vision

Bert Stern, already a celebrated photographer known for
his work in advertising and portraiture, was
commissioned by Vogue to photograph Monroe for a
feature intended to showcase her beauty and star
power. Stern had previously shot Monroe for a
commercial campaign, and the two shared a
professional rapport. The concept was simple but
ambitious: capture Monroe in a series of settings, from
elegant gowns to semi-nude poses, that would highlight
the full spectrum of her persona. The location was the
Bel-Air Hotel in Los Angeles, a secluded haven where
Monroe could relax away from the pressures of
Hollywood.

Why This Shoot Stands Apart

Unlike earlier photo sessions that were carefully staged
and guarded, Marilyn Monroe The Complete Last
Sitting was marked by a sense of improvisation and
intimacy. Stern deliberately created an environment
where Monroe felt safe to let down her guard. He used
minimal lighting and shot primarily with natural light,
allowing her skin, expressions, and movements to take
center stage. The result is a series that feels less like a
fashion editorial and more like a private encounter —
one that captures Monroe in moments of laughter,
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contemplation, exhaustion, and seduction.

Inside the Three-Day Session: A
Chronological Look

The shoot took place over three consecutive days, each
one revealing a different facet of Monroe's personality
and mood. Stern later described the experience as both
exhilarating and unsettling, as Monroe swung between
radiant confidence and fragile insecurity.

Day One: The Glamour and the Gowns

The first day was devoted to high-fashion wardrobe
changes, including the now-iconic black velvet gown and
diamond necklace. Monroe arrived on set with her
characteristic late-hour drama — she was often hours
behind schedule — but once in front of the camera, she
transformed. Stern captured her laughing, posing, and
engaging with the lens in a way that felt both calculated
and spontaneous. These images are among the most
reproduced in the series, showcasing Monroe at her
most glamorous, but also hinting at the exhaustion that
comes from constant performance.

Day Two: From Playful to Poignant

By the second day, Monroe appeared more relaxed and
willing to experiment. She shed the heavy gowns for
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eventually almost nothing at all. It was during this day
that Stern captured the famous "nudes" that would later
cause controversy. Monroe posed with a slight smile, her
body partially obscured by a transparent chiffon scarf,
while she read a book of poems. The juxtaposition of
intellectual curiosity and physical vulnerability creates a
striking tension. Many critics consider these images the
emotional core of Marilyn Monroe The Complete
Last Sitting, as they reveal a woman comfortable in
her own skin yet achingly aware of the scrutiny she
faced.

Day Three: The Final Frames

The third and final day was marked by a palpable shift in
energy. Monroe was reportedly exhausted and under the
influence of alcohol and prescription medication, which
Stern could sense. He chose to continue shooting, but
the tone became more somber. Some of the last images
show her lying on the bed, eyes half-closed, a
champagne glass nearby. These photographs are
haunting precisely because they blur the line between
art and reality: Monroe looks less like a star and more
like a woman retreating into herself. Shortly after the
session ended, she returned to her home in Brentwood,
where she died just a few weeks later.

The Content of the Collection:
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2,571 Frames of History

When Stern eventually processed the negatives, he
produced a total of 2,571 images, each one a distinct
moment frozen in time. The complete set was first
published in a limited-edition book in 1982, titled
Marilyn Monroe: The Complete Last Sitting. The
collection includes:

* Portraits in black velvet and diamond
jewelry — the iconic "Vogue" looks that defined
the shoot's public face.

e Casual shots in a white sweater and jeans —
Monroe off-duty, relaxed and approachable.

e Semi-nude and nude studies — artistic and
tasteful, yet bold for their time.

e Outdoor photographs on the hotel balcony —
bathed in California sunlight.

* Bedroom scenes with Monroe holding a book
or a glass of champagne — intimate and
melancholic.

Each category contributes to the narrative arc of the
session — from professional glamour to personal
vulnerability. The breadth of the collection allows
viewers to trace Monroe’s emotional state in real time,
making it an invaluable document for biographers and
fans alike.
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The Cultural and Artistic
Significance

Marilyn Monroe The Complete Last Sitting is more
than just a photo shoot; it is a cultural artifact that
captures the final chapter of a legend. The images have
been exhibited in galleries worldwide, reproduced in
countless books, and analyzed by scholars in film
studies, photography, and gender studies. Their
significance lies in several key aspects:

A Turning Point in Celebrity Photography

Bert Stern’s approach — minimal interference, candid
moments, and a focus on raw emotion — anticipated the
style of celebrity portraiture that would dominate later
decades. Instead of the rigid, airbrushed glamour shots
typical of the 1950s, Stern presented Monroe as a living,
breathing human being. This set a new standard for how
stars could be photographed, influencing everyone from
Annie Leibovitz to contemporary paparazzi culture.

An Unfiltered Look at Monroe’s Inner
World

The shoot also provides a window into Monroe’s
psychological state during her final months. She was
struggling with professional uncertainties (she had been
fired from the film Something’s Got to Give), marital
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issues, and ongoing battles with anxiety and substance
use. Stern captures the duality of her existence: the
l[uminous smile that could light up a room, and the
shadow of exhaustion that crept into her eyes between
poses. This authenticity is why the images continue to
resonate — they do not hide the pain beneath the
glamour.

The Controversy Over the "Last Sitting"

Notably, the term "last sitting" is technically accurate
but slightly misleading. While these were the last
professional photographs Monroe ever sat for, she did
have other informal snapshots taken shortly before her
death. However, the magnitude and artistry of Stern’s
work have cemented "Last Sitting" as the definitive final
portrait of Monroe. The name itself has become
synonymous with the end of an era — a bittersweet
farewell to Hollywood'’s golden age.

Collecting and Preserving The
Complete Last Sitting

Over the decades, the prints and negatives from this
series have become highly sought-after by collectors.
Original prints signed by Bert Stern command top prices
at auction. The complete set of 2,571 images was
purchased by a private collector in 2005 for an
undisclosed sum, though portions of the collection have
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Estate. Museums such as the Museum of Modern Art
(MoMA) in New York and the Getty Museum in Los
Angeles have exhibited selected images.

How to Experience the Collection Today

For those who cannot view the originals, several high-
quality books reproduce the entire series, including the
deluxe edition published by Taschen. Online archives
also offer a curated selection, but nothing compares to
the experience of flipping through the pages of a large-
format book that preserves the richness of Stern’s film-
based photography. Enthusiasts of Marilyn Monroe
The Complete Last Sitting often recommend the
1982 edition as the gold standard, as it includes Stern’s
own commentary on the shoot.

Legacy and Enduring Fascination

More than sixty years after the shutter clicked for the
last time, Marilyn Monroe The Complete Last
Sitting remains a touchstone of photographic art and
popular culture. It has been referenced in films, TV
shows, songs, and fashion campaigns. The image of
Monroe in the black velvet gown — head tilted back,
eyes closed, lips slightly parted — has become one of
the most iconic poses in history, instantly recognizable
even to those who know little about Monroe herself.
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Why We Still Return to These Images

The enduring appeal lies in the contrast between
perfection and imperfection. Monroe was the ultimate
fantasy, yet these photographs show her as deeply
human — tired, uncertain, sometimes childlike,
sometimes radiant. In an era when celebrity images are
heavily curated by social media, the raw honesty of
Stern’s lens feels revolutionary. It reminds us that
behind every icon is a person with fears, dreams, and a
limited amount of time.

Conclusion: A Final Glimpse of
the Eternal Star

Marilyn Monroe The Complete Last Sitting is not
merely a collection of photographs; it is the definitive
visual elegy for one of the most complex stars of the
twentieth century. Bert Stern captured Monroe in her
final moments of stardom — before the press hounded
her, before the lawsuits, before the tragedy. In these
images, we see a woman who was still trying, still
hoping, and still performing the role of Marilyn Monroe,
even as the woman inside began to fade. For anyone
seeking to understand the allure and the ache of
Hollywood’s most legendary figure, this series offers an
unforgettable, haunting, and beautiful answer.

Whether you are a seasoned collector, a student of
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photography, or simply a lover of classic cinema,
exploring Marilyn Monroe The Complete Last
Sitting is an experience that will linger long after the
last page is turned. It is, quite simply, the last word on
Marilyn Monroe — and what a word it is.



