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Representations of older transgender people are nearly 

absent from our culture and within artistic realms, and 

those that do exist are often one-dimensional. To Survive 

on this Shore combines photographs of transgender and 

gender non-conforming people over the age of fifty 

with interviews about their life experiences in regards 

to gender, identity, age, and sexuality and provides 

a nuanced view into the complexities of aging as a 

transgender person.  

This project is a collaboration between photographer 

Jess T. Dugan and Vanessa Fabbre, PhD, LCSW, a 

social worker and Assistant Professor at Washington 

University in St. Louis, whose research focuses on the 

intersection of LGBTQ issues and aging.  By combining 

our experiences working as a photographer and social 

worker within the transgender community, we hope to 

create a project that is simultaneously highly personal 

and socially relevant.

Since 2013, we have photographed and interviewed 

over 80 people throughout the United States. We 

intentionally seek out subjects whose lived experiences 

exist within the complex intersections of gender 

identity, age, race, ethnicity, sexuality, socioeconomic 

To Survive on this Shore
PHOTOGRAPHS AND INTERVIEWS WITH TRANSGENDER 

AND GENDER NON-CONFORMING OLDER ADULTS

class, and geographic location. Each story exemplifies 

both struggle and joy, often complementary aspects 

of the same experience. Conceived of as an exhibition 

and publication, the project will ultimately include 90 

portraits and interviews. 

Our society is experiencing a breakthrough moment 

in regard to transgender issues. From Amazon’s 

series Transparent winning Golden Globe and Emmy 

awards to Caitlyn Jenner’s highly publicized transition, 

transgender issues are getting mainstream exposure in 

an unprecedented way. However, these representations 

favor celebrity and are limited in their scope. To Survive 

on this Shore fills a gap in the media currently available 

by focusing on real people in an intimate and honest 

way. 

We believe that the time is right to present this work 

on a national scale and that people are more ready to 

receive it than they have ever been. Ultimately, it is our 

intention to provide visibility to a community that is 

often overlooked, both because of their age as well as 

their gender, and to encourage empathy, understanding, 

and dialogue.

“In the '60s they called me a sissy.  
In the '70s they called me a faggot.  

In the '80s I was a queen.  
In the '90s I was transgender.  

In the 2000s I was a woman, and now I'm just Grace.”  
–Grace, 56, Boston, MA
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“I actually gave birth to both of 
our children, which was never 
inconsistent with my sense of still 
being a man and being pregnant, 
and I know that many people 
can't understand that, or they 
might have some understanding.  
But it was not inconsistent for 
me to be with my male identity 

and want to have children.”
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I feel very isolated.  
I don’t feel whole.  
There’s still that hole 
in my middle, the 
stomach is not filled, 
I’m not fed completely.  
And I wonder whether 
or not I will ever have 
that feeling of being 
embraced. HELENA, 63, CHICAGO, IL

proud of both lives. I’m proud 

of both me’s, if you see what 

I’m saying.  And I feel it’s 

been a remarkable thing to 

have happened to a person. 

I’m grateful. You can’t just 

become a woman with a knife 

or a pill or anything like that. 

It takes a whole combination 

in a sequence, in a formation. 

You’ve got this time span, 

it’s a learning experience, it’s 

a little bit of everything. It’s 

what I call going through the 

internship phase, stumbling through the adolescent phase, 

then going through the maturity phase.  

 

I have gone through the dating routine. That was my internship. 

I had to get through the Internet, go out and stumble on with 

it and flirt, and I got pretty good at it. I kinda worked at it. I’m 

not bad with words.  And I could play peek-a-boo on Skype. 

Then I finally picked up Frank. I kidnapped him from the local 

bar up here one afternoon, an ex-Marine. And we dated for a 

long time. Finally one day, it was so nice that Sunday morning 

with our head on the pillows, I said, “oh, I got something to 

tell you...” And after I told him he says, “you’re better than any 

woman I’ve ever met. Now, come on, Bobbi, we can drop that.” 

Didn’t care a damn.  Where I live now, I think some people 

know for sure who I am and don’t really care. But I also don’t 

have it written on my forehead. So there are those that don’t. 

They just take me as another old lady, a nice old lady.

I have traveled extensively, it 

started out when I was in the Air 

Force. I was the “grandfather,” 

or whatever you’d call it – of the 

drone program. I mean, I played 

golf with presidents, with Jerry 

Ford and whatnot, and I certainly 

have met the older Bush and 

younger Bush and Reagan a couple 

of times. I’ve been in the White 

House. I’ve been up and down the 

Pentagon, all levels. And I’ve also 

worked extensively with the CIA. 

 

Eleven years ago was my surgery, to this date almost. Eleven 

years ago, so I started hormones 12-plus years ago. And 

I really have been in the cross-dressing business or the 

transgender business since I was probably 4 or 5 years old. 

I mean, I’ve got that history. But I didn’t know some of that 

history until I tracked back later in life, when I saw this 

more obviously in front of me. I said, “Oh, my god, this is 

what I was doing when I was 4 years old and 5 years old and 

6,” and of course, it all fits into a channel. But in that day- 

I’m talking about being born in 1930- that was the Great 

Depression. There were no words for any of this. Except that 

I think my mother knew, because when I asked her to teach 

me to knit, she did, and she’d teach me some other things 

that I asked if I could do, like cross-stitch and whatnot. So 

all the basic clues were there all the way along. 

 

I think people talk in either/or terms, right? Before 

transition and after. But to me it’s really development.  I’m 
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“When I was growing up, I knew that something about me was 

different. I knew that I liked the guys. I pretty much today live as 

a gay man that lives just like a woman, because I see from Day 

One, from that day to this day, I’ve always felt like a woman born 

in a man’s body. And that’s the way I live. I live as a woman 

today. I didn’t get to the place of where I’m so all right with this 

until later in life – at a young age I would’ve had a sex change. 

But today, I’m so all right with me it doesn’t even cross my mind.

 

I have never been a case of being in the closet. I’ve always been 

wide open. And back in that time of the civil rights movement, I 

still didn’t have any problem. I participated in the marches and 

stuff. I was arrested, wet up with the hoses, all that stuff.  

 

Whether you say, “Yes, ma’am,” or “Yes, sir,” I’m all right. I don’t 

let nothing like that bother me. At times it was rough growing 

up when you had to hear guys call you all kinda names, such as 

freaking fag and all this kinda stuff.  It used to hurt me and make 

me angry. But as I got into the church and started letting the 

verse of John 3:16 register in me, a whole lot of stuff changed.  

 

It said, “For God so loved the world that whosoever will, 

let them come.” And after that, I felt like I was one of the 

“whosoevers.” And knowing that I was gay and knowing what 

people were saying, I stopped getting mad. I stopped fighting and 

just be who I am—and just be me.”

TASHA, 65, BIRMINGHAM, AL
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Jess T. Dugan is an artist whose work explores issues 

of gender, sexuality, identity, and community. Dugan 

holds an MFA in Photography from Columbia College 

Chicago, a Master of Liberal Arts in Museum Studies 

from Harvard University, and a BFA in Photography 

from the Massachusetts College of Art and Design.

Dugan’s work is regularly exhibited internationally and 

is in the permanent collections of several major muse-

ums including the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, the 

Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, the Harvard Art Muse-

ums, the Birmingham Museum of Art, the Grand Rap-

ids Art Museum, the Cornell Fine Arts Museum at Roll-

ins College, Fidelity Investments, JP Morgan Chase, and 

the Kinsey Institute for Research in Sex, Gender, and 

Reproduction. Her work is also included in the Midwest 

Photographer’s Project at the Museum of Contempo-

rary Photography in Chicago, IL.  

Dugan is the recipient of a Pollock-Krasner Founda-

tion Grant and was selected by the White House as a 

2015 Champion of Change. Her first monograph, Ev-

ery breath we drew, was published in 2015 by Daylight 

Books. She is represented by the Catherine Edelman 

Gallery in Chicago, IL.

Vanessa Fabbre is an Assistant Professor at the Brown 

School and Affiliate Faculty in Women, Gender, and 

Sexuality Studies at Washington University in St. 

Louis.  She received her PhD from the University of 

Chicago where her dissertation, Gender Transitions 

in Later Life, explored issues of gender, identity, and 

aging.  Prior to completing her doctoral studies, she 

served as the Coordinator of Older Adult Programs at 

Rush University Medical Center in Chicago and as a 

volunteer psychotherapist at the Center on Halsted, the 

Midwest’s largest LGBTQ community center.  

Dr. Fabbre’s research explores the conditions under 

which LGBTQ people age well, and what this means 

in the context of structural forces such as heteronor-

mativity, heterosexism, and transphobia.  Her research 

is positioned at the intersection of LGBTQ issues and 

gerontology, and highlights transgender and queer per-

spectives on aging and the life course.  Dr. Fabbre’s re-

search has been published in the Journal of Gerontol-

ogy: Social Sciences, The Gerontologist, the Journal of 

Gerontological Social Work, and the Journal of Urban 

Health.  Her current research project is a multi-site case 

study of senior housing developments geared toward 

LGBTQ older adults in the United States.
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EXHIB IT ION SPECIF ICATIONS
 
All photographs are Archival Pigment Prints 
on Hahnemuhle Photo Pearl 100% cotton rag 
paper, mounted to archival museum board and 
framed in white wooden frames. Featured 
here is reference documentation of recent 
exhibitions of a different body of work.
 
To Survive On This Shore photographs are 
available in the size of 18x24” and 30x40”.

There are over 80 photographs in the series. 
The quantity of images in a particular 
exhibition can vary depending on the size and 
needs of the exhibition space.

Each portrait has a corresponding 
biographical quote from the subject which 
can be applied directly to the wall or can 
accompany the exhibition in a printed 
piece, depending on the preferences of the 
curator and institution.

Sample installation images,  
left and below:

Every Breath We Drew, RedLine 
Contemporary Art Center, Denver, CO, 2017

Every Breath We Drew, Cornell Fine Arts 
Museum at Rollins College, Winter Park, 
FL, 2015
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