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AMERICAN WOMAN: 40 YEARS (1970s-2010s)

Donna is a shooter. Her camera is her semiautomatic, and her eye is unerring. She seldom 

misses.  Once she sets her sights on you, you will be shot. You will be revealed. And she will 

keep shooting until one of you is dead.

Donna is a seductress, a vixen. Donna is a hound dog. Donna says she’s a tick, sucking out the 

blood, or a rat, gnawing away at the surface

until those rodent incisors have cut to the quick, the meat, the heart, the brutal and beautiful 

truth.

This is the story of Donna’s life. It is a story of sex and violence and love, of the personal and the 

professional, twisted together.  In Italian, donna means woman, and this is the story, too, of four 

decades of American donnas.

Donna was the product of girls’ schools, institutions that believed the future was female. And 

she was the daughter of a strong woman and a man with a passionate eye who taught her what 

a camera could do. Donna had no formal training, but she had the conviction that the camera 

could be connected to her synapses, that she could master a loose and intuitive technique to 

tell stories for the good of humanity without losing her own. A small, magic, black box under her 

arm, she blasted out into the unknown on the hunt for other donnas.

Donna is a straight shooter. “Truth equals love, and love equals truth,” she says. “I insist on my 

right to carry, to record pleasure and pain, to show the enduring power of what it means to be 

born female.” Donna for donnas.

Claudia Glenn Dowling*

*Claudia Glenn Dowling often writes about photography, and has worked with Donna Ferrato at

Life, Mother Jones, Aperture, Matador and other magazines, as well as on exhibitions and television

shows.
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DONNA FERRATO

 
Donna Ferrato (1949, Waltham, Massachusetts, US) is an internationally-known documentary 

photographer. Her gifts for exploration, illumination, and documentation coupled with a com-

mitment to revealing the darker sides of humanity, have made her a giant in the medium.

She has four books including “Living with the Enemy” (1991) which sold over 40,000 copies, 

and “Love & Lust” (2004), both published by Aperture. She has participated in over 500 one-

woman shows and has received awards such as the Robert F. Kennedy Award for Humanistic 

Photography (1987), the Missouri Honor Medal for Distinguished Service in Journalism (2003), 

and the Gender Fairness Award from the New York State Supreme Court Judges (2009).

She founded a non-profit called “Domestic Abuse Awareness” which she ran for over a decade 

and in 2014 launched a campaign called “I Am Unbeatable”, which features women who have 

left their abusers. In November 2016, TIME magazine announced her photograph of a woman 

being hit by her husband (1982) as one of the “100 Most Influential Photographs of All Time.”

Currently, Ferrato is documenting her rapidly changing New York neighborhood of Tribeca for a 

new book, and leads international experimental workshops called “The Erotic Eye”.
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Title

 

Photographer

Number of prints

Type of prints

Size of prints

Frames

Linear development

Set up annotations

American Woman: 40 Years (1970s-2010s)

Donna Ferrato

49 prints

3 canvas 

 

49 Black and white prints on cotton paper

3 Black and white canvas

27 prints 45 x 60 cm

19 prints 55 x 75 cm

3 prints 35 x 45 cm

3 canvas 108 x 160 cm

27 47 x 62  cm

19 57 x 77  cm

3 37 x 47 cm

Thickness 1,5 cm, Depth 2,5 cm

Black with glass

No hooks on the back

39 mt minimum (spaces not included)

The exhibition is divided in 3 sections. 

Text material must be printed at the expense of 

the hosting organization. We provide introduction 

text, biography and captions both in italian and 

english.
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PART 1 - Liberation, The Seventies

Lorain, Ohio, 1976. Self portrait, blasting out into the 
unknown hunting for other donnas.

Paris, France, 1977. Self portrait; my first abortion. I was 
fully conscious and not ready to give up the open road.

New York City, New York, 1979. Playboy Magazine party. 

New York City, New York, 1980. Mohammad Ali, fighter 
in the ring and for human rights, touched the hearts of 
many women.

Saddle River, New Jersey, 1982. Self-portrait with 
Margie and Fanny in the bathroom where Bengt hit 
Elisabeth, who recently took out a restraining order 
against him. 

Durango, Colorado, 1980. Woman helps a rider snap 
on his chaps at the mule race. 

New York City, New York, 1989. In her final days at the 
Bailey House Hospice, Yvonne felt no pain from the 
brutal side effect of AIDs when she was in the bath. 

Captions Size

45 x 60 cm

55 x 75 cm

45 x 60 cm

45 x 60 cm

55 x 75 cm

45 x 60 cm

45 x 60 cm

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.
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New York City, New York, 1988. Pro-choice protester at 
Union Square holds an ironing board with a photo of a 
woman with a coat hanger hanging out of her uterus 
to show what women do when abortion is not safe or 
legal. 

New York City, New York, 1980. Elisabeth and Bengt 
enter Plato’s Retreat, the first famous swinging club in 
the world. 

Saddle River, New Jersey, 1981. High school friends of 
Bengt and Elisabeth’s daughter joined in the open sex 
and drug use at the house parties. 

Saddle River, New Jersey, 1981. After Plato’s Retreat 
closed, Bengt and Elisabeth offered their family home 
as the hot spot for swinging.

New York City, New York, 1980. The Plato’s Retreat 
dance floor was often crowded with women, playing 
with themselves in the mirrors, the smell a mixture of 
chlorine and cum. 

New York City, New York, 1980. Larry Levinson, founder 
of Plato’s Retreat, with Bengt and Elisabeth. 

Xenon Club, New York City, New York, 1980. Models 
at a nightclub mock the image of the American house 
wife. 

New York City, New York, 1980. Studio 54 was the 
playground for carnality and fearlessness, pre-AIDs. 

55 x 75 cm

55 x 75 cm

55 x 75 cm

55 x 75 cm

55 x 75 cm

55 x 75 cm

55 x 75 cm

55 x 75 cm

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.
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Saddle River, New Jersey, 1982. One afternoon while 
the family sat by the pool, Bengt ordered Elisabeth 
inside to help him find his drugs. She resisted and 
Charlie cried; Bengt let her go and disappeared until 
later, when Elisabeth’s screams broke the silence of 
the night.

Saddle River, New Jersey, 1982. Elisabeth cries: “Bengt 
used to put me on a pedestal, but tonight he beat me 
like he wouldn’t touch the family dog.”

San Francisco, California, 1976. Sailors and sisters.

New York City, New York, 2011. Unauthorized visit to 
Larry Silverstein’s office, Tower 1, 9.11.11 at 5:00 AM. 

Saddle River, New Jersey, 1982. Bengt hits Elisabeth for 
being a disobedient wife and hiding his drugs, which 
she did hoping to save their marriage.

55 x 75 cm

55 x 75 cm

55 x 75 cm

108 x 160 cm 
(CANVAS)

108 x 160 cm 
(CANVAS)

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.
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PART 2 -  Oppression, The Eighties

Boulder, Colorado, 1984. When she thought she had 
escaped violence, Janice witnessed the murder of her 
friend, Kim, whose husband killed her at the bus stop.

Minneapolis, Minnesota, 1986. “He fights all the time, 
but it was never this bad before” Karen sobbed as 
her boyfriend was arrested. Her children had been 
awakened when the boyfriend threw Karen against the 
bathtub, knocking her unconscious. Later Karen told a 
battered-women’s advocate in the hospital emergency 
room that she didn’t want to press charges. The 
boyfriend was released from jail the following morning.

St.Paul, Minnesota, 1985. By leaving her husband, 
Mary empowered her four daughters to never tolerate 
abuse.

Minneapolis, MN, 1988. When Diana was rushed to the 
emergency room, her chest was covered with black 
tire marks. Her boyfriend had driven over her with his 
truck. Still in the hospital two days later, she saw her 
injuries for the first time and said quietly: “Well, I guess 
I don’t look too bad.”

Los Angeles, California, 1986. Myth America protest 
against the exploitive representation of women in 
beauty pageants.

New York City, New York, 1986. Submissives at Belle du 
Jour S&M dungeon. 

Renz Correctional Facility, Jefferson City, Missouri, 
1990. Becca Jean Hughes served decades in prison 
for killing her husband in self-defense because his 
history as a batterer was not allowed to be admitted as 
evidence.

Captions Size

55 x 75 cm

45 x 60 cm

45 x 60 cm

45 x 60 cm

55 x 75 cm

60 x 45 cm

60 x 45 cm
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2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.
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45 x 60 cm

45 x 60 cm

45 x 60 cm

60 x 45 cm

60 x 45 cm

45 x 60 cm

45 x 60 cm

45 x 60 cm

Washington, D.C., 1996. Diane and Denise, a mother 
and daughter, were brutally murdered by Diane’s 
estranged boyfriend; he was found guilty on all counts 
and went to prison for life.

Denver, Colorado, 1984. Not long after Bob and Faith 
married, he hit her, just as he’d seen his father do. 
After a few years in therapy, Bob continued his efforts 
to control Faith’s life. Faith left not long after. She had 
to get a restraining order against Bob, who had once 
again become hostile, threatening, and violent.

St. Paul, Minnesota, 1985. In the shelter, women 
discover there are many other women in a similar 
situation. Together they discuss their experiences and 
they help one another. A new solidarity develops and 
some of the friendships last a lifetime.

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 1985. Mother and son slept 
peacefully after arriving at the Women Against Abuse 
shelter.

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 1985. Ruth divorced her 
husband in spite of family and social pressure to stay 
with him, as he was the father of her two sons. She told 
her mother: “My sons don’t recognize me now because 
of what he has done to me. I’ll never go back.”

Blue Bell, Pennsylvania, 1988. When I’m pushing 
daisies, I hope there won’t be a grave marker with such 
words that signify being trapped or without identity.

New York City, New York, 1988. Reba Peck saves Nick 
Nichol’s life as he was close to death suffering from 
blackwater fever (falciparum malaria).

San Diego, California, 1991. “What to do with a naughty 
husband” Lifestyles annual swinging convention.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.
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108 x 160 cm 
(CANVAS)

Paris, France, 1986. Self-portrait: unmarried young 
mother as a photographer with young Fanny and Philip 
Jones Griffiths at Hotel Esmeralda. 

PART 3 - Struggle, The Nineties - Present

Tribeca, New York City, New York, 2008. Young woman 
stands in defiance to the Pope with this message: 
“”Make the priests behave, or else.”

Butler, Pennsylvania, 1999. Female Grand Dragon at 
Ku Klux Klan Rally: women are brought into the KKK on 
the premise of protecting their womanhood.

Santa Cruz, California, 1999. After Meredith’s husband 
broke her arm, she decided to leave, hitting the road 
with Rebel the dog. She had no money but was 
determined to never go back home. Meredith and 
Rebel walked from Oregon to California and found 
their safe haven. “Life was good in every way, except 
too many laws against dogs” said Meredith.

Northampton, Massachusetts, 1993. Lesbian couple 
Jay and Katta in labor with their first child conceived 
with a turkey baster, a revolutionary act of reproductive 
independence unheard of at the time; they’ve since 
had a second child from the same batch of sperm and 
have been together over twenty years.

San Antonio, Texas, 2015. Surgery room at the Whole 
Woman’s Health clinic, an abortion provider.

New Jersey, 2000. Breakfast of champions.

Captions Size

55 x 75 cm

75 x 55 cm

45 x 60 cm

45 x 60 cm

45 x 60 cm

45 x 60 cm
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35 x 45 cm

35 x 45 cm

55 x 75 cm

35 x 45 cm

45 x 60 cm

45 x 60 cm

55 x 75 cm

45 x 60 cm

Akron, Ohio, 2001. Katherine wears Mangina’s “weenis” 
during a road trip stop.

Reno, Nevada, 2000. The tantric sex suite, Lifestyles 
annual swinging convention.“

Las Vegas, Nevada, 1996. Self-portrait taken at an orgy.

Las Vegas, Nevada, 1996. Finding seventy-six year-old 
Eve’s G-spot for the first time with creator of the Crystal 
Wand.

San Francisco, California, 2011.Margo, Unbeatable 
Woman, on the peak of Mount Tamalpais.

New York City, New York, 1996. Defiant women march 
topless and toss their bras into the air on Fifth Avenue.

New York City Supreme Court, New York, 1995. A map, 
used as evidence, of all the injuries Hedda Nussbaum 
sustained at the hands of her partner, Joel Steinberg. 
Nussbaum’s precedent-setting prosecution allowed 
other battered women more time to sue their abusers.

Washington, D.C., 2017. Women’s March on the White 
House, the day after the inauguration of President 
Donald J. Trump.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.
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45 x 60 cm

45 x 60 cm

New York City, New York, 2014. Self portrait with 
Elisabeth, free of violence, posing for a story about us 
thirty-two years after we met.

Nashville, Tennessee, 2013. For the first time, 
Unbeatable Sarah and her two sons stood publicly 
with other victims of domestic violence at “Meet Us 
at the Bridge,” an annual event sponsored by the 
Nashville Coalition Against Domestic Violence.

15.

16.



DATA SHEET OF THE EXHIBITION  |  American Woman: 40 Years (1970s-2010s) - Donna Ferrato

Associazione culturale ONTHEMOVE | Località Vallone, 39/A/4 - Cortona, 52044 (AR)

EXTRA TEXTS

Part 1.  Liberation, The Seventies

Donna had been sexually liberated by the pill. By 1965, some 6.5 million American women had 

taken control of their reproductive destinies. “By the seventies, we were wildly experimenting 

with our bodies, hearts and minds,” says Donna. Like many women of the era, Donna realized 

that she would rather be a donna di mondo, or woman of the world, than a donna di casa,

or housewife. Unfortunately, she was already married. “I got what I wanted: a divorce from my 

first true love,” she says. “It was hard and sad.”

Donna was fascinated by love and lust. “My camera followed people from the gay discos

in San Francisco to New York’s dens of iniquity where women were experiencing free love - their 

husbands watching in salacious enjoyment.” Donna began shooting a sexy story for Playboy 

in 1982. She met a dreamy swinging couple at Plato’s Retreat, a bathhouse in New York City, 

and followed them home to the suburbs. She spent months with them - sometimes bringing 

her infant daughter with her - gnawing away to get at the truth of the family’s life. And then the 

dream turned nightmarish. As her baby was asleep, Donna heard screams. She ran and pulled 

out her semiautomatic and shot a frame of the husband punching his wife, then put down her 

camera to stop him. That act of violence changed the course of Donna’s life.

Part 2.  Oppression, The Eighties

Donna was now on the hunt not only for love and sex, but their intersection with violence. “Call it 

the yin and yang of being a concerned photographer,” she says. By the early ‘80s,

the women’s liberation movement had peaked. Fear of AIDS and concerns about health risks of 

the birth control pill caused sales of the pill to drop by about a quarter. Cocaine, amyl nitrates 

and risky sex fueled the sex clubs. Many men felt threatened by free donnas and began

to reassert domestic control.

Donna’s view through the lens grew darker. But it proved that her presence and her photograph 

of that man hitting his wife changed the course not only of her own life and the couple’s life, but 

that of all American donnas victimized by those who claim to love them. Now Donna had her 

sights on domestic violence, and she wanted justice. In her book “Living With the Enemy”, she 

made those invisible donnas visible and helped to change laws about sexual violence.
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Part 3.  Struggle, The Nineties - Present

Donna believes that the war of the sexes is a matter of life and death. Lately, she has seen the 

donnas’ battle for equality once again losing ground, with funding for contraception

and women’s shelters eroded by a U.S. government and by patriarchal religious sects that value 

women’s lives as less-than.

Donna persists. “I Am Unbeatable,” her campaign to support donnas who have left their abusers, 

has gone wide. One of those women is the woman being beaten by her husband, now dead. 

Donna and the woman are still close. Donna’s feminist manifesto, “Love and Lust”, and now her 

ongoing “Erotic Eye” workshops, continue to celebrate female sexuality. Donna has lived a life 

subservient to no man—or any person—and her struggle is ongoing.

Donna will keep on doing what she does best: telling the truth in photographs. Focus, shoot, 

reload. “I hope that long after I’m pushing daisies, my photographs will still be helping to break 

down gender walls,”  she says. “Without women, we have no future. The future is donnas.“

Claudia Glenn Dowling
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