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'CHAPTER I

Sea Ghange

HOVINCETOWN WAS BORN AS A PORTUGUESE FISHING VILLAGE,
HOME TO WHARVES AND WHALERS. BUT FOR OVER A CENTURY, IT'S
BEEN CATCHING SOMETHING ELSE: ARTISTS.

Maybe it’s the clear light reflecting off the bay, or the wildness of the
dunes along the outer edge of the Cape Cod National Seashore. Or
perhaps it’s the way the land twists its sandy forearm against the cold
Atlantic before spiraling back to create a welcoming harbor rimmed
with small, shingled houses.

Yet while all of those attributes make Provincetown picturesque,
they don’t fully explain why a former Portuguese fishing village at
the tip of Cape Cod in Massachusetts has been a magnet for artists
and writers for well over a century.
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The roster of creative types whohye

passed through or Jiveq in this town sin

)

there in 1899 reads as g veritable w

Impressionists inues
I nists,  continues through Ab-

stract Expressionist masters Franz Kline
Helen Frankenthaler, ang Robert Mother—,
well, and includeg painters Milton Avery,
Marsden Hartley, Edward Hopper, Jacl\:—
son Pollock, and Mayk Rothko, as well as
Writers Eugene O'Neill, John Dos Passos,
Tennessee Williams, Truman Capote, and
Norman Mailer, fact, you may catch a
glimpse of Mailer, who still lives in town
walking briskly along Commercia] Strect’
with the. morning paper tucked beneath
his arm.,

Poet Stanley Kunitz, winner of both the
Pulitzer prize and the National Book Award
and a two-time United States poct laure-
ate, first visited Provincctown in the 19205,
While walking the beach, he encountered

Hawthorne, whe Was teaching a group of

women Students bedecked in long skirts

and sunbonnets, Tiventy years later, Kunity,
returned to Provincetown to spend a sum-
mer there with his wife, painter Elise Asher,
b I_my’ve done the same Cvery summer since,
often staying into the ] before returning
to their home in Ney York City, .
. Kunitz muses on his time si)ent in Proy-
Incetown in his pey book, The Wilyq Braid:
A Poet Refleets on a Centwry in the Garden.
It includes his thoughts on the creative pro-
cc‘ss, gardening, and the harmony of the
life cycle, as well as 12 poems, color pho-
- tographs, and conversations with his
tant, Genine Lentine,

“Fallis a beautifu] time in Provincetown,”
he writes in 77, Wild Braid. “Those great
blue skies! And there’s a certain fragrance
in the air out of the brine ang the fallen
leaves. It is certainly one of the beautiful

assis-

: ce :
painter Charles Hawthopne founded one Ofdccpb ieie st
the first art colonies in the United States Its a community that Kunitz helped :
ates
; ho's ™ : SiE
who of the international cultural elite, Tt painters in town but not many writers who
« . - . .
begins with Hawthorne and the American badasultim the oy L o
<

spots on earth ... T do not know of a place
that is comparable to it, with its vast sca-

scapes, the glorious Cape light, the air that
flows in from the sea, and a community of %
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shape. Noticing that there were many

listed the help of his pal, painter Robert
Motherwell, and several others, to estab-

lish the Fine Arts Work Center in 1968. -

Since that time, the FAWC has provided
seven-month residencies and stipends to
more than 500 emerging writers and visu- -
al artists, many of whom settle year-round
in Provinectown or return each summer.

“I felt it was important to have a role in
starting a community of artists” Kunitz
says. “That, to me, seemed an essential
creative necessity if ‘the town was to be
more than just a vacation place. y

Kunitz celebrated his 100th birthday
this summer in Provincetown, in the gar-
den he’s been tending since he bought his
home more than 40 years ago. Streams of
friends passed through to offer good wish-
es and cheer. (Elise Asher passed away last
year.) ;

“It’s curious. I remember coming here
from a farm in Connecticut,” Kunitz tells
me. “T was hearing about the community of
artists, writers, and painters, and the next
thing T knew, I was here, and I started my
garden here, and I've never regretted it.”

Kunitz set out to create a community,
and on a bright summer day, on this spit
of land surrounded by the sca, the com-
munity returned to honor him.

JEANNIE MOTHERWELL spent every
summer of her childhood in Provincetown
with her father, the internationally re-
nowned painter Robert Motherwell, and
her equally well-known stepmother, Hel-
en Frankenthaler. In the late 1950s, their
circle of friends included luminaries in the
ficlds of painting, writing, and psychology.
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While their parents worked in
their studio, Jeannie and her sister
played on the beach with the chil-
dren of other artists and writers.

“Dad’s theory was that this was
better than camp.” she says.

Motherwell, 52, was sed in
a world where creativity and psy-
choanalysis were part of her daily
routine.

“We'd talk about our dreams ev-

ery morn “Then, Hel-!
> o i

en and Dad would ask us to write
something and make a drawing out
of it. We had no coloring books;
nothing was premade. We were
asked at an carly age to think about
our thoughts and emotio

A seminal momentin he
development occurred when Moth-
erwell moved to Provineetown full-
time in the late 1970s, when she
was in her 20s. As she was riding
her bike through town, a local fish-
erman waved and asked her to join
him for a drink.

“Ie pulled a wad of $100 bills
from pocket and said, ‘T have
all this money, and I can’t give it
away; ” Motherwell remembers.

The next day, his boat, the Patri-
cia Marie, sank. All that was found
was his wallet. Filled with emotion
and a sense of loss to the commu-

.. Motherwell began a serics of
abstract paintings and collages of

draggers (fishing vessels), which

were bought by both local fisher-!

men and art collectors.

“It was my first sensc of findi
my identity in painting.” she says.

In the past decade, she’s used col-
lage, digital photography; painting,
and lext to create compley, subtle
works that evoke the Ca
ince Lands. The images xh.xddlc
abstraction and reality.

She now lives in Cambridge
Massachusetts, but returns to Prov-
incetown every summer to exhibit
her work and find new inspiration.
When asked if it’s hard to follow in
her parents’ larger-than-life foot-
steps, she smiles.

“My audicnce is different than
Dad and Helen’s,” she “It took

me a while to realize I'm not trying
to change the world with art; T'm’
trying to use what I know to make:

good pictures.

TABITHA VEVERS, 48, says she was
“weaned on Cape Cod” Like Motherwell,
her parents were part of the Provincetown
bohemian arts scene in the 1950s and *60s,
and she and her sister spent their summers
on the beach.

In her home, she was surrounded by
paintings made by her father, Tony Vevers,
and the sculpture and collages created by
her mother, Elspeth Halvorsen.

“I always knew I wanted to be an artist,”
she says. “We lived and breathed art. I didn’t
know any adults who weren’t artists or writ-
ers. I never saw a guy in a necktie until high
school”

The natural environment finds its way
into Vevers’s work, though not always in
a literal way. Her recent work, miniature

paintings and gold leaf inside seashells,
brings her back full circle to those summers
long ago.

“Working with shells — the process of
walking on the beach, finding them, and
sanding their surfaces — puts me in mind
with sea mythologies,” she says. “I paint im-~
ages of people interacting with sea creatures,
lobsters, and giant squid. It's more about
metaphor and myth than anything else.”

Vevers paints her images on. all kinds
of shells, including mussels, quahogs, sea
clams, and scallops.

“These shells were discarded by nature,
but they once housed precious organisms.
I make them precious again, like Fabergé
eggs,” she says.

Vevers continues to live part of each year
on the Cape and exhibits regularly in Prov-
incetown, where her sense of community
and history are strong.

“All the generations interact here,’ she
says. “There’s an easy flow between younger
and older artists.”

Vevers fits squarely into the long line of
artists and writers who have found inspira-
tion in this small but vibrant town. Theres
no doubt she’ll keep returning until she and
Motherwell replace Kunitz as elders of the
community. In this way, Provincetown’s ar-
tistic heritage is guaranteed to continue.

“The salty air and sun are in my bones,”
Vevers says. She shrugs, as if that explains

everything, and strolls down‘the beach to
gather more shells. T

NEGEE REGIS writes about travel, culture, and food for the Bos-
ton Globe.
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For other artists, visit the Fine A
Street, (508) 487-9960
etown A:'.Awob
nercial Street, (5(
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