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Remembering a ’cultural moment‘ 

“ ‘Constancy’ was performed on the porch, 
then the audience turned around and ‘Supressed 
Desires’ was performed in the living room . . . 
the two rooms were joined,” recalls Mrs. The Provincetown Players spent the summers 
DeWitt, who lives in Provincetown. of 1915 and 1916 performing in Provincetown, 

“I was not allowed to attend; I was considered then moved to the Provincetown Playhouse on 
too young,” she says. “I heard the commotion MacDougal Street in New York’s Greenwich 
downstairs.’’ Village in the fall of 1916. They continued in New 

The “commotion,” a s  it turned out, was the York until 1922, devoting themselves solely to 
genesis of a theatrical breakthrough in Ameri- new works by American playwrights, Mrs. Hell- 
can culture, the opening night of the Province- er said. Since then the Provincetown Playhouse, 
town Players, the group that produced Eugene both in New York and Provincetown, has under- 
O’Neill’s first play in 1916. gone many changes. 

To celebrate what that little renaissance - Those historic two summers in Provincetown 
that slim window of time - has meant, a four- saw the Provincetown Players performing in an 

Conference to mark renaissance 
spawned by Provincetown Players 

- 
day conference titled: “1915: The Cultural Mo- old chandlery called the Ariquippa on Lewis 
men t , ”  will t ake  place this  s u m m e r  in Wharf - the “most easterly wharf in town,” 
Provincetown. says Joel O’Brien, born in 1914, and the son of 

Set for June 14 to 17, the program is organized labor journalist and early player Mary Heaton 
around four themes: feminism, art ,  psychology Vorse. 
and radical social thought, which “all came to- The wharf belonged to Ms. Vorse and her 
gether” in the first four plays of the Province- husband, Joe O’Brien, and the younger O’Brien 
town Players, says Adele Heller of Province- recalls later living on the wharf when the family 
town, who is organizing the event under the home on Commercial Street was rented out. 
auspices of the Provincetown Playhouse, a “I remember the town a s  wharves every- 
grandchild of the original. where,” says Mrs. DeWitt. “There were boats, 

fishing activity, drying nets on the shore. There 

four p1ays produced by the Provincetown hitch rides on that hauled the nets for weirs, Players in 1915: “Constancy,” about the new and dried fish, called scully joes, 

Cram Cook about the controversy in Province- - and big trees along the streets, I remember 
town between traditional and post-Impression- 

The program includes productions of the first were jiggers, low slung car ts  that kids could 

Wornan; “Suppressed Desires,” about the new “There were wooden sidewalks, sand streets, 
psychology; “Change ‘Our Sty1e” by George few cars  - I don’t think there were any in 1912 
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Heaton Vorse, of Provincetown, 
who was 12 in 1914, was known to his 
mother’s f r iends a s  “General 
Public.” 

“I was a precocious brat,” he says. 
“I had lot. I liked baseball and 
playing with the kids, but I was inter- 
ested what the older folks were 
doing, too. 

“I’d sit there quietly, listening, and 
If they started getting esoteric and 
sort of fancy, I’d stick my nose in and 
say, ‘What do you mean?’ ” 

The friends of Mary Heaton Vorse 
and her husband, Joe O’Brien, and 
the friends of Neith Boyce and Hutch- 
ins Hapgood were some of the best 
writers, journalists and thinkers who 
migrated to Provincetown in the 
summer from Greenwich Village. 
George Cram Cook, better known as 
“Jig, is widely considered to be the 

his wife, the writer 
Susan Glaspell; ell; the writer Wilbur 
Steele and wife Mar Margaret and 

Harry Kemp. 
They were catapulted into the his- 

tory books with the later success of 
O’Nelll, a major  American 

Of O’Neill, Mrs. DeWitt says, “He 
was just kind of there. I remember 
his p ace very well, and I remember 
his wife much better.” His wife, Ag- 
nes Boulton, lived with him in the old 
Peaked Hill Lifesaving Station on the 
dunes in Provincetown, a place they 
had converted into an unusual home, 
complete with widow’s walk. 

O’Neill’s wooden writing chair, built The old fish shed on Mary Heaton Vorse O’Brien’s wharf was used as an artist’s studio prior to its being 
to flow in and out with the tide while converted into a theater b the Provincetown Players. Artist t Steele, wife of Wilbur Steele, 

ed. recalls a visit he and his 
mother made to the O’Neills - and pointed to an imaginary boundary in roles changing hands with e And Hutchins Hapgood, his view 
that his mother wound up doing what the backyard. and they also performed o direct and unromanticized by time, 

plays, Ms. Henderson says. wrote that “success and ambition of 
of the players later killed the 

all mothers do with young children: 
looking for him. O’Brien was playing 
in the chair, a quarter-mile out to o’Neill is the biggest gift the r as a significant personal and 
sea. O’Neill was less than enthusiasic tors,  Vorse s t resses  tha t  the vincetown P1ayers gave theater expression. It grew to be what 

cial meaning, but in the meantime it 
had lived a relatively lovely life.” 

behind the early players, 

Provincetown’s “poet of t e dunes,’’ 

playwright. 

Passages have been written about Photo courtesy of the Provincetown Play House 

the playwright placidly concentrat- writer and active member o the players, i s  pictured in front of her 

Although they were amateur ac- 
about swimming the child back in. 

Journalist and strike organizer well-established writers 
John Reed, the only American buried 
at the Kremlin, was part Of the smart, they realized they’d started they became a trendy draw to the 
group. . His reputation enjoyed ren- something. That’s why Jig Cook took regular theater-goer, she says. 

several years ago with it to New York,” he says 
the release of the movie “Reds.” All The period “was the beginnings of 
Mrs. DeWitt remembers of him was maturation of American culture. It 
a visit to the family’s winter home in was kind of a prelude of our estab- 

formed coin tricks for the children. Mary Henderson, a theater scholar 

members of the group were very types they also of theater, opened At the first, door had been a protest against. 
“They were people who were tracted radicals, but as time It lost its personal life and its so- 

Dobbs Ferry, N.Y., when he Per- lished national personality,” says 

the third such recog- 
the United States - 


