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  In order to talk about Joe Sheftel’s exhibition, “Intimate Companions,” hosted by the 
Provincetown Arts Society at the Mary Heaton Vorse House, we have to talk, first, about 
the mysterious, magnetic powers of Provincetown itself.

    Provincetown is a place where people who would otherwise never have met at all not only do 
so but, occasionally, alter the course of each other’s lives.

     I met my husband in Provincetown, some time ago, and we have, since then, marveled at what 
we’ve come to call the Rube Goldberg Coincidence Contraption that brought us together, given 
that we lived in different places, did different work, and had no friends in common.

Briefly, among the components of the Rube Goldberg Coincidence Contraption:

You both go to Provincetown on the same weekend;

    It rains that weekend, which inspires you both to go to the same art gallery at the same time, 
where you talk for a while;

    You run into each other again, that evening, at Spiritus Pizza, and have a second conversation, 
which is fun and funny and which emboldens one of you to call the other, once you’re back in 
New York, which is possible because…

    Although you didn’t quite manage to trade phone numbers when you met in Provincetown, 
one of you bought a painting at the aforementioned art gallery, which made it possible for the 
other to procure your number…

    Fast forward.  You have just celebrated your thirty-fourth anniversary together, which you date 
from that rainy day in Provincetown when you first met; when neither of you imagined that a 
lifelong relationship was being ignited by two separate flirtations on the same day, flirtations 
which, taken together, couldn’t have added up to more than half an hour.

    Without Provincetown there would almost surely be no three-and-a-half-decades-long 
relationship, with everything that implies.  Kenny and I would, of course, be living other lives, but 
they would not be these lives, set into motion because we happened to go to Provincetown on 
the same weekend in late May.

    It’s not as if people don’t meet, by coincidence, in any number of places.  But it seems that 
Provincetown, more so than many other places, is particularly fertile ground for chance 
encounters.  

    Provincetown is notoriously difficult to get to, from just about anywhere—we who go there 
have made a considerable effort to do so.  Provincetown has only one main street, which makes it 
likely that if you see anybody once, you’ll see them again and, quite possibly, again and again. 

    But, most important, Provincetown is deeply and profoundly queer.  “Queer,” in the 
Provincetown sense, has little to do with sexual orientation or gender identity; Provincetown is 
primarily “queer” in that it’s one of the few places in North America that does not merely tolerate 
eccentricity, but prefers it.
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    What I mean to say is, the mere fact that you’ve gone to Provincetown at all gives you 
something in common—or, at least, the illusion of same—with others who’ve gone there too.  

    Joe Sheftel’s “Intimate Companions,” a show of figurative painting, photography, and sculpture, 
some by artists who are still living and some by artists who are living no longer, not only does not 
restrict itself to artists who live(d) or work(ed) in Provincetown, it includes some artists who, in all 
likelihood, have never been to Provincetown.

    And yet the exhibit feels at least as true to the spirit of Provincetown as would any number of 
shows featuring “Provincetown artists;” i.e. artists who not only work in Provincetown but who 
focus entirely on Provincetown as a subject:  its beaches and its streets, its denizens and its 
weathers.

    “Intimate Companions” is true, instead, to that deeper if more elusive aspect of Provincetown—a 
place of chance meetings that are fraught with coincidence but are not, not quite entirely, 
coincidental.

    This is the opening event at the Mary Heaton Vorse House, which was recently renovated by 
the designer Ken Fulk to be used for…  whatever might be needed by artists and those who love 
them…  by the film society, by various art and performance organizations, as an artists’ residency…  
The house remains open to suggestions.

    Suffice to say that an old house that’s been impeccably restored to its original, fabulous semi-
decrepitude, intended simply to be there when creative people require a place to go…  suffice to 
say that such an enterprise is very Provincetown.  It’s the Provincetown that always keeps a light 
on, and a key under the doormat, whether you’ve been away for a while or are arriving for the first 
time.

    The show, like its venue, like the town, involves a certain element of free association—that is, 
outwardly unrelated artists whose connections are real but subterranean, not necessarily visible to 
the naked eye.  I hope it won’t sound precious if I say that these are all works by artists who might 
have gone to Provincetown, even if some of them never actually got around to it.

    They are, if you will, all queer (never mind about sexuality or gender identity), and we who are 
queer seem to connect to Provincetown, whether we’ve lived there most of our adult lives or never 
actually made the trip.

    Some of these artists, and artworks, were never intended to meet.  All are related, in part, 
because they find themselves in Provincetown, which is enough for them to have in common, just 
as it is, as it can be, for some people who go to Provincetown on what proves to be a rainy 
weekend, wander into an art gallery, start talking to a stranger…

    And so, Paul Cadmus, wickedly satirical homo-sexy classicist, meet David Wojnarowicz, the dark 
and furious AIDS activist, who never paused to consider soft-pedaling his rage or his 
righteousness under the surface of his art.  Lyle Ashton Harris, gorgeous chronicler of queerness 
and Blackness, meet Danielle Orchard, painter of lusciously voluptuous white women.  Ryan 
McGinley, we’ve been wanting you to meet David Hockney for quite some time now.  

    It’s Provincetown, after all.  And here we are, in this beautiful remote place, where we seem to 
find ourselves meeting ourselves in other guises, some of them all but unrecognizable; where we 
may, if we’re lucky, discover among ourselves an elemental human commonality that might all too 
easily have eluded us otherwise, in other places.  Here we are, available to all that can happen, 
even (or especially) when it seems unlikely that anything much is going to happen at all. 
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