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HABITATS/Brooklyn Heights

For a Photographer, Homes
Are Where Her Art Is

By PENELOPE GREEN

aphor for ane's life §s reefully

acknowledged by anyone who
has ever had the misloriune (o un-
make his own home. Even the lan-
guage of renovation can make you
wince — dislocated, displaced, demol-
ished, gutted — because the story of
toking apart a home i5 usually a story
about coming undone.

That said, however, Romaine Orth-
wiin, a photographer with & new show
called “Home," at the 511 Gallery on
West 25th Street through March 1, im-
bues renovatien with more playful
gualities, making i a fantasy more
about becoming than unbecaming.

Last winter, she ook photographs of
apartments under deconstruction all
over the city and then digitally placed
hersell within them like an impish
ghost, mere prankizsh poltergelst than
malevelent or mournful spirit. You
can just barely see Ms. Orthwein som-
ersaulting like 2 beach hall down the
stairs of a hacked-open apariment, i1s
wires coiled like dongling tendons, or
resting Mmotionless as a corpse in "Six
Feet Under” beneath a glass table
while four ommately carved wooden
chirs wail like ushers along a wall,

Despite the sense of dislocation that
runs through her work, Ms. Orth-
weln's own Brooklyn Heights apart-
ment, which she shares with her hus-
bamd, David Gutterman, a financial
anakyse, and two fewding dogs, is de-
terminedly, deliberately settled, rife
with the personal, anchored with dog
bexds, dog toys, boaks, artwork and
family photographs,

Her lost show, “Presence,” two

T HAT & renovation can b o met-
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Ms. Orthwein in her garden, above, and, top,
an untitled photo in which she has inserted
herself digitally in an apariment renovation.

years ago at the gallery, also wrestbed

with how a home constrects an identi-

ty. It was et in o series of lush and expen-
sive habitats layered with lamily portraits,
family silver and details like a aeedlepaint
pillow that read “Speaker of the House" A
distorted, sometimes oversized Ms. Orth-
wein was inseried among the objects, her
gaze impassive, even stunned, and clearly
not belonging to the suff, dense environ-
MENLS.

It is difficult te not delegate o Ms, Orth-
woil — who grew up in S5 Louls and in New-
port, R, and whose great-grandlather,
Adolphus Busch, was a founder of Anheuser-
Busch — the role of social commentater, or

caustic amoblographer. Her use of affluemt
interiors, with their necdlepoim pillows and
SI}-IIS-H.‘IE SUN rooams, 15 4% p:lﬂll:ll!iﬂr a gl.‘.'&iv
ture as the dialogue in an AR, Gurney
script or a Rick Moody stary, But she'll de-
flect your probing. She'd like the photo-
graphs to pose the questions, nat you,

“Thiswork is about being in between,” she
sald of the renovation pictures, “There's a
sadness about what you've lost, certainly,
but also excitement because it's also on the
verge of something new."”

Ms. Orthwein was hersell on the verge of
something new last year, She made her pho-
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The photographer
Romaine Orthwein
in her Brooklyn
Heights apartment,
with her dogs —
Zae, left, and Hazel
— resting in the
background. Her
work deals with
how s home con-
structs an identity.

tographs, all shot in Upper Manhatian,
while she was planning her wedding 1o Mr,
Gutterman, whom she'd met on a blind date
in June 2008 — and whom she married in the
Rainbow Room last December.

A contractor was her entrée into many of
the apartments, I made a contract saying |
wauldn't sue him if anything happened to
me,” she said, but a third of the pieces were
shot in a hall-sister’s town house on the Up-
per East Side,

The sister, Gwennie Chabrier, a writer
living in France, had bought a three-family
house, converted it back to its original sin-
gle-family shape and begun to [ill it with ob-
jects from French flea markets and an-
tiques shops. The objects, ornate and partic-
ular, are wrapped in plastic or pushed
against walls, awaiting animation by their
owner,

An enormous clock, sheathed by a plastic
curtain, amplifies the sense in all these pho-
tographs that time has quite literally
stapped, In the implied space between one
moment and the next, Ms, Orthwein seems
to dance among the ohjects, balancing on a
banister or perched nude on o plastic-
shrowded couch, like a parody of a model in
adrawing class,

Ms, Orthwein said she is endlessly capti-
valed by other peaple's things and the
stories they supgest to her, She has been as-
sembling her own stories and making her-
self feel at home since age 12, her first year
of boarding school,

"1 am a very pood nester,” she sald, 1 im-
print myself strongly on my environment,
like my mother did. It is what 1 remember
abaut her, She made rooms in different col-
ors: the biue room, the green room, the red
and so on. She was very visually gifted. She
had exquisite taste in clothes, art and furni-

ture.”

Her mother, Romaine Pierce, a society
beauty and former wife of an English mar-
quis, died when Ms, Orthwein was 9, and she
has been living fully on her own since she
wits 18 and a freshman at New York Univer-
sity — in the Gramercy Park Hotwel, the
Washington Square Hotel and then in her
own apartment at One Fifth Avenue.

She spent some of the years after pradua-
tion in Los Angeles, working in and around
the movie industry, as a line producer, sec-
ond assistant director and film-stills photog-
rapher. She grew increasingly frustrated
with the group-think of the business and
moved back to New York six vears ago, to
attend graduate schoaol at the School of Visu-
al Arts.

She bought this two-bedroom apartment,
for 3373000, because Zoe, an anxious,
abused Wheaton terrier Ms. Orthwein res-
cued from a pet store, and Hazel, a Portu-
puese water dog and Zoe's sometime ene-
my, needed a yard.

“1 just walked in and knew this was the
place,” she said, “mostly because it didn’t
need any work done.” Ms. Orthwein is not a
renovator. “0Of course, even when you think
something needs no work, it invariably
does.” Her biggest gesiure was a psychic
one.

“1 ot a hook on feng shul,"” she said, “fig-
ured out which part of the apartment was
the relationship sector and realized there
was a painting by someone | used to date
hanging there.”

Big feng shui faux pas, having an old story
hanging arouncd,

“80 1 replaced it with a picture of a
house,” she said. Eight months later, she
met Mr. Gutterman,

If she is uncomfortable linking her fine-
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art narratives with her own hiography, Ms.
Orthwein will aver that the culture of afflu-
ence and ils imagery, s sets and props, is
something that interests her “the way an old
film does.”

“1 think it's interesting,” she sakd, “but |
don’t feel like it's a part of me now. I'm not
living in that particular picture and 1 don't
think [ ever will be. I won't make the cholces
that will take me there." '

A8 If to underscore the idea that the past
is another country, she showed a scrapbook
of her mother's newspaper clippings. Beau-
tiful and stylish, her mother was famous the
way beautiful women af a certain class al-
ways have been.

She was married three times — her sec-
ond husband was the Marqguis of Milford Ha-
ven, otherwise known as a great-grandson
of Queen Victoria, The seraphook makes her
mother seem like o character in a Nancy
Mitford novel. “Romaine’s Holiday,” reads
one headline,

There's a book of her father's paintings
here too. Ms. Orthwein's [ather, James
Busch Orthwein, who was chairman of
Arey, MocManus & Masiug, the ad agency,
before he retired, and o onetime owner of
the New England Patriots, is an amateur
portrait and still-life painter.

Ms, Orthwein said she wasn't sure what
her father thinks of her work. "'l know that
to him art is supposed 1o be something
that's beautiful” she said, *so | think he
thinks it's strange.”

Ms. Orthwein has two Louis end tables
that belonged to her mother, a littde Louis
chair, a chinoiserie screen and that legacy
of photographs,

“We are bursting our seams here,” she
said, “but I'm hesitant to move, because I'm
not looking forward to any renovation.”



