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			HOW TO SELECT FLOWERS


			Choosing flowers is the most important part of making  an arrangement. Once you’ve done that, the hardest work is already finished. Your pairing of colors and textures will set the mood for your creation and allow your own unique voice to shine. First, determine the spirit of your arrange­ment: maybe a subtle whisper with tiny trembling wildflowers, or perhaps a chorus of color and contrast with big bold blooms? Something architecturally sparse or dripping with romance? Next, select your flowers, using season, color, and texture to guide your choices and evoke your chosen mood. Flowers speak. What would you like them to say? 


			season


			To love flowers is to revere nature, and to revere nature is to honor seasons. This ethos should dictate your floral selections—anything else would feel boorish in these modern times. Seasonal flowers have an unmatched vitality and character, an of-the-moment insouciance that even the most opulent imported blooms lack. They offer crooked, whim­sical stems; unique colors; nuanced variegation; and unusual varieties—they are often fresher and a better value, too. Seasons are different in every corner of the world, and your observations will inspire arrangements that feel truly of their place. Look outside your window and find something  beautiful.


			color


			Color is an enticement, a botanical come-hither whose spell is cast on pollinators and people alike. To impose my own palette preferences on your creativity would be stifling, and it would be useless, too; I’m hopelessly fickle, and any passing hue can catch my eye. (I must admit, however, I often worry about people who like only white flowers.) It is sufficient to say that on the color wheel, neighbors will harmonize and opposites will vibrate. Look to nature’s own variegation for surprising combinations, and never stop experimenting with subtle shifts in hue and the feelings they evoke. It’s worth noting that green acts as nature’s neutralizer: a lot of green foliage will drain the drama from a vase of bright blooms. 


			texture


			Velvety, creamy, glossy, feathery, papery, waxy, crinkly; tactile textures are sumptuous pleasures of nature. Contrasts in texture can add an element of surprise—think of the willowy grace of a vine cascading through the architecture of a thorny branch, or perhaps a pillowy pile of blooms studded with clusters of berries. Pairing similar textures can also be dramatic: a large, diaphanous bunch of lacy wildflowers gathered into billowing clouds, each wispy stem holding significantly more impact when used en masse. Texture adds a delightful depth to any arrangement.


			HOW TO CHOOSE A VASE


			Selecting a vase is an exercise in proportion, a conversation between the size and shape of your flowers and your container. There is a sixth sense when it comes to choosing the right-size vase, but luckily, it is a sense that can be improved through practice, similar to learning to taste hitherto undetectable flavors in expensive wine. The perfect flower in the perfect vase is a marriage of equals—color, proportion, and spirit in agreement. 


			Vase is a fluid word. Really, it can be anything that holds water: a salad bowl, an antique treasure, a coffee cup, a lovely piece of pottery, a rusty bucket, a tiny shell flipped upside down to make a miniature dish. Cherish vases and keep them clean; a spotless vase will aid in keeping bacteria at bay. 


			These are the shapes I love most: bud vase Find a single perfect flower, and the work is done for you. footed vase Elegant for refined, painterly arrangements. shallow bowl Float a few stems, or use additional support to create a full centerpiece in the round. pitcher Lovely for effortless, natural wildflower bouquets. ginger jar A graceful, gently rounded body with a narrow mouth. Deliciously simple and stable. miniature vase A witty wink for a small stem.  
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			A few of my favorite vases




		1.–5. bud vases  6.–11. footed vases   12.–13. shallow bowls 14.–16. pitchers 17.–20. ginger jars   21. miniature vase
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			How to use a flower frog





			FLOWER HOLDERS


			Wide or shallow containers often require additional structural support to be used for flower arrangements. When stems cannot stand on their own, creating a base using one of the tools below will help things along.


			natural materials A small branch with stems tucked in­side a vase makes a delightfully simple and effective internal support for opaque containers. The interlacing twigs will form a web to hold flowers in place; just be sure to remove all the leaves before you start.


			flower frogs These wonders are best suited to shallow vases or bowls, and are most helpful for arrangements that will not need to be transported. The sharp pin variety is especially useful. Old frogs can be found for just a few dollars at flea markets and yard sales and are heavy enough to hold an arrangement on their own, but newly produced frogs need to be attached to a vessel’s bottom with floral adhesive, available at craft stores. The following page shows my personal collection of flower frogs.


			chicken wire This is a user-friendly option for vases with wide mouths; when balled up, it makes for a very strong and reusable structure. Wire cutters are crucial here, as repeated wire snippings will ravage your floral clippers.


			Please avoid floral foam, a rather distasteful petroleum-based material that does not biodegrade and gives arrangements an unnatural rigidity.
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			My flower frog collection


			1.–4. pin holders (or kenzan), used to pierce stems in place  5.–11. vintage metal cages 12.–14. ceramic domes with holes  for stems 15. a glass holder, lovely when visible in a bowl


			There are many different varieties of flower frogs to collect. The pin variety originated in Japan, where it is called kenzan–in English, “sword mountain.”
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			My clipper collection


			1.–5. floral shears, for soft stems 6.–9. garden secateurs, for  woody or thick stems 10. lopers, for large branches  11.–12. japanese clippers, for special occasions


			You donʼt need fancy clippers. As long as you keep them clean and sharp, they will get the job done. My favorites are made for ikebana; they chime like a bell as you snip. 





			The process of arranging
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			1.	preparation of materials Choose a vase. Insert a frog or other supporting structure if needed. Fill the vase with water. Condition your flowers by removing any leaves that fall below the vase waterline, or that will detract from your arrangement.
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			2.	structural foundation Use leaves, branches, or a sub­stantial mass of flowers to build your overall shape. By starting with sturdy stems, you create a firm base to support more delicate flowers.
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			3.	focal flowers These are the most eye-catching blooms. Try placing one directly on the edge of the vase for both visual and mechanical stability. By cutting them to different lengths, you add dimension and levels to an arrangement. Once you have placed the focal flowers, smaller supporting flowers can be used to fill out your vase.
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			4.	gestural flourish For levity and movement, add some- thing unexpected: a wisp of tall, feathery grass; a tendril of vines; or a pair of tiny blooms dancing above a display. This finishing touch is a perfect chance to make a final splash with scale, providing a sense of whimsy with delicate stems that would otherwise be overwhelmed in an arrangement.


			Proportion and Shape


			Proportion and shape are essential design principles that will help you elevate an otherwise delightful arrangement to an art form. 


			proportion This is your sense of scale, and also your sense of humor. Traditional floral wisdom states that elegant arrangements rest between one and a half and two and a half times the height of the vase. This principle is by no means a hard-and-fast rule, but I do rather like the absurdity of getting out the ruler when approaching something as spontaneous as flower arranging, and it’s quite useful when a beginner reaches for a vase. Classical proportions can be learned, then promptly disregarded to make way for personal style. 


			shape This captures your overall sense of balance and movement. An architecturally upright arrangement with a strong, balanced vertical appears to grow toward the sun. An asymmetrical form with a dynamic, offset movement could evoke flowers caught up in the breeze. Maybe your arrangement is in a footed vase with no vertical note at all, cascading dramatically, like a waterfall flowing from rock to rock.
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			THE Story of  an Arrangement


			Now Iʼll show you how an arrangement is born, both in concept and creation. This is your chance to peek behind the curtain to see my process. These otherwise simple flowers become extraordinary when combined thoughtfully. (And I do hope you notice the bug-chewed holes.)


			1. I love this little black ginger jar for its graceful, petite proportions and narrow opening; it is a vase I reach for often. 


			2.  The yellow leaves had fallen from a tree; their charming, graphic shape reminded me of Matisse paper cutouts.  They were long stemmed, so I decided to use them as a foundation. 


			3. A single fuchsia camellia, complete with a juicy bud, caught my eye; its vibrant pink bounced when I placed it next to the bright yellow leaves. This became my focal flower and went just on the lip of my vase, creating a low focal point to balance an asymmetrical silhouette. I left the burgundy leaves, but I would have removed them if they were green—they would have subdued the dramatic palette.


			4. Two small stems of pink chrysanthemum provided sweetness and some much-needed textural detail as supporting flowers.


			5. For a grand finale, a delicate and snappy thin branch added a charming gestural flourish; a strong, lithe line to lighten an otherwise heavy composition. While the twig feels insubstantial on its own, in this combination it is  the exclamation point at the end of a vibrant autumnal sentence.
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			A walk in the park





			Practical Points FOR  FLOWER CARE


			1. Keep vases and clippers scrupulously clean.


			2. Whether flowers are plucked from the garden or bought at a shop, trim their stems at a 45-degree angle immediately before placing them in water.


			3. To extend the life of your flowers, allow them to hydrate in water for an hour or more before arranging. 


			4. To hurry closed buds such as peonies or lilies into bloom, give them a long drink of warm water.


			5. Flowers that have wilted on the journey home can be revived; gently wrap them in paper, and place them in a shady corner.


			6. Vases should always be filled to the very top with room- temperature water. There is nothing more stingy than offering flowers a paltry few inches to drink.


			7. Below the vase waterline is a sacred space: no leaves are allowed. They will rot and feed bacteria that turn vase water into an unpleasant swamp that will shorten a flower’s life.


			8. Refresh vase water daily. This is a better option than flower food, that noxious chemical nonsense best avoided in homes.


			9. Arrangements should be kept in cooler corners, out of direct sun, for the longest life. 


			10. Vase life varies dramatically from flower to flower. Bear fleeting blooms no ill-will; learn to appreciate this part of  their charm.




				special tricks for fussy flowers 
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			chrysanthemums


			Mums do not like metal clippers. Break their stems to the desired length by hand.
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			woody branches


			Crush or break branches upward perpendicularly to allow for more water flow.
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			roses


			To prolong the life of delicate garden varieties, submerge their stems in water and recut. Warm water will  help to open rosebuds. 
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Dear readers,

On top of the old desk at my family's summerhouse, amid a2n assortment of
dull pencils and letters and stacks of crisp. white stationery embossed
with ELMWOOD in emerald ink, there is a leather-bound volume called "The
Floral Birthday Book." Published in 1876, it assigns each day of the year
a flower, with an accompanying meaning, poem, and watercolor illustration
a2longside a small space to write names of loved ones. It is a treasure,
with my ancestors' birth dates listed in a graceful, scrawling hand, and
I'm sure it was the first flower book I ever read.

I've written "On Flowers," a floral book of my own, to celebrate all
the ways to appreciate flowers—the fancy and the humble, the urban and the
rural, and the faraway flowers I fell in love with on my travels. It was
meant to be a book about flower arranging, but it grew into something
more: a bouquet of memories and meditations meant to show you how to see
flowers, rather than ways to simply put them in a vase,

Following this note is a little manual that distills the collected
wisdom from my years as a floral designer in New York City and subsequent
career teaching flower arranging all over the world. Then the real adventure
starts, with each chapter presenting a new wey of appreciating and arranging
flowers, no matter where you find yourself.

In "The Floral Birthday Book," my birthday flower is a little blue
iris, and its meaning is "I have a message for you." This very Victorian
sentiment was always a great mystery to me as a girl; I was desperate to know
who was going to give me the message, and what would it be. Only recently
did I see my flower's meaning in a different light: it's you I have a
message for, one I've waited my whole life to share. And I couldn't be more
pleased that you're holding it now in your hands.

Yours truly,

Amy Merrick
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