





[image: Fallback]







Living Art



[image: image]


[image: Image]


[image: Image]

A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

Copyright © 2010 by L’Olivier Inc.

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Atria Books Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

First Atria Books hardcover edition November 2010

ATRIA BOOKS and colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-866-506-1949 or business@simonandschuster.com.

The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.

Designed by Julian Peploe Studio

Olivier Giugni was responsible for the styling and mise-en-scène of the photography.

Micky Palmer Boulud was the project manager.

Manufactured in China

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data TK

ISBN 978-1-4391-0920-5
ISBN 978-1-4391-8417-2 (ebook)

To my dear friend Renée Clément,
whose elegance, kindness, and sense
of humor still shine in my heart.



[image: image]



Preface


“There are always flowers for those who want to see them.”

—Henri Matisse

Les fleurs c’est la vie! (Flowers mean life!)

Looking down sixteen floors to the seemingly infinite green expanse of Central Park that stretches beyond my Harlem apartment to the height of Manhattan’s sunny skyline, I reflect on my journey, laced with formidable opportunities and life-changing encounters.

Flowers make me happy. With cheer and joy, these colorful beings carry me through each day. Flowers hold the power to touch our hearts and convey their distinctive messages. Watching their miraculous cycle, from tight bud to full bloom, I am grateful for nature’s ever-renewing miracle. I seek beauty everywhere I go. Today more than ever, as my life takes on a hectic pace, I derive happiness and peace from plants, both outdoors and at home, and I wake each morning more determined than ever to share this passion with others. With this book, I invite you to share in the love of flowers that infuses my artistic vision. I hope these pages will inspire you to pick up your own tools and surround yourself with nature and beauty.

As a young child, long before I knew I would spend my life in the company of flowers, I often found myself on my grandmother Lucie’s terrace in Brignoles, a small medieval village between Aix-en-Provence and St. Tropez in the South of France. On her large deck, my first playground, she grew a variety of shiny succulents, ruby red geraniums, aromatic rosemary, thyme, lavender, ferns, pink laurel, and even a venerable fig tree. She enrolled me as her assistant gardener. I was in charge of watering, cleaning, and soon cutting the various plants. She would make homemade lemonade to reward me for my hard labor before we would sit down to plot our next gardening move. She was determined to have the most beautiful terrace in the village. My grandfather credits our gnarly olive trees, his proudest possessions, for my name, Olivier. On weekends, my mother, Nati, would take me to open-air flea markets and antique shows. She would patiently describe furnishings and objects, their various styles and époques. She also loved artifacts made from precious woods: walnut, ebony, and cherry. This was my first schooling in objets d’art.

I have always loved nature. Plants and animals. My uncle René and I went hunting with his frisky pointer, Portos, but I never allowed him to kill anything. He would say, “I’m taking the gun just in case.” These hunts turned into long walks in the countryside. We fished in the local rivers but always let the fish go free. As trophies we would bring back oddly shaped pieces of wood, shiny stones, and wildflowers.

Picture the Var vert, where I was born. The green garrigue of southern Provence—where spring often brings lush shrubs and perennials, summer leads to steamy hot conditions, fall parades its mushrooms and grape harvest, and winter claims fame in the form of juicy, ripe olives. The various scents of this particular landscape are embedded in my soul. (I would later recapture them in the aromatic candle I created.) The seasons were marked by family celebrations. At Christmas and Easter, lavish tables were filled with flowers, fruit, and traditional dishes. On my father’s side, my Italian grandmother made the best gnocchi; my mother’s mother from Spain brought paella and tortillas. Our small vineyards produced the lovely stony rosé of the Bandol region, and meals always ended in joyous songs. My brother, Christophe, my sister, Béatrice, and I would take turns imitating the latest French pop stars, encouraged by laughs and applause.

As a dedicated choirboy, I was in the front row where I could observe the villagers in their Sunday best and always admired the very different but oh-so-fashionable outfits of my aunts, Yvonne and Cari. They taught me that high black patent leather boots were in and Nepalese purple scarves were out. Color and style already mattered for me.

Summers were spent at the beach in Hyères, where we picked shells and explored the rocks for shrimp, crabs, and sea urchins. I discovered the unusual beauty of seaweed and, to this day, often mix it into my arrangements. At night we went to the movies, and I soon developed my first and far from last crush: Brigitte Bardot, the sumptuous St. Tropez–based superstar.

It was always assumed that I would take over the family plumbing business, but I was not too keen on school, or skilled with a wrench for that matter. On my first workday, I spent all my time in the client’s garden. My father called my mother and said he was sending me home. I wasn’t destined to be a plumber after all.

I moved to St. Tropez during the high season and met numerous professionals whose opinions about my future all seemed to converge. I needed to go north, to Paris.

Struck by the beauty of the City of Light and thrilled to be a part of it, I quickly made friends. I would walk around the Place de la Concorde and take in the monuments, the trees, the impeccable flower beds on the Champs-Élysées. Keeping the treasured memory of my grandmother’s magical terrace as a beacon, I began an apprenticeship in a Parisian neighborhood flower shop catering to the traditional customers of the Sixteenth Arrondissement.

I worked hard, learning all I could about flowers and plants—how to care for them, refining my cutting technique, and getting familiar with the business. I soon felt confident about my basic knowledge and techniques and started experimenting with unusual designs to the horror of my very conservative boss. He would say, “The métier of a florist is to send bouquets for important events or to say thank you after an evening or an invitation. Bouquets are made of cut flowers and that’s it.” Clients would then unwrap them and, with more or usually less skill, plunk them randomly into their own vases. As much as I enjoyed finding “the right flowers to fit the right occasion,” my sense of aesthetics called for a different artistic concept. There had to be another way to celebrate flowers with style, and I knew that this creative spark had begun to smolder inside me.

When I learned that fashion maverick Pierre Cardin was looking for a florist for his new shop Les Fleurs de Maxim’s, I knew I had to have that job. With barely two francs to rub together, I found an electric blue Yves Saint Laurent suit on sale and went to meet Madame Renée Clément, the elegant director of the boutique. She asked for my résumé. I didn’t have one. But Pierre Cardin interviewed me for more than an hour and gave me my chance. Fashion still inspires my work, and in my creations floral artistry and fashion design are closely related.

I spent the next eight years at Les Fleurs de Maxim’s. On Rue Royale, one of the most beautiful and glamorous streets in the world, our clientele came from fashion, arts, high society, and show business—Le Tout-Paris. I never looked back to the sixteenth arrondissement. Surrounded by elegance, my eye encountered new trends, colors, and fabrics, and little by little I composed an artistic memory. I walked daily along the Jardin des Tuileries, through the majestic alleys of chestnut trees on the Champs-Élysées, and breathed in the beauty of Paris. I was inspired by the stunning architecture of the French capital, the lavish windows of the couturiers of Faubourg Saint-Honoré and Avenue Montaigne, and the glimmering creations of the jewelers of the Place Vendôme. I was home.

Madame Clément encouraged me to create original bouquets, and under her watchful eye, I felt liberated creatively. I admired her ease and skill with our demanding clients and was inspired by her impeccable taste. I was twenty-one when she put me in charge of styling our glamorous windows and shop, and her patient guidance helped me learn how to use a minimal space to maximum effect. One day Monsieur Cardin sent us a mannequin from his maison de haute couture, dressed in the most divine evening gown—the collar mimicked an exotic green leaf covered with sequins that wrapped graciously around the delicate neckline.

The impact of this amazing design has stayed with me to this day, and the exotic green leaf is still one of my signature touches. I began to see each window as a crucible, my own flower laboratory. I lined glass containers with exotic leaves of all sizes and colors, tied knots with leaves, and made leaves into bouquets. I freed them from their branches and allowed them to come out on their own. It was a revolution.

Les Fleurs de Maxim’s had full access to the top flower vendors in the world, for the best quality and variety. One of our responsibilities was to flower Maxim’s, the world-famous Belle Epoque restaurant conveniently located next door. For the first time, I could see the life of my arrangements after they left the shop. I sized up the history, the atmosphere, the décor, and was allowed to imagine what would complement the space to delight the customers and Maestro Cardin! Our arrangements shared the spotlight with Majorelle furniture, Massier vases, and Barbotine ceramics. I learned to add just the right touch to a décor or an art collection, to bring focus to an object and not to detract from it. My bouquets became a part of the scene in an organic way, they didn’t steal the show. The sensual iris, emblematic of the Art Nouveau style, is still my favorite flower.

The boutique quickly became the most glamorous flower shop in town. When Barbra Streisand stayed at the Ritz, we sent enormous gardenia trees in full bloom; for Christina Onassis’s wedding to Thierry Roussel, it was white phalaenopsis orchids cascading from the ceiling. On weekends I would scour flea markets for antique vases, accessories like feathers, and just about any object with a floral motif. While strolling through the stalls, inspired by my discoveries, I would construct wild new compositions in my head and then deconstruct them until I was satisfied with a final imaginary result. I still do this exercise daily, even on the subway.

When Pierre Cardin decided to open a new flower and perfume boutique in Tokyo, he sent me. The little spare time I had was spent filling my mind with new aesthetic experiences. My very French sensibilities were challenged by the unfamiliar. I wanted to travel to distant lands and I made it my priority to discover new destinations each year. An endless source of inspiration for my work, traveling still brings me great joy.

Soon it was on to New York City, where a new Maxim’s restaurant opened on Madison Avenue with a tiny flower shop next door, re-creating artfully the Rue Royale scenario. I was promoted to director of the new boutique.

The shop was so small that Monty Zullo, the general manager of the restaurant, allowed me to use the restaurant as our atelier. I learned English, adapted to the American way of life, and very soon had more work than I’d ever dreamed. In the United States, I discovered a positive energy and an optimistic attitude, which I embraced.

In New York, I found that the sky is the only limit to all things creative. The extraordinary architecture, from the glass towers of Midtown to the industrial lofts of SoHo, inspired new ways to construct arrangements. The angles, dimensions, reflections, depths, and heights of this intense metropolis permeated my work.

I made many friends among designers, artists, photographers, writers, and musicians, and their talent inspires my work as well. Museums and galleries became the backdrop for many spirited discussions. I understood intuitively that New York’s creative energy was fostered by an enthusiastic market. Collectors, art dealers, curators, patrons of the arts, benefactors, museums, cultural institutions are all hungry for and command works of value. I realized that a floral designer could go much further and that visual art could permeate my craft.

In 1992, Micky Palmer Boulud, the wife of restaurateur extraordinaire Daniel Boulud, stepped into the boutique. “I am working on my husband’s first cookbook called Cooking with Daniel Boulud,” she said. “Could you help us display the ingredients for a photo shoot on a sixteen-feet-long by eight-feet-deep table? Can you do it?” she asked. Who could say no to displaying seafood, meats, fruits, vegetables, herbs, spices, and grains on a giant scale and making it all look as appetizing as it was aesthetically pleasing? This gigantic styling challenge would be carried out four times, once for each season. I was in.

The job did not require containers or flowers, my usual working tools. Instead I approached the task as an exercise in style. Diverse elements would be grouped to build a still life, a canvas of nature’s seasonal bounty. As a Frenchman, I always had food as a central part of my life, and I relished the match. Fruits are the generous gifts of plants and trees, and flowers are often the symbols of rebirth and life. I extended into three dimensions the artistic tradition of the still life. The demanding chef was pleased with the results, and I have collaborated with him many times since. I now flower his New York restaurants, including his acclaimed four-star Daniel on Park Avenue.

In 1995, when an old bookstore went out of business on East 76th Street, Daniel Boulud called me. With the help of my extraordinary friend Lili Lynton, I was able to start my own business. L’Olivier Floral Atelier was born.
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