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            For many people, tropical flowers are often whimsical, seductive and alien creatures.
                Some of them look more like insects or tiny animals. Brightly colored and oddly
                shaped, they just don’t seem to behave like cultivated roses or hydrangeas. Are they
                modern or otherworldly? How do they work in contemporary environments of glass and
                steel? 

            Orchids have long been associated with obsessive collectors, hidden fortunes and
                erudite amateur botanists. New species are still being discovered and named while at
                the same time we can find numerous varieties for sale at local supermarkets. I have
                long been intrigued by their beauty and mystery. For me and for many of the florists
                whom I work with at FlowerSchool New York, tropical flowers have always been the
                exotic “other.” 
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            Through working with a talented florist like Felipe Sastre, I have learned a great
                deal about the subject. Felipe not only knows how to design with tropical flowers,
                but he also grew up with them. They are a part of his culture, and his vocabulary,
                so to speak. 

            What I have learned in researching this book is more than how to use elephant ears as
                place mats or how to make a minimalist look with ginger or anthurium. I have a new
                respect for the vibrant colors of the tropics and a love for the varying colors of
                greens. 

            The exotic realm of orchids was characterized by Samuel Beckett who said of the
                preening aristocratic characters in Proust’s 
                    Remembrance of Things Past
                 “. . . they are shameless, exposing their genitals.” Indeed, orchids were
                given their name by Theophrastus, a Greek philosopher who lived between 370 and 285
                B.C. He called them “orkhis”(the Greek word for testicles) because the plant had two
                tubers in the shape of an olive. Orchids have always seemed seductive. Once again
                talking of Proust, Swann and his great love Odette called lovemaking “doing the
                cattleya” as a reference to the sweet-smelling cattleya orchid that Odette wore the
                first time they embraced. 

            I’ve learned much about the history of tropical flowers in the west, some of it not
                so pretty or flattering to Europeans. Many of us think of the 
                    Mutiny on the Bounty
                 as a great adventure movie and book, but how many of us know that the 
                    Bounty
                ’s mission was to go to the islands in the Pacific in order to bring
                breadfruit to the Caribbean, where it was to be harvested as food for the recently
                arrived slaves from Africa? 

            We now live in a society in which exotic fruits, plants and flowers travel the world
                packed in cargo holds of supersonic jets, where they are readily available to the
                average consumer in Saint Petersburg, Anchorage, or New York. We can easily forget
                that there was a time “plant hunters” risked their lives and fortunes to transport
                them. 

            No longer can I look at a magnificent Bird of Paradise flower without thinking that
                its Latin name is 
                    Strelitzia Reginae
                , named after Princess Charlotte of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, an amateur botanist
                and a patroness of Mozart, who was married to George the Third of England. 

            I want you, the reader, to understand the unique beauty of these flowers as well as
                their continuing ability to be adapted to the modern environment that we live in.
                They have in all their beauty and oddness completely seduced me and become my new
                passion. I can only hope that this book will instill that passion in many more
                people in the years to come.
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