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By Mary Thomas, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Andy Starnes, Post-Gazette 

Juliet Pusateri wraps up one of the 332 pieces of glass from the Rose Crystal Tower, which rose 20 feet from a pool in the Outdoor Garden at Phipps 
Conservatory and Botanical Gardens. 

 The final attendance figures for "Chihuly at Phipps: Gardens & Glass" at Phipps 
Conservatory and Botanical Gardens "blew everyone's numbers away," executive director 
Richard Piacentini said. 

Phipps' early goal, an additional 150,000 visitors over the 155,888 during the same period the 
previous year, was met very close to the originally scheduled closing date of Nov. 11, said 
Michael Sexauer, Phipps director of marketing and communications. 

Between the exhibit's opening day, May 10, and the Feb. 24 closing, 392,670 people walked 
through the greenhouses, an increase of 236,782 over the same period a year ago. That was a 
bonus of 86,782 visitors over projections. 

Officials at Phipps say they are still counting what the attendance boost and higher admission 
fees mean in dollars and cents. 

This was the eighth Chihuly collaboration with a conservatory or public garden, the first 
having been held in 2001 at Chicago's Garfield Park Conservatory. When Piacentini walked 
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into that show he knew that he wanted something as grand for Pittsburgh. 

Going through the process of bringing it here was a "combination of being very excited and 
very nervous," Piacentini said. 

If the people of Pittsburgh responded, it would be "absolutely sensational," he explained. But 
he and others involved in the decision-making also were concerned because large Chihuly 
shows had been produced previously in places such as Chicago and Miami, not generally in a 
market as small as Pittsburgh. 

In fact, attendance exceeded expectations and the show was extended for 3 1/2 months. "I 
think everybody has been ecstatic about it," from board members to the general public, 
Piacentini said. 

It was "a world-class exhibition in a world-class conservatory," he says, "and a chance to 
reintroduce Phipps to Pittsburgh." 

He took special delight, for example, when he overheard a visitor say that he or she hadn't 
been to Phipps since the third grade and then add, "I can't believe this place." 

Those discoveries translated into memberships, which increased from 6,951 in April to 
10,870 last month, a gain of 3,919 or 56 percent. 

The overall excitement has been so great that part of the exhibit is going to stay in Pittsburgh 
permanently. 

Phipps earlier announced acquisition of the "Goldenrod, Teal and Citron Chandelier" in the 
Welcome Center and "Desert Gold Star" in the Desert Room, both of which were designed 
specifically for the Pittsburgh exhibit. 

Also acquired through a last-minute surge of community support were several paintbrushes, 
cattails, six macchia, one ikebana and one of Chihuly's paintings. Fund-raising is underway 
to secure a final piece, the "Celadon and Royal Purple Gilded Fiori" installed in the Fruit and 
Spice Room, which has been temporarily left on loan. 

Other public gardens also have kept work after their shows closed. The Atlanta Botanical 
Garden purchased a large chandelier in 2003, and so many pieces remained in Columbus, 
Ohio, after a 2003-04 show that the garden's Web site now reads "Franklin Park 
Conservatory & Chihuly Collection." 

The chandelier and Desert Star at Phipps will remain in place; the others will be reinstalled in 
May in new configurations. 

"We're really thrilled that people enjoyed the show, thrilled with the foundation and 
corporate support it received, thrilled with the people who wanted to support keeping pieces 
here in Pittsburgh," Piacentini said. "It was great to be part of this whole year of glass, and 
we look forward to other collaborations in the future." 

Phipps had 199,852 visitors in 2006 and 401,065 in 2007, a 101 percent increase. Sexauer 
expects visitor numbers to drop in 2008, but to exceed the 2006 attendance. 

The staff won't have much time to miss the art they've lived with for almost a year. They're 
already busy installing the Spring Flower Show, which opens March 15 and runs through 
April 13. 
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On May 3 "Chocolate!" opens -- "an exhibit that will not only look good but will taste good, 
too," Piacentini said -- and continues as a part of the fall show that opens Oct. 18. Both will 
close Nov. 9. 

For those who wish they had made it back one last time, there's a handsome virtual 
presentation at www.chihuly.com (click installations, go to temporary and click Phipps 
Conservatory). 

Post-Gazette art critic Mary Thomas may be reached at mthomas@post-gazette.com or 412-263-1925. 

First published on March 4, 2008 at 12:00 am 
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