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By Kellie B. Gormly
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G a B

Buzz up!

Please don't lick the flamingos.

You'll be tempted to taste the delectable-looking, chocolate-covered
bird figures, dip into the huge chocolate fondue fountain, or eat from
the candy dish that will be on display at Phipps Conservatory and
Botanical Gardens. But these features in the new "Chocolate!" exhibit
aren't made from the real thing, and they're for display only.

Don't worry, though. Once you've gotten through the "Chocolate!"
exhibit -- which opens today and stays through the fall -- you can
satisfy your chocolate cravings at The Shop at Phipps, or Cafe
Phipps, which both will sell plenty of chocolate-flavored treats.

The "Chocolate!" exhibit has no particular location. Components are
spread throughout the Conservatory in Oakland, where it will be
chocolate here, chocolate there, chocolate, chocolate everywhere! It's
a celebration of America's obsession with the sweet stuff, which has
its botanical roots in the cocoa seed pods of the tropical cacao tree.

story continues below

"We're trying to make chocolate whimsical, and talk about our
obsession," says Michele Frey McCann, the exhibit's designer and
manager. "We really are over the top."

The exhibit, she says, "really makes you take a second look at how
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‘Chocolate!"

When: The exhibit opens
today and will be rolled over
into the Fall Flower Show,
which stays until Nov. 9.
Throughout the exhibit's
run, Phipps will offer free
public programs, like "The
Importance of the Cacao
Plant," periodically.

Admission: Included with
general Phipps admission
of $10; $9 for senior
citizens and students with
ID, and $7 for ages 2-18.

Where: Phipps
Conservatory and Botanical
Gardens, 1 Schenley Drive,
Oakland

Details: 412-622-6914 or
online.
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obsessed we are with (chocolate), and how much we love to indulge
init. ... You can't walk into some grocery stores these days without
seeing two aisles of chocolate.”

In the Palm Court, visitors will be greeted by a flowing chocolate
fountain, which squirts brown-colored water, but will look like fondue,
Phipps officials say. The conservatory is full of chocolate-covered
flamingo statues, but nibblers beware: it's actually non-edible plastic.
In the Serpentine Room, the flamingos are arranged in a formation
designed to be a spoof on M&M's candy. A mini-flock of flamingos,
representing the candy's chocolate center, stand encircled by colored
flowers, which representing the candy's coating, in shades including
red and yellow.

In the Sunken Room, shower-cap-topped chocolate flamingos are
shown as spa clients, indulging in body-pampering items such as
cocoa butter. Phipps' longtime, authentic tropical cacao tree, with
pods filled with the cocoa beans, remains in the Fern Room. In the
Victoria Room, 55-gallon, colorful chocolate drums will function as
fountains and squirt streams of water.

In the South Conservatory is the "Everything's Coming Up Chocolate"
garden, which surrounds a gazebo that stands over a dining table,
which has witty, place-setting name cards like "Madame Bittersweet,"
and "Mademoiselle Truffle." The surrounding plants all have
chocolatey or sweet names, like French vanilla marigolds and coleus
chocolate drop.

Phipps' Garden Railroad, which is standing outside near the Desert
Room, will become the "Chocolate Express," with some landscape
features, like sugarcane fields, to fit the chocolate theme.

Near the train display stands a mock chocolate factory, where both
children and adults can learn about the processes involved in making
chocolate, from the tree to the factory and candy wrapper. The factory
is the main part of "The Amazing Chocolate Tree," an exhibit
sponsored by Dove Chocolate and formed by six American
conservatories, including Phipps and the Dallas Arboretum in Texas.
Phipps took some components of "The Amazing Chocolate Tree,"
and added its own flowers and other features, to form its own
"Chocolate!" Trello Cioccolato, a Moon chocolatier, is sponsoring the
Phipps exhibit.

If you're faint with hunger and chocolate cravings after seeing the
"Chocolate!" exhibit, the gift shop will have plenty of chocolate
goodies to buy, including candy and scented body lotions and shower
gels. Cafe Phipps is offering a few chocolate-laced entrees -- like
lamb in a mole sauce and a pulled pork sandwich with a chocolate
chipotle sauce -- along with the usual favorite dessert, chocolate
raspberry decadence cake. Although chocolate is a rare flavor in
entrees, Phipps had several dishes to choose from, says Chris
Noonan, executive chef.

Richard V. Piacentini, executive director of Phipps, says that
"Chocolate!" is a good exhibit to succeed the tough-to-follow, highly
popular Chihuly exhibit, which closed in February after a nine-month
run.

"It's supposed to be fun," Piacentini says about "Chocolate!" "We did
Chihuly last year, which was a real serious art exhibit. We wanted to
do something fun and whimsical -- something the whole family would
love. Everyone loves chocolate.

"We're referring to this as a tasty exhibit,"” he says.

The exhibit also is educational, Piacentini says, because of the
botanical aspect: chocolate, in all its rich, sweet and creamy glory,
does come from a plant.

Kellie B. Gormly can be reached at
kgormly@tribweb.com or 412-320-7824.
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