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Beading and appliqués add gorgeous texture to a classic three-tier cream-colored cake.
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The sweetest part of your wedding is also fun to plan (who doesn’t love cake tasting?), but creating confectionary perfection takes time, thought, and money. From color to shape and frosting, there is a lot to consider. Here are some delicious details and ideas to get you started.



GETTING STARTED ON YOUR CAKE

Inspiration for your cake can come from any number of places, including your wedding flowers, your favorite painting, an architectural detail at your reception site (like a gorgeous ornate ceiling), a wallpaper pattern, your stationery, or even your mother’s cake. You may want to let the location of your wedding inform all of the day’s details—even the designated dessert. A seaside wedding in Martha’s Vineyard, for instance, may call for a hint of a nautical theme, like a few simple blue bands or a textured frosting rope wrapped around the base of a square cake. If you’re getting married in a garden, you can pick up the greenery in your cake design or have branches molded out of fondant. A whimsical cake with layers set charmingly askew could feel out of place in the middle of a grand ballroom, but a tower of stately round tiers, sprayed with tiny pearls or embellished with flowing script, would fit perfectly.

Another big factor to consider is the time of year the event will be held. While some cake styles work for any season, others—like a white-on-white quilted pattern—are ideal for winter. Bright colors usually feel right in the spring and summer, and rich, dark accents add a nice touch in the cooler seasons. A lemon curd cake might make more sense at a summer garden ceremony than a dense chocolate one, and some kinds of frosting and fillings won’t stand up to a long day in the sun.

Of course, Pinterest and inspiration boards are amazing ways to not only find awesome new ideas but also catalog them so your head doesn’t explode when deciding between buttercream or fondant and marzipan or mocha.

Regardless of your inspiration or style, it’s crucial to plan in advance to ensure confection perfection. Schedule your first tastings with any cake designers or bakers you’re considering five to six months before your wedding. Then, four to five months out, order the cake and determine the display, including not only the cake decorations but also the table setup. Three months prior, you’ll need to fork over final payment and confirm the delivery details. Then, a week or two before your wedding, make sure your venue has the cake delivery details and is ready to receive your cake, with a dedicated space in an on-site refrigerator if necessary.

PICK YOUR CAKE STYLE

Your wedding cake isn’t just a dessert at the end of a great reception—it’s the style exclamation point on your whole wedding, the sugary grand finale. Don’t be hemmed in by tradition—white is only one option of many. Here are some points to consider:

COLOR

Color is an easy way to get creative with your cake. You can add as little or as much as you like of any shade that matches or complements your wedding colors. Not sure about a boldly hued cake? Add accent colors to a traditional white confection using a single ribbon, quilting, or dots for subtle interest points.

SHAPE

Remember: the more intricate the shape, the harder to pull off—and the more expensive to create. Your main options are: round (a classic blank canvas), square (a modern alternative to a round cake), petal (a flowerlike appearance), hexagonal (a six-sided modern wonder), and topsy-turvy (an über-modern choice that’s perfect for a funky loft or restaurant).

EMBELLISHMENT

Certain details can make it stand out as art. Depending on your style, you can add flowers (real or sugar), ribbon, or frosting banding, in any variation of patterns.

TOPPER

You can spend less than $100 on a cool, quirky topper that guests will remember. Or borrow your parents’ or grandparents’ topper for a meaningful, vintage touch. Choose one that’s custom-made to look like you, or something that represents you as a couple (like two lovebirds kissing—too cute!).

CHOOSING A CAKE BAKER

Ideally, you should start shopping for a baker at least six months before the wedding, or even earlier if you want to use a particularly sought-after bakery. Before beginning your search, check whether your wedding venue has certain regulations regarding wedding cakes. Some require you to use particular bakers, while others may charge you a fee for bringing in your own. Then, ask your coordinator, florist, and caterer, as well as your newlywed friends, for their recommendations.

If you have a specific style in mind, meet with cake bakers who can pull off that particular construction and ask to see at least a few cakes in their portfolio that are similar to what you want. When you meet with the candidates, bring swatches of your wedding colors, other cake designs you like, pictures of your dress, and anything else that inspires you. Visuals are key—if your style is rustic chic, a photo will help a potential vendor “see” your vision. Here are three options for cake bakers:

YOUR CATERER

Nine times out of ten, these folks can produce a delicious dessert. But just because you trust their take on poached salmon doesn’t mean they’re wedding cake wizards. Our advice? Be super-specific about your desires. During your meeting, show your caterer examples of what you like and ask to see pictures of past wedding cakes he’s done before sampling his wares. You’ll be confident he can nail your dream design—and flavor.

COMMERCIAL OR BOUTIQUE BAKERY

If you have a cherished bakery, find out whether they make wedding cakes. While you may have to work with limited, simple designs, commercial and boutique bakeries often cost less. They also often make up for their small selection in the taste department, with a focus on high-quality ingredients and fresh flavor.

CUSTOM WEDDING CAKE BAKERY

Seek out an independent wedding cake master for the ultimate in design, ingredients, flavor, and decoration. You’ll get great taste too. Naturally, this route will cost you more. Wedding cake designers are passionate about their work and treat each confection like a piece of art.

MEETING WITH YOUR BAKER

If possible, meet with your three favorite candidates in person to look at photos of actual cakes they’ve done and discuss your vision in detail. Have them create sketches of the cake based on your discussion to give you an idea of what you can expect. If you like what you see, sample a few varieties. Then, set up an official taste test—the fun part!

This is an excellent opportunity to speak with bakers and fully understand the range of their abilities—and whether they’re a good fit for you and your needs. While some bakers will be happy to host individual tastings, a group tasting is more the norm today. At these meetings, the rest of the audience will likely contain other to-be-weds and bridal planners, so the baker will probably have a couple different wedding cake slices to impress you and appeal to different palates. Otherwise, you might get miniature bites of several different flavors and just have a portfolio of his past creations to flip through.

When choosing a filling, you should taste your potential cake at room temperature—not just out of the fridge—so you can make sure it will hold up after it’s been sitting out for a while. For example, cannoli cream is a fantastic filling, but it’s not so tasty after spending hours on a counter. Be sure to sample a real wedding cake—one with icing and other decorations—to ensure you’ll be getting a cake that tastes as great as it looks. And while you’re trying out the goods, don’t forget to ask any questions you might have and take notes that you can review at home.

QUESTIONS FOR YOUR CAKE BAKER


• How long have you been working on wedding cakes?

• How far in advance are wedding cakes prepared?

• How many wedding cakes do you do a weekend?

• Will you create a custom cake, or are there specific styles to choose from?

• What ingredients are used—fresh fruits or purees, Italian buttercream, farm-fresh butter, organic flour? Can the cake be made kosher?

• What are the options for cake flavors and fillings? Do you work with fondant or buttercream?

• Can you create custom flowers, motifs, or sculptures from sugar?

• Will you work with my florist to garnish the cake with fresh flowers (if that’s what you want)?

 • Are cakes priced by the slice or by the entire cake? Are different flavors or fillings different prices?

 • Do you provide cake stands? Or can the cake be presented on the one it’s delivered on?

 • Does the price include the top cake tier?

 • Are you licensed by the state health department?

 • How does delivery work? How much does it cost? (Unless you’re having a very small cake, you will want them to deliver it. They have trained delivery staff and refrigerated trucks.)

 • Can you work from a favorite family recipe?

 • What happens if the cake gets damaged? (If your cake does get damaged, some bakers will serve whatever’s salvageable of the broken cake, but bring you a fully decorated Styrofoam cake from their shop window to display.)



[image: ]

Like a colorful sash wrapped around the waist of your wedding dress, a band of Victorian-style sugar roses encircling a square cake serves as the perfect accessory.




TIPS AND TRICKS FOR A TO-DIE-FOR CAKE

Cake-tasting is the bridal equivalent of being a judge on a Food Network confectionary competition. But that doesn’t mean you won’t run into some tough choices. A wedding cake needs to be beautiful in person and in photos, be seriously delicious, and be able to stand up to everything from hot lights to a bumpy car ride. Disasters can happen, from collapsed structures to flavor profiles that resemble dry cardboard. Perhaps less noticeable to your guests, but no less distressing to you, are budget blowouts or simply a cake that bears little resemblance to what you agreed upon. Here are some smart ways to make sure you serve a sensational slice:

BE CONSCIOUS OF COLOR AND TASTE

You want your wedding cake to coordinate with your wedding-day colors, but remember that guests will be eating it, so it needs to look and taste great. In general, the less food coloring used, the better the flavor will be.

HAVE FUN WITH FILLINGS

In addition to choosing the flavor of your cake (many couples go with chocolate, vanilla, or yellow, but your baker may have specialty selections for you to sample), you’ll be able to pick a filling flavor that pleases your palate. Possibilities include fruit-infused fillings such as raspberry or cherry, nut-based options like hazelnut and marzipan, mousses and buttercream (in variations like mocha or coffee), and unusual options like cannoli or coconut cream.
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Thanks to the fist-size sugar anemones with deep black centers and the boldly textured tiers, this cream-colored cake is simple but still stands out.

CHOOSE FRESH OR SUGAR FLOWERS

Fresh flowers are more budget-friendly, but require your florist and cake baker to coordinate. Sugar flowers are edible and gorgeous, but pricier.

CHOOSE BUTTERCREAM OR FONDANT

Buttercream, made from butter and sugar, is deliciously decadent. It has a rich flavor, and is easily shaped into swags, borders, and flowers. It stays soft so it’s easy to cut and color. However, buttercream doesn’t hold up well in hot weather and the design won’t be as perfect; it looks more like a “real” cake.

Fondant, another popular option, is made of sugar, corn syrup, water, and gelatin, and is rolled out with a rolling pin before it’s draped over the cake to make a smooth, firm base for decorative details. It allows for some of the most stunning decorating options, yields a pristine surface with a porcelain finish, and holds up better in heat (but should still be refrigerated, especially in summer, to prevent melting). Fondant critics say it can be bland and that the finish is so perfect, it can actually look fake—and tastes less than mouthwatering. For the best of both worlds, ask your baker to add a thin layer of fondant over buttercream frosting, so you get the taste of buttercream and the look of draped fondant.

DDIY (DON’T DO-IT-YOURSELF)

Even if you’re a veritable baking goddess, think twice before assuming the task of making your own wedding cake. This masterpiece requires a few days to make and assemble, and we’re guessing you probably have other things to do in those couple of days before your wedding.

THINK LIKE A CRITIC

The main thing that distinguishes a great cake from a merely good one is the attention to detail and the craftsmanship. When you’re looking at a cake baker’s portfolio, pay close attention to the frosting (fondant, for instance, should be flat and not bubbling), the color (it should be consistent, without gradation), the individual tiers (they should be obvious), and the banding (it should be even).

SHOW, DON’T TELL

You say sugar flower, and your cake baker thinks jumbo roses—but what you really want are tiny petals. Pictures can convey much more information and leave little room for interpretation. Also, ask your cake baker for sketches of the cake well before he turns on the oven.

PROVIDE A PRETTY PRESENTATION

The simple rule about wedding cake tables is that round cakes look best on round tables and square cakes are better displayed on linear tables. Because you want everyone to have a chance to admire the confection before it’s been cut, have it set near the entrance or underneath its own canopy. Strategically placed lighting can also draw attention to this guest of honor.

DON’T FORGET THE ACCESSORIES

Make sure your venue or rental company will provide a cake serving knife or borrow an antique one from family to lend a sentimental and decorative touch.

CUT THE CAKE AT THE RIGHT MOMENT

You can cut your cake either right after you two make an entrance into the reception or after your first dance (a good option if you have a lot of older guests or parents with small children who may need to leave early); or you can wait until the last hour and make it the finale.

GIVE YOUR GROOM HIS OWN CAKE

Before you finish booking your baker, ask about a groom’s cake. This is a smaller creation with Southern origins, usually set to the side, letting the main cake take center stage. Grooms are getting creative, ordering their cakes in the shapes of guitars, golf clubs, and even football stadiums to show off their passions and obsessions. Some couples serve it at the rehearsal dinner; another option is to display it at the wedding but slice and box it for guests to take home.

DON’T FORGET TO SAVE A SLICE (OR LAYER)

Saving the top tier of your wedding cake to share on your one-year anniversary is a treasured tradition. Let your caterer know ahead of time if you want to do this. Have him remove the sugar flowers, wrap it in several layers of plastic wrap, and then seal it in an airtight baggie. (Stay away from aluminum foil, as it might not protect against freezer burn as well as plastic wrap will.) One year later, you’re ready to thaw, serve, stare at it, decide if you should really eat it, tentatively taste it—and find out it is actually still pretty good.

CONSIDER YOUR GUEST LIST

Generally, three tiers will serve fifty to one hundred guests; you’ll likely need five for two hundred guests or more. If you’re ordering by the slice, know that not everyone will want cake, so there’s no sense in ordering one that feeds the exact number of attendees. Subtract about 10 to 15 percent from the total guest count. For example, if you’re expecting 150 guests, order cake for 130.

BE AWARE OF BUDGET BUSTERS

The price of a wedding cake is usually calculated by slice and based on how labor-intensive the design is. Also, bigger cakes come with bigger price tags. Fondant tends to be pricier than buttercream, and add-ons, like chocolate molded flowers, will raise the rate too. If you don’t use an in-house baker, some venues will charge a cutting fee (up to $8 a slice) and some bakers charge for transportation. Ask now to avoid confusion later.

5 CLEVER WAYS TO SAVE ON CAKES

You want a gorgeous, tasty confection, but you don’t want to have to skip your honeymoon in order to get it. Here are five smart tips that will help keep your cake-shopping experience sweet—not stressful:

COMPARE SPECIFIC PRICES

When you’re shopping around, ask the baker to break it down by cost per slice. Expect to pay at least $2.50 a slice, but know that it can be much higher ($25 to $30 for a celebrity cake baker).

USE THE SHEET CAKE TRICK

One way to save is by cutting a smaller-size wedding cake or by having one made with hidden Styrofoam tiers that you can still slice into (seriously!). Then, you can buy several sheet cakes of the same flavor to serve guests.

WATCH FOR HIDDEN COSTS

Ask about transporting and serving fees (if you’re hiring an off-site baker) and taxes. Be sure these additional costs are part of your final cost comparison between bakers, so you know you’re getting the best deal possible.

THINK DOUBLE-DUTY

Get more mileage out of individual table cakes by having them serve as table numbers too. Cupcakes or slices of cakes can also be packaged up in mini-boxes as favors.

GO SIMPLE

Skip the fancy designs, shapes, and add-ons, which take more manpower and cost more. A simple buttercream cake topped with fresh flowers (which typically cost less than handmade sugar flowers) will look just as elegant.

KNOWING THE LINGO: CAKE DÉCOR

Cake decorating terms such as cornelli and dragées can sound a little like fantasy words from a fairy tale to the layman. (The prince slayed the dragées, and he and the princess lived happily ever after!) On a serious note, if your cake vocabulary is lacking, you’ll want to brush up before you vet potential cake bakers. Here are twelve cake décor terms to know:


• BASKET WEAVE: A piping technique that features interwoven vertical and horizontal lines (like a wicker basket).

• BEADING: A border along the edge of tiers that resembles a string of beads or tiny pearls.

• CORNELLI: An elaborate piping technique that yields a lacelike pattern.

• DRAGÉES: Round sugar balls coated with silver or gold and used for decorative purposes.

• GUM PASTE: An edible paste of sugar, cornstarch, and gelatin that’s used to mold realistic-looking fruits and flowers for garnishing a cake. Gum paste decorations will last for years as keepsakes, but some say they don’t taste as yummy as marzipan.

• LATTICEWORK: A piping detail that crisscrosses with an open pattern.

• LUSTER DUST: Powdered food coloring that adds (usually edible) sparkle to a cake.

• PILLARS: Separators used in a tiered cake. They can be made of plastic or wood in several lengths to achieve the desired look.

• PIPING: A decorating technique created using a pastry bag and metal tips to form 3-D designs, including leaves, borders, basket-weave patterns, and flowers.

• PULLED SUGAR: A technique in which boiled sugar is manipulated and pulled into thin strips to produce 3-D flowers and bows, as well as cotton candy–like decorations around cake tiers. Also known as “spun sugar.”

• ROYAL ICING: Made of egg whites and confectioners’ sugar, this icing starts life as a soft paste piped from a pastry bag to create latticework, beading, and flowers. When dry, its texture is hard and brittle—it should not be refrigerated.

• SWISS DOTS: A piping technique that forms tiny dots in patterns resembling a fine Swiss-dot fabric.
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If you change the texture of just one tier, the result is a subtle twist on a traditional choice.

SUGAR FLOWERS

[image: ]

These confectionary creations transform even the simplest cake into something sensational.
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Two knockout sprays of sugar flowers make a true statement on an otherwise ordinary cake.
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For a sweet spring soirée, drape your cake in pretty pastel petals.
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The combination of dots and flowers is unexpected.
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Interlocking fondant rings are pretty when paired with coordinating sugar flowers.
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A round cake gets a couture treatment with allover quilted fondant, bold lavender bands, and a burst of sugar flowers.
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This pastel palette featuring pretty petals gives off an antique vibe perfect for a wedding in a historic venue.
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A round white cake with delicate navy ribbons and all-white sugar flowers is both simple and sweet.
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A heavily textured navy-and-white cake gets added dramatic flair from a gorgeous oversize sugar flower.

FRESH FLOWERS
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Work with your florist to adorn your cake with blooms for an organic, elegant look.
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Love a classic style? You can’t go wrong with a white cake that has gorgeous flowers and neutral green leaves.
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A basic white cake and simple fresh flowers become exquisite when set in a striking antique silver bowl.
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Soft pink flowers are a perfect accent for this ecru-and-white cake, which sits atop a vintage silver stand.
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Pops of deep-red fresh flowers offset an otherwise subtly decorated modern cake.
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Tiny white iced dots trace all eight sides of each tier to subtly emphasize the lines of an octagonal cake. Fresh white orchids cascading down the side add lush dimension.
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Large white roses make an understated cake look lovely and luscious.

GORGEOUS TEXTURE
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Three-dimensional designs make your dessert a dramatic finale to your reception.
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A smaller cake stands out due to a striking white vine effect.
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A delicate floral pattern provides texture while the silhouette cake topper adds a personalized touch.

[image: ]

Pink and purple ruffles combine for a magical ombré look.
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An eyelet design pops, and the girlish fabric takes on a sassy edge when translated into frosting.
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A white cake is anything but boring when it features a quilted texture and an unexpected pop of sunny yellow.
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When done in one neutral shade, contrasting patterns on a cake are eye-catching without being overly busy.

PRETTY PATTERNS
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Whether busy or minimalist, patterns can make a cake—and your wedding style—memorable.
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Shades of orange, apricot, ivory, and white fondant dots play up the modern feel of these creative confections.
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This Spanish-tiled design was carefully hand painted onto sugar plaques.
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A modern blue-and-white cake gains vintage appeal from a pretty fleur-de-lys pattern.
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Stripes are peppy, preppy, and oh-so-pretty.

[image: ]

A heavy pattern on a pastel cake’s bottom tier is nicely balanced with a light sugar flower topper.
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The accents on this cake look almost pixelated, thanks to the tiny piped dots used to form the violet flowers.
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The ’60s-style orange fondant flower cutouts strewn across this cake’s square surface practically make it jump off the stand.
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This cake resembles a Mondrian painting translated into an edible treat.
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A rich brown scroll across a white tiered cake is set off by orange accenting.
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A bold yellow-and-black floral graphic design would be perfect for an art museum wedding.

AWE-INSPIRING APPLIQUÉS
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These design details add dimension that will make your cake look like edible art.
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Old-fashioned buttons lend a sweet vintage touch to this all-white cake.
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Incorporating appliqués and other interesting details is important when you’re working with classic white.
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Waffle-textured sugar flowers add a modern flair to a small, sweet dessert.
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3-D detailing on just two of three layers keeps a cake from looking too busy.
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This cheerful confection can certainly be your “something blue.”
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Soft green fondant leaves and light brown branches curve around a simple white cake for a seriously elegant design.
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Lots of randomly placed swirls add a hint of cheekiness to this five-tier confection.
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If you crave a hip cake but still want a style that is sweet and charming, a big graphic element on a smaller design can work well.
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Lavender fondant, trimmed with purple polka-dot ribbon and blanketed with bold black-and-white anemones, strikes just the right chord.
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White appliqués on a cake of the same hue provide texture in a sophisticated way.
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At left, dark gray lines and pink sugar orchids create a little chaos on an otherwise simple white confection. On the right, pop art–style orange sugar flowers provide a touch of whimsy to a very square, symmetrical cake.
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This Asian chrysanthemum was modeled after the fabric of the bride’s Vietnamese wedding costume.

CUSTOMIZED CONFECTIONS
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Your new monogram can become the star of your sweet ending (and the entire show!).
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A monogram gives these mini-cakes an extra-personal touch.
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For something unique and different, a colored cake is paired with white detailing.
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Guests will tweet about these two lovebirds topping your cake (as well as your new monogram).
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A gold leaf pattern backdrop regally sets off this cake’s monogram.
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A favorite song can even provide some inspiration. “All You Need Is Love” by the Beatles is written along the bottom tier.
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A graphic, modern monogrammed design couldn’t be more simple—or arresting.
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A geometric shape prevents a peach cake (adorned with a script monogram) from becoming too flowery.
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This preppy monogrammed-topped cake pairs a grassy hue with white for a modern look.
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Greenery and a sleek monogram add flair to a white cake base.
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A cake topper can be playful (a couple riding a bike together, pictured here), preppy (your monogram), or even humorous (a caricature of the two of you and your family pet).

CHOCOLATE DREAMS
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You don’t have to stick with a classic white vanilla cake if you love the dark stuff.
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A simple, edible initial cake topper is the perfect finish for this covered-in-chocolate cake.
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This almost looks like a box of chocolates, thanks to the truffle add-ons.
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Even a chocolate buttercream cake can be chic. The secret: a squared-off modern shape.
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The density of these rich chocolate tiers hints at the mouthwatering treat to come—and is offset brilliantly by the single clutch of white sugar roses.
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A petal-shaped cake has a dainty, old-fashioned feel, played up here by lacy white-and-gold beading.
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Alternating intricate scrollwork with a smooth layer keeps the result from looking too busy.

ELEGANT MINI-CAKES
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Diminutive desserts can be cute or classic, depending on presentation and color.
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An intimate celebration calls for a petite, two-tier wedding cake that still has plenty of presence.
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Cupcakes can take on the stature of a cake if they’re placed on graduated tiers and topped with a mini-cake.
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Bold coral paired with baby blue gives this mini-cake major style.
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A grouping of lovely little pink mini-cakes offers an inviting dessert display.
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Different types of chocolate drape these tiny cakes; clockwise from top: modeling chocolate (a pliable paste), marzipan, ganache, fondant (cloaking a chocolate cake), and buttercream.
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Mini-cakes are prettiest with patterns that are proportional to their size.
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Three small white cakes are individually decorated with soft shades of blue and yellow, adding up to a cohesive, interesting effect.
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A single mini-cake is striking due to two clean tiers and a dramatic black-vine design.
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If you can’t decide on one cake flavor, order mini versions of your top picks. For an interesting twist, add a croquembouche—a French pastry tower (second from left).
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If you’re going for a classic wedding style, anchor your ceremony with a lush white bouquet.
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Your wedding flowers will be the stars of your wedding style. Whether in pretty pastels or bold hues, the bunches you carry down the aisle and display on your reception tables will set the scene and establish the tone of your décor. Here are some tips and ideas to help you choose the flowers for your fête.



GETTING STARTED ON YOUR BOUQUETS & CENTERPIECES

When it comes to wedding décor, flowers take a leading role in both your ceremony (bouquets) and your reception (centerpieces). They help provide the mood, enhance the color scheme, and carry the theme throughout.

Flower inspiration should start with your venue—and specifically, whether it needs a lot of arrangements or just a few final embellishments. If you’re getting married in an exquisite mosque, for instance, you’d pare down the flowers so as not to distract from the building’s beauty. If you’re marrying in a garden setting, you’ll probably need little else to play up your lush surroundings. For a ceremony in a loft or country club, you may need some extra floral arrangements, such as a rose-petal-covered aisle or trees brought indoors to flank either side of the ceremony space.

Once you’ve determined how much room your flowers need to fill, think about what kind will work in your venue. High ceilings are best complemented with tall floral centerpieces, such as angular glass vases holding sprays of long-stemmed roses or lush bunches placed on raised silver platforms (so guests can see one another). Small spaces need tight, bright arrangements that liven up the room without being distracting.

Finally, consider your taste: Are you and your fiancé sticklers for coordinated décor? Use the same centerpiece at every table, with a slightly more lavish arrangement for the head table. Do you prefer a more modern or unique look? Ask your florist to play with three or four different arrangement types that will create a dynamic feel. Your inspiration can also come from your “real” life—a favorite piece of jewelry or the first flowers your husband-to-be gave you (aww!).

CHOOSING A FABULOUS FLORIST

Some florists are event designers who will help conceive the overall look of the day—chairs and chargers included—and others are craftspeople who will bring your bouquets, altar arrangements, and centerpieces to life, but that’s it. Whichever type you choose, you’ll want someone who understands your vision and is willing to turn it into a reality—while staying within your budget. Start your search at least six months before your wedding.

MEETING WITH YOUR FLORIST

You’ve probably bought a nice dress or two in your time, but the biggest bunch of flowers you’ve probably chosen was couple of centerpieces for a dinner party. Before you shop for your arrangements, learn the lingo of florists (this page and this page) and prepare your questions to ensure petal perfection.

QUESTIONS FOR YOUR FLORIST


• How many weddings are you handling on the same day or weekend as mine?

• Have you done many weddings?

• Who will actually be creating my order?

• Can I see photographs or live examples of your work? (If no, that’s your cue to exit.)

• Have you done weddings at my ceremony and/or reception sites before? (If not, she should be willing to scope out the venue.)

• Can you recommend flowers you think will fit the space and my style? (Describe the wedding party’s attire, show pictures or fabric swatches of what you’ll be wearing, and share tear-outs and inspiration boards.)

• Are you willing to work with my budget? (A good florist can work with you no matter how much you have to spend.)

• Who will handle setup and delivery? What about breakdown? How long will you need for both, and what are the fees?

• If my flowers aren’t available, what substitutes will you use?



TIPS AND TRICKS FOR AMAZING FLOWERS

Since hiring a florist and working with her is a brand-new concept for lots of couples, these extra tips and tricks may help you get exactly what you want:

BE HONEST ABOUT WHAT YOU WANT TO SPEND

Be up-front about your limit and open to the kinds of flowers that suit your budget. If the florist keeps trying to convince you to increase your spending instead of offering creative ideas to meet your needs, go elsewhere.

SHOW, DON’T TELL

Words like elegant and classic are starting points, but they leave too much room for error when translating your vision. Bring your inspiration boards, magazine photos, a bridesmaid-dress fabric swatch, and a photograph of your gown. Even wallpaper or fabric swatches can help create the specific mood you’re aiming for.
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Soaring centerpieces serve as a dramatic focal point at this all-white reception. Phalaenopsis orchids are perfect for such striking arrangements.

THINK OUTSIDE THE VASE

You can never go wrong with clear glass vases, but other kinds of vessels can help set the tone. Galvanized pails and wicker baskets are country-chic containers for a rustic wedding. For a city celebration, use jewelry boxes with open lids, which can look formal if filled with hydrangeas or casual and fun if stuffed with daisies.

ASK TO SEE A TRIAL OF AN ENTIRE TABLE

As long as you have signed a contract and put down a deposit, any reputable florist will offer to make you a sample centerpiece for free. If you’re getting linens and tableware from someone other than your floral designer, it could be worth it to borrow or rent a tablecloth and a place setting for the same day that your florist does a dry run of the centerpiece.

BRING A ROUGH HEAD COUNT

Ask your venue or the rental company how many people can sit at your tables (usually eight to ten) and calculate accordingly. Leave wiggle room in your budget in case more guests than predicted accept your invite and you need to add a table or two.

DISCUSS DECORATIONS FOR THE OTHER TABLES

This will guarantee that these tables look as dressed up as the others.

KNOW WHAT THINGS COST

The price tags on florist proposals always surprise people. The reality is: Floral design is custom work, always done by hand, and the raw materials—like imported blooms—are expensive. Bouquets and centerpieces—the bulk of your floral order—will cost anywhere from $75 to $750 each. On average—for bouquets and boutonnieres, a few nice ceremony and reception arrangements, and centerpieces for ten tables or so—you’ll probably spend between $3,000 and $5,000. If you hire a full-service florist to provide all the table arrangements and rentals, you can easily spend upwards of $15,000.

LISTEN TO WHAT THE FLORIST SAYS

You wouldn’t do your own surgery, because you would go to a doctor who is an expert in the subject, right? So make sure you don’t get in the way of your florist—you hired them for their creativity and experience, something you simply don’t have in this particular area.

COLOR IS KEY

Pastels are ultrafeminine; vivid shades can have a more modern feel; and soft green paired with white makes for an unfussy, timeless combination. Choose one hue (an elegant choice), a pair to complement each other, or mix a bunch for a casual paint-box effect.

CONSIDER PICKING A PALETTE

Feel free to just give your florist color guidelines and let him choose the most appropriate (and gorgeous) flowers available at the time of your wedding. This is a great way to stay within a strict budget since he can source in-season blooms.

RELY ON HARDY FLOWERS

If your wedding will be in a very humid climate—especially if it’s outside—certain flowers will droop before you walk down the aisle. Ask your florist which ones can withstand your weather—he’s the expert who has been there, and done that, in your particular location. Steer clear of any blooms that wilt easily, like gardenias, lilies of the valley, tulips, or wildflowers.
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Mixing light and dark pinks in the form of stout roses and peonies creates a rich, organic table-runner effect.

CENTERPIECES 101

Your centerpieces are the single most important design element in your reception space: They create the wow factor when guests walk into the room and eye-level interest once everyone takes their seats. Here are the key facts on these central wedding fixtures.

SIZE MATTERS

Centerpieces should make sense for the size of the room and tables you’re using. Keeping the decorations low works well in outdoor venues surrounded by natural scenery and spaces with low or busy ceilings (think painted murals and tons of chandeliers). They also let guests carry on conversations easily. But if you have soaring ceilings, think big. The lowest flower should hit above the tallest person’s head. Blooms don’t need to be big—they just need to soar (think orchid sprays).

SUSPENDED CAN BE STUNNING

If you can hang arrangements from the ceiling, a support beam, or a tree branch, you have a lot of control over where the centerpiece hits. Since the space between the table and the decorations is completely empty, this is the best choice for keeping conversation flowing. Just don’t hang them too high—bare tables will look very empty if there’s too much space under the hanging centerpieces.

BE SCENT SMART

Make sure your centerpieces aren’t too fragrant—you don’t want your guests’ allergies to flare up or for the smell to interfere with the experience of the food or wine. Fragrant blooms include freesias and lilies.

SHOW YOUR STYLE

Tighter bunches of traditional wedding blooms such as roses and peonies fit a classic vibe. Lush arrangements of soft, big-headed blooms are romantic, while sleek, architectural varieties in minimalist bunches have a modern look.

KNOWING THE LINGO: CENTERPIECES

Centerpiece shapes are crucial since your guests will be staring at them all through dinner. The wrong ones can even impede conversation (in the case of too-tall arrangements). Here are a few favorite shapes to discuss with your florist:


• BREAKAWAY: Several short or medium-height arrangements, each containing different flowers grouped together to make a single centerpiece.
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Pink blooms of various shades create a beautiful ombré effect on your reception tables.


• CANDELABRA: Taper candles, usually four to six of them, extend beyond the flowers in this taller arrangement.

• DAIS: A centerpiece at the head table that drapes to the front of the table.

• FISHBOWL: A low centerpiece style that consists of flowers clustered in a glass bowl.

• GARDEN: A focal point featuring abstract wildflowers. The composition is light and airy and less full than other designs.

• GLOBE: Flowers are tightly packed into a sphere.

• PEDESTAL: The word describes the vessel (an urnlike vase set on top of a platform) but also implies the arrangement it often holds: massive and overflowing with blooms, usually trailing down the sides of the vase.

• TIERED: Any taller centerpiece, like a pedestal, trumpet, or candelabra, with an additional layer of flowers at the bottom encircling the base.

• TRUMPET: The arrangement’s shape falls somewhere between a perfect circle and a cone, with a slightly narrower top, typically contained in a tall, skinny vase.



BOUQUETS 101

Picking the right bridal bouquet size and shape is all about scale. While the bride’s bouquet is usually grander than those of her bridesmaids (or at least distinct from theirs), fitting your wedding flowers in with other elements of your wedding day isn’t so cut-and-dry. Consider the following tips when picking your bridal bunch:

BODY SHAPE

A petite bride will be overshadowed by a massive cascading arrangement; a scaled-down bouquet (a nosegay or a posy, or even a composite) will be more proportional. A larger bridal bouquet allows fuller-figured brides to project grace and creates a balanced look.

YOUR GOWN

A ball gown calls for a bouquet with an equally grand, impressive shape. Sheaths are meant to feel sleek and streamlined, so carry a bouquet that embodies that same spirit, like calla lilies or tulips. If your gown features a lot of embellishment, opt for a simpler bouquet.

YOUR VENUE

If your ceremony will be held in a large, elaborate space like a ballroom or a grand cathedral, a small bouquet might seem insignificant. Avoid bitsy bunches of flowers and try an elegant, round bouquet or a cascading one. Getting married in a chic, intimate city loft? Think pretty and petite. A backyard or vineyard gathering calls for a hand-tied bouquet for that natural, just-picked look.

KNOWING THE LINGO: BOUQUETS

Unless you’re a flower aficionado, it may seem like your florist is speaking a foreign language. Here are the standard shapes:


• BIEDERMEIER: A nosegay made up of concentric circles of different flowers for a somewhat striped effect.

• CASCADE: A waterfall-like “spill” of blooms and greenery that’s anchored in a handheld base. Looks like a miniature floral train.

• COMPOSITE: A handmade creation in which different petals or buds are wired together on a single stem, creating the illusion of one giant flower.

• HAND-TIED: A dense bunch of “just-picked” blooms tied together with wire that’s covered with a ribbon.

• NOSEGAY: A small, round cluster of flowers, all cut to a uniform length. Usually made with one dominant flower or color, nosegays are wrapped tightly.

• PAGEANT: This bunch of long-stemmed flowers is cradled in the bride’s arms (think beauty-pageant winner).

• POMANDER: A bloom-covered ball suspended from a ribbon, perfect for child attendants.

• POSY: Smaller than a nosegay but similar in design, the posy is perfect for little hands, intimate weddings, petite brides, or a bridesmaid bouquet.

• ROUND: Similar in style to a nosegay but generally larger, a round bouquet usually consists of large flowers that are loosely arranged. A round bouquet is a good option for a formal wedding if you want something bolder than a nosegay but less conspicuous than a cascade.



4 CLEVER WAYS TO SAVE ON FLOWERS

Gorgeous flowers can break your budget, but they don’t have to. Be smart about the cost of your stems by trying these smart tips:

BE AWARE OF ALTERNATIVES

Bring inspiration about style and concepts, rather than specific stems. For instance, if you are passionate about peonies, open your mind up to garden roses.

BUY MONOBOTANICAL BOUQUETS AND CENTERPIECES

Using one kind of flower can keep the costs down for your florist, and they’ll pass that savings on to you. Plus, this is an elegant, lush look that works well for many styles of receptions, from black tie to rustic.

SOURCE SEASONAL STEMS

By buying blooms that are in season, you’ll be able to get the freshest flowers available—for the best price.

REUSE YOUR CEREMONY FLOWERS

During the cocktail hour, a trusty bridesmaid can place each bouquet into a vase. If the bouquets will be wrapped in ribbon, consider ordering opaque vases so it’s not obvious that the bouquets are being used as the centerpieces.
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Simple white roses set in a matching vase, surrounded by votive candles of the same shade, are all you need for an ethereal, elegant centerpiece.

RED AND PINK BOUQUETS
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Rich reds and pretty pinks add a lush, sexy look to your wedding.
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Part romance, part fun, one thing’s for sure: This scarlet hue is deep in color as well as meaning.
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Turquoise berries pop against a background of burgundy calla lilies and bright red dahlias, celosia, and roses.
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Peonies and sweet peas are interspersed with dramatic, dark-centered anemones.
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A sphere tightly packed with red and deep pink roses, calla lilies, and dahlias is a classic.
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A bouquet with flowers like peonies and ranunculus tends to work best for spring weddings, when the air is warm but not hot enough for the petals to wilt.
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Contrasting shapes and textures make a single-color bouquet stand out. This bunch alternates full-blown roses and celosia with long-petal dahlias.

PURPLE BOUQUETS
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This royal hue comes in a wide variety of shades, from soft violet to almost-blue variations.
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If a traditional white bouquet isn’t for you, a clutch of amethyst blooms might suit your fancy.
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Waxflower sprays are a dainty addition to lisianthus, scabiosas, calla lilies, and sweet peas.
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Nontraditional brides will love carrying this colorful bouquet, featuring plenty of pretty purples.
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Varying shades of big purple blossoms creates a relaxed, romantic bouquet.

PASTEL BOUQUETS
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From pale pink to soft yellow, there are few shades more romantic than pastels.
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A softly colored bridesmaid’s dress meets its match in this pink and cream bouquet.
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This lush white-and-pink bouquet is composed of ivory French tulips, pink garden roses, pink protea, and white cattleya orchids.

WHITE AND CREAM BOUQUETS
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A white wedding is like a little black dress—it never goes out of style. You can update this classic color by adding hints of green, blue, or even black to your bouquet.

[image: ]

Plush ranunculus comes in almost every color you can imagine. Stick to one hue for an elegant look, or mix in a few for a more playful feel.
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Soft shades of white and ecru combined with green are always a classic combo.
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A vintage-inspired lace dress is extra-pretty and romantic when paired with a bouquet that has an antique feel.
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A simple collection of calla lilies can be dressed up with striking vintage jewels.
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A smaller bouquet of creams, green, and baby blue feels fresh and relaxed for a spring wedding.
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Romantic cream and pale greens create a dreamy palette.
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White flowers combine with organic greenery for a classic bouquet that works equally well in a casual garden or more formal venue.
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Lush white roses paired with greenery look lovely in any setting.

GREEN BOUQUETS
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For spring or outdoor soirées, this organic option is a perfect floral fit.
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In a refined, romantic bouquet, cymbidium orchids are surrounded by greenery.
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A simple bouquet of green and white flowers coordinates with, and doesn’t overwhelm, the slim silhouette of this bridesmaid dress.
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Green cymbidium orchids and lotus pods are accented with swooping loops of lily grass.
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The traditional white calla lily bouquet gets a fresh twist in the form of showy green-and-white striped Maudiae orchids.

YELLOW AND ORANGE BOUQUETS
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A bright bouquet gives your whole wedding a sunny style.

[image: ]

Choose bigger blooms (in hues like orange and yellow) for a bold look—and to save money, because fewer flowers will fill your bouquet.
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This small bouquet is bursting with personality thanks to its punchy colors and complex textures.
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Combining yellow, orange, and white roses creates a cheerful bouquet that still has a classic feel.
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Roses and vanda orchids come together in a dense, timeless bouquet.
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Dripping with glamour, this oversized bouquet relies on orange and coral tea roses and matching vanda orchids for its undeniably rich appeal.
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Beautiful but heavily textured orange dahlias can seem like too much next to a highly detailed fabric; they call for a gown that’s perfectly plain.

TALL CENTERPIECES
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Vertical arrangements allow guests to see and speak to one another easily and are perfect for a formal affair.
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On longer tables, alternating tall centerpieces, like this arrangement of white lilies, with shorter ones contributes to a visually pleasing composition.
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A good variety of textures and heights make this all-white floral design anything but boring.
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Long-stemmed calla lilies and cymbidium orchid branches crisscross at the top. Fuchsia orchids float in the vases below.
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Tall, large centerpieces in orange, cream, and green provide a dramatic focal point as part of an otherwise neutrally decorated reception.
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A tall vase filled with bright yellow lemons is like a fresh ray of sunshine.
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A tall, white tapered vase adds elegance to a bright yellow centerpiece.
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A perfect complement to a castle wedding, flowers in reds and burgundies bunched together in a candelabra evoke a medieval romance.
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A tall arrangement set in a slim glass vase creates a dramatic, but not overpowering, effect.
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Dripping arrangements of red roses make for dramatic counterpoints to the turquoise linens.
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Rustic twigs prevent this vertical, orange arrangement from looking too contrived.
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Placing lampshades where flowers usually go can be risky but well worth it. The graphic shape and solid color instantly modernize a traditional venue.
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Branchlike white blooms brighten the tablescapes of this reception.
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A few magnificently towering centerpieces among subtler like-hued arrangements result in décor that’s grand, not grandiose.
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The lampshade shape coupled with the sheer height of this arrangement turns it into a showstopper, and the lei-like strands of orchids offer a welcoming, tropical feel.

LOW CENTERPIECES
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Short and lush arrangements work well for elegant and understated tables.
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Lavender sweet peas pick up the color of the Victorian plates while white anemones and greenery give the arrangement a just-picked look befitting a sunny daytime wedding.
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Romance meets royalty with these silver pedestals overflowing with pastel roses, mini–calla lilies, and hydrangeas. Candleholders with dangling crystals add glitz.
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A shallow bowl with a romantic mix of roses and cymbidium orchids mimics the size and shape of the nearby chargers.
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Various flowers close to the table, in shades of pink, white, and green, add a soft, girly touch to an otherwise masculine brown tablecloth.
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Green and white is always right for a classic, fresh combo.
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The Septima table is named for one of the couple’s favorite brands of wine. Green script matches the low centerpieces, and a clever cork stand plays up the wine theme.
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When roses, cymbidium orchids, and button mums are massed in full, round shapes and varying heights, the result has a decidedly modern edge. And the flower in the napkin ring is a pretty, unexpected touch to the tablescape.
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Green and orange linens are paired with a white table and stout arrangements to create a modern atmosphere.
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A tightly packed centerpiece incorporating herbs and gorgeous deep-red flowers resembles an oil painting.
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Low-lying peonies and ferns are set in short vases for lush and lovely centerpieces.
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A low bunch of white hydrangeas paired with bigger blooms in vases of alternating heights makes for an eye-catching tablescape.
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Opaque vases in interesting shapes give any arrangement a contemporary quality, even ones with classic blooms like peonies, calla lilies, lilies of the valley, and lady’s mantle.

FINISHING TOUCHES
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Small style accents can transform your wedding into something wonderful.
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Striped ribbon adds a nautical detail to a classic white bouquet.
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A mix of blush and white garden roses is accessorized with a monogrammed ribbon.
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A fabric bouquet like this one can lend an antique feel to your ceremony—and will last forever.
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Boutonnieres come in all shapes and sizes. This small, refined fabric version suits an elegant ceremony.
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What’s cuter than a pretty flower girl dressed in pink and green? These little ladies all lined up in a preppy row.
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Instead of a basket, this flower girl carries an antique cake stand down the aisle.
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Instead of tossing petals, the flower girls can tote a pretty purple pomander down the aisle.
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Green flowers nestled in a rustic metal pail create an organic look that fits any garden wedding.
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A pomander of yellow button mums hangs in an unexpected place: a bronzed birdcage.
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A pool near the reception is the perfect resting place for pavé floral arrangements.
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Small details, like pretty flowers decorating the chairs that line the aisle, make for a beautiful ceremony space.
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This outdoor ceremony features stunning city views that are beautifully offset by the organic flower design of the huppah.
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A large bouquet of white roses set in a dramatic vase easily draws the guests’ attention to the escort card display.
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Small, dense pink arrangements look almost like floral bows hanging on the back of these draped chairs.
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