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Potted Plants Gallery 
With its decorative containers, wooden arbor and abundance of tropical blooms, 
Potted Plants creates a genteel atmosphere in keeping with the early Victorian 
days of the building. Botany was one of the most popular sciences of the 19th 
Century. Europeans and North Americans were simply possessed by the hunt for 
unusual plants and took up the practice of identifying, cataloguing and pressing 
plants in droves. The century also saw an unprecedented boom in greenhouse 
construction to house large private and public collections of heat-loving tropical 
plants. 
 
Territorial expansion was the name of the game during the Victorian era, and one 
of its enduring symbols is the exotic plant. Collected on daring adventures in far 
flung corners of the world, tropical plants were among the most prized of the 
countless natural wonders and seemingly endless resources that were paraded 
home from the unfortunate tropics during the 19th Century.  
 

European plant collectors had been making journeys 
into the tropics since the 16th Century to gather 
seeds and spores of tropical plants, but the 
introduction of the Wardian Case (left photo) in 1827 
changed everything. This portable forerunner of the 
modern terrarium enabled collectors to transport 
tender young plants and the more delicate species 
that would ordinarily die on the journey home. The 
Wardian Case started a revolution in the traffic of 
tropical plants. One can be found in the lobby. 

 
Now an increasingly comfortable European and North American middle-class 
could indulge its passion for subtropical gardening, the creation of a tropical 
looking garden in a temperate climate. Plant crazes began. There was fern 
madness, rhododendron hysteria, the coleus craze and many others.  
 
In England, the abolition of the glass tax in 1845 and the construction of the 
famed Crystal Palace in 1851 helped fuel the vogue for heated conservatories, 
and soon conservatories were being added on to elegant homes across Europe 
and America. Entertaining in the conservatory was the height of fashion. The 
exotic orchids and carnivorous plants inside served as interesting conversation 
pieces for dinner parties and social occasions. 
 
The Victorians liked to rotate their plants in and out of the conservatory, 
continually refreshing the display inside. They were also believers in the “more is 
better” philosophy of décor. So, ornamental pots and fancy furnishings were 
essential components of the 19th Century conservatory.   
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Pots 
The Conservatory of Flowers applies the essence of this Victorian design 
principle to Potted Plants which features an elegant wooden arbor, several 
decorative benches and an extensive and valuable collection of containers. But 
in a contemporary twist to an old theme, the emphasis is on the tropical countries 
where the plants on display grow. The majority of these beautiful urns and pots 
were handcrafted by talented artisans around the tropical globe. 
 
The above was excerpted from Treasures of the Conservatory of Flowers by Nina Sazevich. 
 

 
ARCHITECTURE / DESIGN / ARTWORK 
 

 Potted Plants pays homage to the Conservatory’s Victorian roots, 
recreating an historical development termed by garden historians 
“Victorian Pot Culture.” In Victorian glasshouses visitors encountered a 
diversity of potted plants displayed on benches, arranged to allow people 
to stop and admire one interesting flower or plant after another. 

 

 An ipé wood arbor with hints of Asian design influence stands in the center 
of this gallery. This handcrafted structure was created by Gene DeSmidt 
of DeSmidt Design Build.  The arbor is built from Tabebuia avellandae 
(syn. T. ipé), an exotic South American ironwood.  This certified lumber 
was harvested from sustainable, managed forests. Ipé is extremely decay, 
pest and fire resistant.  The wood is so heavy a forklift was necessary to 
assemble the finished components of the arbor. 
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Plant Families from our Potted Plants Gallery 
The following pages detail some of the most popular plants found in this gallery: 
 

1. African mask, Alocasia amazonica 
2. Mexican yam or Tortoise plant, Dioscorea macrostachya 
3. Madagascar palm, Pachypodium lamerei 
4. Bat flower, Tacca chantrieri 
5. Tuberous Begonias, Begonia spp. 
6. Ficus Family, Moraceae 
7. Sensitive plant, Mimosa pudica 
8. Economic Plant: Vanilla 
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PLANT INFORMATION SHEET 
Family: Araceae 
 
Botanical Name: Alocasia amazonica (name 
confusing because it does not occur naturally 
in Amazon forests. It was brought into 
cultivation there 1950 and discrepancy about 
this name is interesting.) 
 
Common Name(s): African Mask, Elephant’s 
Ear
 
Country of Origin: Phillipines and 
Borneo  
 
Native Habitat: Moist tropical rainforest 
understory 
 
Galleries where found: Aquatics and 
Potted Plants 
 
This plant is noteworthy because...  

 Comes from a tuber just like its relative, the Taro. 

 Horticultural value as it is a popular ornamental. 

 Related to the Amphophallus, Anthurium and Philodendron. 
 
An interesting adaptation of this plant is… 

 Water repellant leaf to keep molds, fungus and other plants from growing 
on it and blocking its sunlight. 

 Flowers are on a short stalk, not conspicuous, often hidden behind the 
leaves. 

 
Is this plant or its native habitat endangered or threatened? Nothing 
mentioned specifically. 
 
General Plant Description & Characteristics: Glossy textured, dark green to 
almost black Leaves, very ornate, with prominent veins of a light silver. Leaves 
are arrow shaped pointing downward. Has a pinkish/white flower typical of 
Araceae with the Spadix and the cream colored Spathe. Male flowers are on the 
top of the spike and the female flowers on the bottom are often hidden by the 
unfolding spathe. 
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PLANT INFORMATION SHEET 
Family: Dioscoreaceae 
 
Botanical Name: Dioscorea 
macrostachya (now known as 
mexicana) 
 
Common Name(s): Tortoise plant, 
Mexican yam, Barbasco de placa 
 
Country of Origin: Mexico, El 
Salvador, Panamia 
 
Native Habitat: Semiarid areas 
 
Galleries where found: Potted 
Plants 
 
This plant is noteworthy 
because...  

 Our plant is about 75 years 
old! 

 In 1940 it was discovered 
how to convert diosgenin 

from Mexican yam into progesterone, leading to the oral contraceptive.  

 The pharmaceutically untreated Dioscorea is used for: abdominal colic, 
spasmodic hiccough, painful vomiting, gastritis, irritable bowel syndrome, 
chronic hepatic congestion, urinary tract spasms, and rheumatism.  

 
An interesting adaptation of this plant is… 

 Dioecious (male and female flowers on different plants; we have a male. 

 Drought adapted: has a “woody on the outside to retain moisture” storage 
unit for the base (a caudex) that sprouts a single vine. This caudex is the 
“yam,” an above-ground tuber.  

 
Is this plant or its native habitat endangered or threatened? It suffers from 
loss of habitat. 
 
General Plant Description & Characteristics: Looks like a sprouting tortoise 
shell. The vine comes out of the tortoise shell and grows on to the arbor. The 
caudex only sprouts roots from the sides, not underneath. 
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PLANT INFORMATION SHEET 
Family: Apocynaceae (Dogbane family) 
 
Botanical Name: Pachypodium lamerei 
(in Greek = “thick foot”) 
 
Common Name(s): Madagascar palm (it’s not 
a true palm)
 
Country of Origin: Madagascar  
 
Native Habitat: Seasonally dry 
landscapes 
 
Galleries where found: Potted Plants 
 
This plant is noteworthy because... 

 Has a tall, silver-gray trunk 
covered in spines that rarely 
branches and leaves only grow at 
the top of the trunk. 

 Other family members include: Oleander, Plumeria, Allamanda, and 
Vinca. 

 The flowers form only on mature plants, which could take 10 or more 
years. 

 
An interesting adaptation of this plant is… 

 The trunk of tree is succulent because it stores water to survive the 
drought season or periods of root desiccation in exposed dry and rocky 
conditions. 

 Spinescence- adaptive feature to collect moisture from fogs and dews! 
The spines often point downward so the moisture falls directly to the roots. 
The degree of spinescence demonstrates the degree to which the plant 
depends upon the spines for collecting water. While cacti spines evolved 
from leaves, Pachypodium spines evolved from stipules. 

 They have a superficial root system to take advantage of dripping water 
from spines. 

 
Is this plant or its native habitat endangered or threatened? It is a protected 
species to prevent poaching and safeguard against habitat destruction. 
 
General Plant Description & Characteristics: Distinguishing features are a 
thick spine-bearing trunk, with leaves only at the top. It is a succulent plant with 
large, fragrant white flowers. 
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PLANT INFORMATION SHEET 
Family: Dioscoreaceae 
 
Botanical Name:  
Tacca chantrieri 
 
Common Name(s): Bat Flower, 
Devil Flower, Tiger’s Whiskers
 
Country of Origin: tropical 
regions of south-eastern 
Asia including Thailand, 
Malaysia & China.  
 
Native Habitat: tropical, 
understory of rainforest 
 
 
 

Galleries where found: Potted Plants, small plant also in Highlands 
 
This plant is noteworthy because... Bold foliage and large “bat-like” flowers up 
to 12 inches across. Plants are pollinated by flies. 
 
An interesting adaptation of this plant is…  

 The Flower is actually an inflorescence as there are several small black 
flowers subtended by 3 black bracts.  

 The long whiskers give the genus an interesting look and are believed, 
along with the dark color and large size, to attract carrion eaters as 
pollinators. The whiskers are actually filiform bracteoles. 

 
Is this plant or its native habitat endangered or threatened? They are 
endangered in their native habitat, but popular as a horticultural oddity with 
gardeners. 
 
General Plant Description & Characteristics: Beautiful upright foliage and a 
large black “flower” which is actually 3 black bracts making the smaller black 
flowers more pronounced. Whiskers can be up to 28 inches long.  
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PLANT INFORMATION SHEET 
Family: Begoniaceae 
 
Botanical Name: Begonia spp. 
 
Common Name(s):  
Tuberous Begonia
 
Country of Origin: Native to 
rainforests in South America, 
tuberous begonias were first 
discovered in 1864. 
 
Native Habitat: Shady and wet 
habitats such as forest understory 

and are often epiphytic or lithophytic in the wild. 
 
Galleries where found: Potted Plants in the fall 
 
This plant is noteworthy because...  

 Economic importance for horticultural use in greenhouses and as house 
plants. 

 The magnificent flowers- plain, ruffled, or toothed; come in red, orange, 
white, salmon, and pink blooms and make great potted plants. 

 Plants are easily hybridized and cultivated in the temperate zone.  
 
An interesting adaptation of this plant is… 

 Plants drop their leaves and enter a dormant period for the winter. 

 The plant comes from a tuber- a short thickened underground stem 
bearing buds from which new shoots grow. You cannot cut the tuber into 
pieces like a potato. 

 
Is this plant or its native habitat endangered or threatened?  
They are considered endangered in the wild. 
 
General Plant Description & Characteristics:  
The flower is unisexual (male flowers separate from female) and the plant 
monoecious (male and female on one plant). The ovary is usually sharply angled 
or winged and the fruit often winged with 2 chambers. The young leaves often 
have one side larger than the other.  
 
Image Credit: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Begonia_x_tuberhybrida_1005Pink1.JPG 
 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Begonia_x_tuberhybrida_1005Pink1.JPG
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PLANT INFORMATION SHEET 
Family: Moraceae 
 
Botanical Name:  Ficus various 
species including F. aurea (Florida 
strangler fig), F. barbata (Bearded Fig), 
F. watkinsiana, F. obliqua, and F. 
benghalensis, F. deltoidea (Mistletoe 
Fig, photo) 
 
Common Name(s) Strangler Fig 
 
Country of Origin:  Fig species can 
be found in many tropical regions. 
 
Native Habitat: Dark tropical forests. 
 
Galleries where found: Sculpture in 
Aquatics, Potted Plants 
 
This plant is noteworthy because... 
 

The Strangler Fig begins life as a seed in the branches of a tree.  The seedlings 
grow their roots downward, enveloping the host tree while the ficus grows 
upward toward the sun.  Eventually the host tree is "strangled" to death and as it 
decays it provides nutrient for the strangler fig which can grow to be over 200 
feet tall with a canopy up to 60 feet across, providing a home to other epiphytes 
and animals and providing food for birds and mammals.  Documentation shows 
that in some cases the roots have gone so far down into the earth that they 
reached the water table causing water to bubble up into springs which have 
joined together to form rivers. 
 
An interesting adaptation of this plant is… 
 
It is one of the few epiphytes that kills the host - most epiphytes are only "using 
the real estate". 
 
Is this plant or its native habitat endangered or threatened? If so, what work 
is being done to preserve it and what can a CoF visitor do to help?  
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PLANT INFORMATION SHEET 
Family: Fabaceae  
sub family, Mimosoideae 
 
Botanical Name: 
Mimosa pudica (pudica is latin 
for bashful) 
 
Common Name(s):
Sensitive plant, humble 
plant, touch-me-not, 
bashful, and sleeping 
grass 
 
Country of Origin: 
Jungles of Central and 
South America, but now 
is pan tropical 
 

Native Habitat: Open grasslands 
 
Galleries where found: Aquatics, behind the bench on the East wall. 
 
This plant is noteworthy because:  

 The leaves have nyctinastic movement (foliage closes during darkness 
and opens in light) 

 The leaves have seismonastic movement (foliage closes due to touching 
or movement)  

 Night or touching causes the release of a chemical in the stems which 
forces water out of cell vacuoles, producing cell collapse and leaf collapse.  

 It has nodules in the roots for nitrogen fixing bacteria like all Legumes. 
 
An interesting adaptation of this plant is… 
The leaf is usually flat, but at the onset of darkness or when touched, the leaflets 
curl up and “hide”. This movement makes the plants less likely to be eaten by 
predators.  
 
Is this plant or its native habitat endangered or threatened? Quite the 
opposite, this plant is an invasive species in its non-native countries. Grows in 
open fields and in dry thickets it may become a fire hazard.  
 
General Plant Description & Characteristics: Pink pom-pom flowers are 
pollinated by wind. It has an erect stem but becomes a creeping annual, which 
grows close to the ground. Fruit is typical pod like other legumes. 
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Economic Plants in the Potted Plants Gallery 

Vanilla orchid, Vanilla planifolia, Orchidaceae  

 Tropical America 

 The orchid family is considered the second largest family of flowering 
plants (after the daisy family). 

 The flowers are bee-pollinated in the Americas.  However, most cultivated 
vanilla is grown in Madagascar, where the pollinating bees are absent.  
Because of this, the vanilla flowers are hand-pollinated.  This process is 
made more labor intensive by the fact that the flowers only live for 24 
hours, and so plants must be inspected every day for new blooms.  

 This orchid produces pod-like fruits, inaccurately called “beans”, that are 
the source of vanilla extract used as a flavoring and in perfumes. 

 One of the only vining orchids, vanilla plants climb on the trunks of trees or 
poles by means of aerial roots; they can grow to almost 90 feet. 

 The Aztecs originally used vanilla as a flavoring for chocolate, and the 
Spanish carried it back to Europe where it was used for this same 
purpose. 

 Vanilla extract is obtained from the unopened seed capsules; inside the 
pulpy pods are thousands of minute seeds. The tiny brown or black 
specks in vanilla ice cream can tell you that real vanilla beans were used.  

 
 


