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A Smorgasbord of Wedding Customs and Rituals

Tradition, culture, symbolism and religion play a huge part in the ceremonies
of marriage. So, in anticipation of wedding season, we bring to you a myriad
of wedding custom and ritual—just a tease.

Wedding Virtues

Here comes the bride all dressed in ____ . Thanks to Queen Victoria and a
great little rhyming action, we instantly fill in the blank. White—it’s the color
of innocence and purity.

But not all cultures hold highest the virtue of innocence and purity. For
instance, Chinese brides wear red, a symbolic reference to love and joy. The
red theme is carried over into many aspects of the wedding celebration.
Indian brides also often wear red. In Hinduism, the color red has high
importance and is linked to happiness. Korean brides sport colorful attire
but usually include a base of red and yellow for joy and life—but may be
dependant on class. And Vietnamese brides also hold high the virtue of
prosperity and happiness by incorporating the colors red and yellow. Sticking
out from the rest, Spanish brides may wear black—not a sign of mourning
but an outward display of the vow we know as: ‘til death do us part. Japanese
brides take wearing white (for purity) to greater measures and often have
their skin painted white.

Trivia Question I: Before Western popularization of white bridal gowns, Irish
brides used to wear what color?

A Japanese wedding in the Shinto tradition.
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Elephants are an important symbol in traditional and
contemporary Indian wedding ceremonies.

Show Me the Money Gold

Many cultures spanning from South and Central America to the Middle East
and Asia incorporate gold—be it in actual coins or cloth—to represent good
fortune, prosperity and security. Some brides may drape their head, neck,
shoulders, bodice and wrists with gold jewelry or gold cloth, while others
may hide a gold coin in their shoes—a Finnish tradition. The traditional
Persian wedding setting, called the Sofreh-ye Aghd, includes a gold
embroidered fabric and a bowl of gold coins. Gold coins and gold jewelry are
also used in various aspects of the ceremony, especially the gift giving. On the
flip side, Italian lore insinuates that wearing gold on a wedding day brings
bad luck.

Trivia Question 2: Traditional Spaniard, Latin American and Filipino grooms
give the bride 13 coins, displaying his trust in his bride and showing his
ability to provide. What is the significance of 13?

Symbolism and Superstition

Something old, something new, something borrowed and something

blue. Every culture has their thing. For many American brides, it’s the
accumulation of the above—that and a close guard of keeping the bride
away from the groom until the ceremony. What are other unique rituals and

symbols?

Brooke Sheldon, the owner and event planner for Lilybrooke Events, Grand
Haven (and more) once planned a mixed Indian-American marriage in
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which elephant place cards (doubling as party favors) graced every table.
Wedding officiate, Reverend Lee Ann Clausen of The Bride’s Maid, Fremont,
once experienced a wedding in which the Indian couple made an entrance

of enormous proportions—by elephant. You might think: Sormebody likes
elephants. How nice. But elephants are more than a beloved creature for
Indian culture. Trunk up, they symbolize prosperity and well-being. The
elephant’s complex symbolism even extends into Hindu and Buddhism
tradition.

A more common household object becomes a highly significant part of

the finalization of marriage for some African and many African-American
weddings. A broom! If you’ve ever participated in a wedding and wondered
why, here’s the answer: It signifies the divide between the separate lives of
bride and groom and the future. It’s also symbolic for setting up house. The
ritual may bear a heavier significance to the African-American, as, during the
restrictions of slavery, jumping-the-broom was the wedding ceremony.

While many people shy away from broken items like broken mirrors,

the literal breaking of goblet, plates and bread—signify unity, good luck

and fertility, respectively. In Jewish ceremonies, the man stomps on a
wineglass—safely covered in cloth. And like the glass, the unified couple

is forever changed. Italians break glasses and count the shattered pieces to
foretell the number of years the couple will share. Russians break glasses too,
like the Greeks break plates. It’s not just for a smashing good time but also
for good luck. The mother-in-law of a Finnish bride wears a plate on her
head during the couple’s first dance—in hopes that it falls and breaks into
many pieces, assuming that she wants lots of grandchildren. And once upon
a time, brides had the privilege of having people bonk them over heads with
bread—supposedly the origins of wedding cake—also a fertility ritual. (Let’s
hope those Romans made a relatively soft and breakable bread—youch.)

Trivia Question 3: Why does the Sudanese Maid of Honor burn seven
broomsticks pre-wedding?

Sweet and Delicious versus Evil and Malicious

Typical American wedding well wishers say all kinds of poetic things in cards
and toasts, but well wishing for the couple is not always reserved for rehearsal
dinners and receptions. For example, the Persian wedding ceremony includes
the sprinkling of sugar over a scarf or shawl held above the couple’s heads.
The women chosen to do this are happily married women, one who already
have a good marriage, and while showering the couple with literal sweetness,
the women “toast” the couple all of life’s sweet blessings.

Honey is also an important part of the Persian ceremony; to finalize the
union, the newlyweds feed each other honey from their fingertips. The

Irish incorporate the use of wedding honey in the form of drink. Mead, or
fermented honey, has significance to the bride and groom in terms of fertility
and virility and is given in plenty to the couple and their guests. Polish brides
and grooms also get some sweet wishes in the form of honey cakes. And in
some African-American ceremonies honey is one of the four elements of
marriage.

Honey is a tradition in Persian wedding ceremonies.
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Henna and gold jewelry are important for many Middle Eastern,
Asian and North African cultures.j

As sweet as life can be, weddings acknowledge the darker sides too. The
Tasting of the Four Elements, as mentioned above, also represents the sour
and bitter aspects of marriage. And in ancient Greek ceremonies, evil spirits
are chased away by the bride’s fire-colored veils—red and yellow.

Henna, a plant-derived ink, has been made popular throughout the world
by the ornate use of North African, Persian and Indian cultures, although
some subcultures may dab just a blot of henna on the palms. Either way, the
implications are the same: to keep away the evil eye. Oh, and have loads of
fun doing it! Sholeh Veiseh, owner of Down to Earth and of Persian descent,
equates the Persian henna ceremony to a female-bonding bachelorette party.

And if mother-in-laws are a bigger concern than evil spirits, adapt the
Persian tradition in which, after the sprinkling of sugar, one corner of the
shawl or scarf is sewn together—to figuratively sew up the lips of the bride’s
new mom.

Trivia Question 4: What is the supposed Irish origin of the term “honeymoon™?

The Wedding Thief

Many all-about-wedding websites are encouraging brides and grooms to
personalize their weddings, even if it means borrowing from other cultures.
So don’t be surprised to find something a little out of the ordinary this
wedding season: a simple elephant party favor, a Guam-inspired pig roast or
a Latin American fiesta—after a Celtic themed hors d’ceuvres.

Trivia Question 5: What's the percentage of wedding receptions keeping it
traditional versus small and intimate or modern and trendy?

Trivia Answers:

1.) Blue for purity

2.) The total number of Christ + his disciples

3.) To get rid of bad habits

4.) Traditionally Irish grooms would sequester their brides from society
for one full month. The mark of the beginning would be the wedding feast
in which mead (a honey-fermented drink) flowed freely; this period lasted
through a complete lunar cycle.

5.) 43% (Courtesy of Brides.com)

A special thanks to Sholeh Veiseh (pronounced Show-lay Vase-uh) of Down to Earth, Grand Haven,
who shared with me many facets of the Persian wedding through childhood and recent experiences.
And a special thanks to Brooke Sheldon of Lilybrooke Events, Grand Haven, and Reverend Clausen,
The Bride’s Maid, Fremont, who both shared with me their unique wedding experiences involving
other cultures and nationalities.

Amanda Aggoune is a freelance writer from Muskegon. Get
strong and svelte for the upcoming wedding season. Visit
http://personaltrainerd4you.com, home of Personal Trainer 4
You, Inc. where initial consultations are pressure-and-fee free.
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