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		For Josh


		


	

			Introduction


			It’s hard to say exactly when the wedding industry erupted into the prodigious enterprise that it’s become, peddling mass-produced gowns and lavish parties that people can barely afford, but attitudes have thankfully begun to shift. Couples today want a carefully cultivated celebration that’s unpretentious, beautifully designed, and reflective of their unique partnership—but what exactly does that look like, and how do you pull it off?


			As an editor at a wedding magazine, I am always on the lookout for examples of weddings that embody this forward-thinking ethos, and have been lucky enough to get to know the people behind them and learn about their creative processes. In the course of my work (and in preparation for my own wedding), I have reviewed thousands of celebrations from across the country (and farther afield), and this exhaustive search eventually culminated in this book.


			One of the most important things I’ve learned is that a couple’s budget does not determine whether they have a beautiful and meaningful wedding. The key to planning a memorable event isn’t how much you spend, how grand it appears, or how fancy your planner is; it’s about finding special ways to convey your core values. In this book, you are given the tools to reclaim your wedding day as something you can design (and actually pull off) in a way that is truly authentic. This means embracing your natural surroundings; celebrating timeless ideas and traditions; and focusing on the emotional qualities of the day, not just how it will look in pictures.
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			Each chapter unpacks an element of a wedding—from stationery and gifts to flowers and tablescapes—with examples that will appeal to couples who care about how things are made, who are conscious of how the choices they make impact the world around them, and who are not influenced by trends. Modern dresses, minimalist ceremony structures, naked cakes, and frameworthy invitation suites are all illustrated with photos from real weddings. Interspersed between these chapters are “case studies” featuring couples who were able to translate what is most important to them and their relationships into weddings that were totally unique. There’s a destination fete in the Tuscan countryside, an artful “house party” in Brooklyn, a same-sex wedding in Big Sur, a new age celebration in Kauai, and more. While the examples range in style, budget, and location and represent various cultures and religious traditions, the couples behind them all share the belief that authenticity on this day matters above all else. 


			There are many ways to throw a modern wedding. Let these pages give you the freedom to design a wedding that is wholly you, whatever that may look like, by taking a closer look at the things that add meaning to your life and finding ways to incorporate them into your celebration. If it comes from the heart, it will be beautiful.
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			This new spin on the classic blue-and-white palette features a soft velvet runner, mismatched vintage plating, a faded blue linen napkin, and a blue-and-white deckle-edged menu with the couple’s custom heraldry.


			


			The Color Story


			One of the first things you’ll be asked after you get engaged is “What are your colors?” (Translation: “What’s the color scheme of your wedding?”) Before you can answer that question, you’ll need to determine what kind of feeling you want your wedding to evoke (think “modern and eccentric” or “traditional and feminine”). 


			Creating a mood board, whether it’s a physical bulletin board or a digital one, such as a Pinterest board, is the best way to help you establish a general tone and feeling for your wedding.


			As you cull pictures for your board, don’t limit yourself to wedding images. A wedding represents the confluence of so many different lifestyle categories (fashion, music, design, food and wine, travel), and pulling references from a wide range of nonwedding sources will help make your day more unique. Include pictures of anything that inspires you, be it a favorite flower, a piece of artwork you love, a page from a fashion magazine or a book on interior design, a family heirloom, or a swatch of fabric. Try to incorporate images that are meaningful to your relationship—something you purchased on a trip, the menu from your favorite restaurant.


			As this mosaic comes together, take a step back and look at the big picture: Does everything feel minimalist? Rustic? Edgy? More or less traditional? Once you extrapolate a few key words to define your mood board, you will be ready to focus on the actual color palette (or, the “color story”).


			Traditionally, couples pick two or three hues to make up their color story (the most classic combination being white, blush, and green), but a newer approach is to select a wider range of tones to create a more nuanced palette (for example, a moody autumnal story of olive, maroon, cream, pumpkin, and navy). More relaxed couples may even be open to letting their color story naturally reveal itself as they go through the process of designing their wedding instead of pre-selecting hues.


			The colors that you choose should obviously be ones that you love (these are usually apparent on your mood board), but they should also be reflective of the season (What flowers will be in bloom when you get married? Will the surrounding landscape be lush or dry?) and the colors of your venue (if it’s a dark, wood-paneled room, you may need to use light colors). And, of course, they should complement one another. If you aren’t sure which colors work well together, order a Pantone book or use paint samples from a hardware store to try out different combinations. Pin these colors to your mood board so you have one centralized reference point. 


			Establishing a color story early and being mindful of it as you move through the design process will make each individual decision you face much easier (as you’ll have essentially narrowed down the options for yourself in advance) and will leave you with a wedding that feels considered the whole way through.
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			For a citrus-themed wedding in the California desert, shades of yellow and orange were woven into elements used throughout the day, from the bridesmaids’ gowns and kumquat-laden flower crowns to the ceremonial garland and the ikebana centerpieces.
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			In this speed-obsessed age of email and Evites, the process of designing an invitation suite forces us to slow down and think carefully about how we communicate with one another. The subtleties of how this information is presented—including details like wax seals, custom icons, and printing techniques—are often just as telling as what’s written inside.


			Think about your invitation suite (and save-the-date) as a preview of your wedding, with hints of your color story (see here), details that evoke the event’s level of formality, and language that’s uniquely reflective of your personalities. And here, perhaps more than any other part of wedding planning, there are etiquette rules that you should be aware of (whether or not you decide to actually follow them).


			Creating a Guest List


			One of the first things you’ll need to do after becoming engaged is create a guest list, because deciding how many people to invite will inform almost every other decision you make. This is of course easier said than done! Start by organizing the names in a spreadsheet (Google Sheets allows for easy updating and sharing, though Excel works, too) or on a planning site (such as AppyCouple.com, WeddingWire.com, or AllSeated.com). More than just an invitation tracker, this spreadsheet will be a central place for you to chart lodging information and gifts. Include columns for the following categories.


			•	Titles and full names (written exactly as the invitation should be addressed—see here)


			•	Names for the inner envelope (if using)


			•	Street address


			•	City


			•	State


			•	Zip code


			•	Country (if you have a large number of international invitees)


			•	Other events guests are invited to (the rehearsal dinner, for example)


			•	RSVP status (and RSVP card number—see here)


			•	Entrée choice (if applicable)


			•	Food sensitivities


			•	Hotel and room number (if you are delivering welcome bags and itineraries)


			•	Off-registry gifts (most registries offer a tracking service)


			•	Email address (if you are doing an Evite or for emergency correspondence)
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			The B-List


			Many couples choose to send out a second round of invitations (i.e., to the “B-list”) as they receive regrets from their first round of invitees. (Note: There’s no way to accurately determine the number of regrets to anticipate, but it’s usually 20 to 25 percent of invitees for local weddings and up to 35 percent for destination events.) Obviously, you don’t want people to know they are on the B-list, so if you are planning to mail invitations in stages, consider mailing the first round earlier than you normally would (see here)—that way, the second round won’t encroach too closely on the wedding date (though you may still need to print a later reply-by date on second-round invites). If you are still worried that the turnaround time will be too short, consider asking all guests to reply via email instead of mailing back a reply card to expedite the process.


			

			Getting Hitched on a Holiday While you might be planning to take a week or two off from work to get married, chances are your guests won’t be able to allot more than a couple of days to your wedding (if that), so choosing a date over a long holiday weekend might be a practical choice, especially if your wedding events extend over multiple days or if you are having a destination wedding. Try to avoid major holidays, when guests may have family or religious obligations. Presidents’ Day, Memorial Day, and Labor Day weekends, as well as Halloween and New Year’s Eve, are acceptable options—just be sure to mail the save-the-dates well in advance (closer to eight months before the wedding), as people often make plans for these holidays, and hotels and flights are in higher demand during these times.


			


			Timeline & Budget


			Designing and ordering the different components of your wedding suite and any additional paper goods will require some organization. Break down the process into three general stages: first designing the invitation (and all the enclosure cards with it), then the save-the-date, and finally the day-of stationery (such as ceremony programs and table numbers). Then, based on your initial preferences for paper stock and printing method, your stationer will give you itemized quotes for each component, which will help you decide how to allocate your budget. For example, you may not be happy with splurging on the invitation if it means having to skimp on your program. As you go through the process, ask your stationer for updated quotes for any changes that will influence the cost—the little details can quickly add up, so if you have a firm budget, be sure to give your stationer a number not to exceed.


			

			Extra Invitations


			It can be costly to print more invitations after placing your initial order, so get at minimum an extra 10 percent up front. There will always be invitations that don’t arrive and will need to be re-sent. You also need to anticipate guests you may want to invite off the B-list. And you will want extras  to frame and for your  wedding album.


			


			

			

				

					

					

				

				

					

							

							Stationery Timeline


						

					


					

							

							Time Before Wedding


						

							

							Task


						

					


					

							

							9 Months*


						

							

							Interview and hire a stationer


						

					


					

							

							6 Months**


						

							

							Send out save-the-dates


						

					


					

							

							4 Months


						

							

							Order invitations (be sure to build in time to proof/edit them)


						

					


					

							

							2½ Months


						

							

							Assemble and address invitations (if hiring a calligrapher, build in their turnaround time)


						

					


					

							

							8 Weeks


						

							

							Send out first round of invitations


						

					


					

							

							6 Weeks***


						

							

							Send out B-list invitations (if applicable)


						

					


				

			


			*Or at least 3 months prior to your target save-the-date mailing


			**Or up to a year in advance if you are having a destination wedding or have many international invitees


			***Or as you receive regrets
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			This suite features a Picasso-inspired dove and the motto for the weekend, “Laissez les bons temps rouler!” (“Let the good times roll!”)


			


			Hiring a Stationer


			Unless you are up for the task of designing and printing invitations yourself (basic templates can be found online at sites like Crane.com and Minted.com), a stationer is one of the first vendors you’ll want to secure. Make an appointment with a few different people to view their wedding and nonwedding portfolios—some stationers will also have sample books from traditional companies like Crane & Co. and William Arthur. Learn about their process: Do they have on-site or off-site printing? (Having on-site capabilities, which is rare, means they can work with shorter turnaround times and make last-minute adjustments.) Do they offer professional calligraphy, foil-stamping, embossing, engraving, and die-cutting? Can they create custom wax seals? What about monogrammed cocktail napkins and matchboxes? And, of course, you’ll want to talk about cost—couples are often surprised at the high cost of paper goods, so ask for an itemized proposal before you commit. Note that some stationers offer wedding packages for which all of the costs are listed up front, but these packages often leave very little room for alterations.
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			This artistic invitation was housed within a white folding card containing information about the rehearsal dinner and farewell brunch. A blush reply card was placed on the exterior.


			


			

			Cost Control While custom (or even semi-custom) stationery is the ideal, all of the details can quickly make a dent in your budget. Here are a few tips to help you keep costs in check.


			• Allow enough time to avoid expedited freight and rush fees (see here).


			• Get clear on your budget, and be direct with your stationer about it. If changes are made in design meetings, ask for an updated quote.


			• Save costly printing techniques for the “big moments.” For example, engrave/letterpress only the invitation, and flat print the rest of the pieces. 


			• Proof your invitations with the greatest care to avoid having to reprint.


			• Do it yourself: make your own wax seals, hand-address your own envelopes, and handle your own mailing.


			


			Suite Design


			A well-designed stationery suite is the sum of its many many parts. It’s about layering dozens of elements, from the card stock to the stamps, in a cohesive way. Think about the invitation first. For your initial meeting with your stationer, you should have an idea of the time of year of the event, the venue, and the degree of formality. Any design inspiration you can bring (like your mood board—see here) will also help guide your stationer. Then look through their books of samples and evaluate each piece’s individual elements. A sample may have a paper you love and a typeface you dislike, or vice versa. Combining all the elements that appeal to you will help to create your unique look. Once you have a general sense of the invite, you can work backward to create an “appetizer version” for the save-the-date (see here).


			Paper


			Choosing your wedding stationery is such a tactile experience. Pick up and actually feel all the different options. Do you want a classic heavy card stock with a beveled edge? Or something light and layered? Textured or smooth? Remember that the heavier the card stock, the more costly it will be. If you are working with an online stationer or with someone out of town, ask them to send paper samples. Here is an overview of all the paper choices to consider.


			Color: Ecru, white, or colored


			Thickness: Paper weight is measured in grams per square meter (gsm) or in pounds (an ordinary piece of copy paper, for example, is about 75.2 gsm, or about a 20-pound bond)


			Material: Cotton, wood fiber, linen, or vellum (a translucent type of parchment)


			Format: Flat, fold-over, gatefold, or trifold (like a brochure)


			Corners: Square or round


			Edges: Straight, beveled, or deckle (torn)


			Typeface


			Font choices for your invitation suite range widely, from simple block lettering to elaborate cursive script. When considering typefaces, pay special attention to the letters of your first and last names. Note that some typefaces offer alternate letterforms (called glyphs) for certain letters.


			Printing Techniques


			The printing process you choose is a key component of the overall design and cost of your suite. It’s largely informed by your choices of font and paper, as they all need to be compatible. Engraving or letterpress, for example, cannot be done on an ultrathin paper such as vellum. Here are the different methods, ranging from the most straightforward to old-fashioned hand-lettered calligraphy.


			Flat (or Digital): The most basic technique, flat printing takes a digital image and transfers it to paper—no special plates needed. Pros: You can use any color and font, it can be done quickly, and it’s the least expensive option. Cons: The printing will be one-dimensional, and you can’t use thick papers.


			Offset: This is a similar process to digital printing, but here a metal plate is printed on a large rubber cylinder, which then offsets the image onto paper. Pros: Suitable for many weights and colors of paper, it costs less than most other methods and has a fast turnaround time. Con: It’s one-dimensional.


			Thermography: This technique, using ink and powder, gives the effect of engraving—at a much lower cost. Pro: It can be done on almost any kind of paper. Con: Paper snobs will know the difference.


			Engraving and Blind Embossing: With engraving, text is raised on heavy card stock using etched copper plates. Blind embossing uses the same technique as engraving, but it’s done without ink. Pro: Engraving offers beautiful old-world texture and detail. Cons: It is costly and has a slow turnaround time.


			Letterpress: The opposite of engraving, letterpress debosses letters using metal or polymer plates coated with ink. It works best on smooth, heavy paper. This style has become very popular for weddings. Pros: It offers texture but is a little more subtle than engraving. Cons: Like engraving, it is costly and has a slow turnaround time.


			Foil Stamping: This technique is similar to letterpress but uses metallic or pigmented foil (usually gold or silver) rather than ink. Pro: It provides a shiny, lustrous finish. Cons: Color choices are limited, and the process can be costly and slow.


			Hand-Lettered Calligraphy: Decorative handwriting using a pen, brush, or quill can be done on any surface (although smooth paper is preferred). People usually think of hand-lettered calligraphy as stuffy and formal, but nowadays there are many artisans who offer more modern, playful interpretations. Pros: Every card feels like a piece of artwork, with lots of options for customization. Cons: It is the most expensive and slowest option (for these reasons, many couples opt to have their names on the invitation done in calligraphy and have the rest of the suite done in a less costly technique).
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			Modern Monogram


			This clean monogram, where the couple’s initials are artfully intertwined, is reminiscent of a cool business logo and less traditional than a crest. Here, the first letter of the bride’s and groom’s names was the same—not all letters will work well together, so don’t force it.
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			Playful Crest


			A whimsical, hand-painted custom crest has become a beloved design statement for casual and formal weddings alike. A twist on traditional heraldry, it usually features a couple’s initials (pictured) or a meaningful image. Couples can use it afterward for personal stationery and to monogram other home items.
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			Elegant Icon


			Symbols can be reflective of the wedding location, like a cactus for a desert wedding or a palm tree for a tropical fete. For this lunar-themed suite, the couple included a custom-designed navy crescent moon.


			


			Extra Design Details


			First and foremost, your invitation suite needs to communicate information; but aside from the actual text, there are myriad ways to personalize your suite. A custom monogram, crest, or icon is a lovely way to visually connect different components of the suite—as well as napkins, matchbooks, and thank-you notes. There are several ways you can go about creating a custom image: you can design something yourself or commission an artist (there are a few great vendors on Etsy who specialize in monograms and icons), or your stationer can help you create something. And while crests and monograms are the most common choices, invitation suites can feature any kind of decorative artwork, including mural-like illustrations surrounding the text, watercolors, paintings, and/or drawings. Here are some other details to consider. 


			A decorative envelope liner can make for a strong first impression. 


			A layer of tissue over the invitation is an old-fashioned touch (once done as a way to protect the text from smearing). 


			Laser-cuts and die-cuts add extra dimension (this is frequently done for destination weddings in Mexico, to mimic the festive papel picado banners). 


			Inclusions such as dried or pressed flowers, leaves, and/or seeds will give each card a natural, handmade quality.


			A Range of Suite Styles


			There are infinite ways to make your wedding suite unique. Start by thinking in general terms about style: do you want something colorful and exotic, or pared-down and minimal? To give you a better sense of how these ideas translate on paper, I turned to master stationer Jonathan Wright (who specializes in custom letterpress). Here is a sampling of his work, showcasing a wide range of styles.
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			Clean and Classic


			This bright white, squared-edge card is accented with an ivory envelope liner and an image of a lily on the reverse side of the invitation. The emerald-green calligraphy on the envelope ties back to the lily.
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			Black and White


			For an intimate wedding at the bride’s parents’ home, this modern invitation features white hand-lettered calligraphy on a black card. Black watercolor was used to stain the additional enclosure cards.
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			Palm Reader


			The classic hand-lettered calligraphy on this suite is modernized with a few distinguishing characteristics: a horizontal layout, a deep maroon ink, a tropical palm frond envelope liner, and a reverse-color enclosure card with information about additional events.
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			Colorful Crests


			The monograms, color motifs, and special watercolor calligraphy on this suite are light and reflective of this wedding’s tropical setting. For added texture and formality, the small print is letterpress. The turquoise envelopes add a pop of color.
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			Old-World Charm


			This delicate deckle-edged invitation “booklet” features an illustration of the church where the couple wed, drawn by the groom (a tattoo artist) and finished in gold foil. The envelope is lined with custom marbled paper.
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			Royal Blue


			An oversized, superthick card stock with an ornate gold foil monogram, flourished hand-lettered calligraphy, and old-fashioned rounded edges make this suite supremely elegant. A velvet blue ribbon holds it all together. It’s finished with a collection of vintage stamps.
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			Modern Minimalist


			This suite is entirely blind embossed, save for the deep-oak-hued hand-lettered calligraphy on the envelope. The couple shared the same first initial (“J”), which was die-cut and embossed on the front of the gatefold cover.
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			backCountry vibes


			For an elegant Montana wedding, a wildflower frame surrounds the invitation like a fairy-tale mural, and elements of nature are seen throughout the suite (the envelope material is a rustic kraft paper). Each guest was greeted with a handwritten note from the bride on a bandana-inspired square.


			


			Reply Cards


			Before designing your reply cards, you need to decide who is invited to which events. For example, if you aren’t inviting everyone to the rehearsal dinner, you’ll need to design two different RSVP cards. (If you’re inviting everyone to an ancillary event like drinks following the rehearsal dinner, that can be noted on a separate enclosure card.) Then you’ll need to figure out with your caterer if your guests will need to pre-select their entrée choice so you can list the options on the reply card. Those pressed for time may forgo the card entirely and ask all their guests to RSVP to an email address or on their wedding website.


			If you do send a physical reply card, make sure to include a self-addressed, stamped return envelope (do not provide stamps for international guests, as they will need to use their country’s postage). If you don’t get a reply by your due date, follow up with your guests via phone or email to find out their RSVP status (there always seem to be a few invitations that don’t arrive for various reasons). 


			

			NUMBERING YOUR RSVP CARDS 


			Surprisingly, many guests will send back an RSVP card without filling out their name, so you may want to put a number on the back of the card that corresponds to the guest’s name (include this in your spreadsheet—see here).
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			Asking guests to reply via email or hrough a wedding website cuts down on postage, paper goods, and time. Creating a separate email address to share with your partner is also a good way to keep track of all your wedding-related correspondence (it may also be used or your wedding hashtag).


			


			Répondez S’Il Vous Plaît


			Whether you are asking guests to respond to your invitation via email or phone, on a website, or using old-fashioned snail mail, design a card that is both practical and pretty. Here is a range of examples (you can see more RSVP card designs in the suites beginning here).
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			The Multipurpose Card


			Most people use one RSVP card for several different events. On this one, guests are invited to a welcome party, the wedding, and Sunday brunch. Their choice of entrée and where they will be staying (if applicable) are also requested.
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			Leave a Message


			This oversized reply card, with a beautiful hand-painted floral detail, encourages guests to write a note with well wishes to the couple along with their RSVP status. The notes make for a wonderful addition to your wedding album.
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			Business-Card Inspired


			On this RSVP card, a Herend-esque panther gracefully stands above a phone number that had been set up for guests to call; similar to the email option, this is a faster (and more economical) method than asking everyone to mail back their card.
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			Yes or No


			This minimalist card has the reply-by date circled on a calendar. Below, guests are prompted to simply circle Y or N. The negative space on the card leaves room for the guests to leave a handwritten message, if they are so inclined.


			


			Other Enclosures


			Some weddings are more straightforward than others. If you are having multiple events over the course of a few days, chances are you will need a few additional enclosure cards to communicate everything to your guests. You don’t want to have so many enclosure cards that things get confusing, but you also don’t want to cram too much information onto too few cards. As a general rule of thumb, let the invitation be its own moment, and then try to group similar items together on additional enclosures. Many couples now direct people to their wedding websites for information on mundane things like parking, accommodations, and directions. Here is a full list of what you might need to add to your wedding suite.


			•	Meal selection card (if not included on the reply card)


			•	Website information and social media hashtag (if using)


			•	Weekend itinerary


			•	Reception card (if the reception takes place at a different location than the ceremony)


			•	Invitations for rehearsal dinner and/or farewell brunch


			•	Maps and directions


			•	Accommodations


			•	Transportation and parking instructions


			•	Dress code (see here)


			•	Information about time and location for photos


			

			Mapping It Out 


			If your ceremony or reception site doesn’t have an address or is difficult to find, include a map as an enclosure card with your stationery suite. A hand-drawn illustration is usually more compelling than a computer-generated map. A professional illustrator can create one that is in line with the style of your invitation, or if you are artistic, you can make one by tracing over a printout of the area. In addition to the map, you may want to list step-by-step directions.


			


			Holding It All Together


			Since there are so many elements that make up an invitation suite, you’ll want to think about how to hold everything together. Using an inner envelope (see here) is a formal, old-world idea, while wrapping the elements with ribbon, twine, fabric, or a leather string is an easily accomplished DIY project. If you want something more custom, you can work with your stationer on a matching paper band, or forgo the envelope in favor of a gift-like presentation box.


			Enclosure Cards


			Enclosure cards can be more creative than the formal invitation but should still be in the same general style. 
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			A Tropical Itinerary


			A list of weekend activities for a wedding in Mexico includes welcome margaritas, yoga, and a pre-wedding fiesta (aka the rehearsal dinner).
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			An Artist’s Map


			This map was created in the form of an abstract painting and paired with an overlay with location names. After the wedding, guests could remove the overlay and have a one-of-a-kind piece of art to enjoy for years to come.
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			A Valet Key


			Presenting information about parking on a cutout key shape turns an otherwise mundane topic into a charming design moment.
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			An All-in-One Booklet


			Instead of having a different enclosure card for everything you need to communicate, group information in a booklet that’s easy for your guests to reference and bring along to the wedding.


			


			Save-the-Dates


			Your save-the-date (or save-the-weekend) should echo the look and feel of your wedding invitation, so determine the general design of the invitation first (you don’t need to decide on the exact wording). Unexpected paper shapes and artwork that might skew too informal for the invitation could be perfect here. In addition to the date and the location, inform guests of lodging options and other events, such as the rehearsal dinner and the farewell brunch, so they can plan their travel accordingly. If you’ve set up a social media hashtag and/or a website for your wedding, you might want to include it here rather than with the formal invitation suite.


			If you don’t have enough time to send a save-the-date via USPS (see the suggested timeline), send it by email. Your stationer or a graphic designer can design a PDF that matches your invitations, or use a service like Paperless Post.
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			A Scribbled Note


			Many save-the-dates are less formal than the invitation and include a picture of the couple. A postcard like this black-and-white one with gold writing is easy enough to create on your own.
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			A Garden Party


			A modern script conveys a relaxed sensibility, but the fact that this one is done by hand—along with charming custom garden-themed illustrations and the monogram—signals that this will be a well-thought-out affair.
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			A Personal Voice


			This save-the-date, written out in full sentences (rather than the more typical list format), makes an otherwise modern, minimalist card much more intimate.
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			A Nod to Tradition


			The interlocking laurel crowns at the top of this card are a subtle reference to the Greek Orthodox wedding to come. The thick, smooth card stock with letterpress type feels formal and elevated.


			


			Invitation Wording


			It’s important to remember that no matter how casual your event, a wedding of any budget or style assumes a basic level of formality. If you are taking many creative liberties in terms of the design of your invitation, use more formal wording to elevate the invitation so that it conveys “wedding.” On the other hand, if your design is more formal, you may be able to use more casual language.


			

			“Honor” vs. “Pleasure”


			According to Crane’s Wedding Blue Book, “request the honor of your presence” is to be used only for a wedding held in a place of worship. For other formal weddings, use “pleasure of your company.”
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			This fruit-forward wedding featured a square invitation, on which both families were equally represented (“The Park Family & The Chae Family / Together, invite you to celebrate the marriage of . . .”). The choice of language, typeface, and lowercase script and the use of punctuation like the plus sign make this suite feel casual yet sophisticated.


			


			Who’s Hosting?


			Traditionally, the bride’s parents are listed as the hosts, but in this day and age, some couples prefer to equally recognize the groom’s parents or would not like parents included on the invitation at all. Tailor the wording to suit your specific needs—the language in the prompts below can all be mixed and matched. As a general rule, the woman’s name goes first (and that’s across the board, from escort cards to thank-you notes). For same-sex couples, use alphabetical order or your individual preference.


			

			If the bride’s parents are hosting


			Mr. and Mrs. William Davidoff 


			request the honor of your presence 


			at the marriage of their daughter 


			Constance Isabel 


			to 


			Mr. James Henry Stone


			


			

			If the bride’s parents are hosting 


			(traditional Jewish wedding)


			Mr. and Mrs. William Davidoff 


			request the honor of your presence 


			at the marriage of their daughter 


			Constance Isabel 


			and 


			Mr. James Henry Stone 


			son of Dr. and Mrs. Jonathan Stone*


			


			*An important distinction for a Jewish invitation is to list the groom’s parents after the groom’s name as “son of . . .” There is another belief that Jewish invitations should use the joining clause “and” instead of “to,” which is traditionally used on invitations for Christian ceremonies, but this may not sound right, depending on the rest of your wording.


			

			If both families are hosting


			With great love and excitement 


			the Davidoff family 


			and the Stone family 


			invite you to celebrate the marriage of 


			Constance Isabel 


			and 


			James Henry


			


			

			If the couple and their parents 


			are cohosting


			Together with their families 


			Constance and James [or full names] 


			request the pleasure of your company at the celebration of their marriage


			


			

			If the couple is hosting


			Constance Isabel Davidoff and James Henry Stone 


			invite you to share in the joy 


			of their wedding day


			


			

			If you don’t wish to identify hosts


			With great joy 


			the pleasure of your company is requested at the marriage of 


			Constance Davidoff and James Stone


			


			Date and Time


			For a more formal event, one typically spells out the numerals on the invitation. For example, “at half after three o’clock in the afternoon” versus “3:30 p.m.” And if you are spelling out the time, you may also choose the same treatment for the date, for example, “the twenty-first of June, two thousand and nineteen” versus “June 21, 2019.” (The “and” is not required, so see what looks best with your design.)


			Attire


			Crane’s Wedding Blue Book stipulates that black tie is the only acceptable attire request to include on the invitation itself, and many old-school stationers agree that less formal guidelines belong on a separate enclosure card (see here). But if you are having a less formal wedding and don’t mind the look of it, there are instances when putting a more casual dress code on the invitation works just fine. If you are including a separate reception card (for example, if you are getting married in a church, then hosting the reception at a different venue), the dress code should be listed on the reception card.


			Beyond black tie, the wording you’ll most often see is “black tie optional,” “formal,” and “cocktail attire,” though people take many creative liberties when it comes to dress codes—“all white” is easy enough to understand, but others, like “California black tie” or “Aloha chic,” may warrant further clarification on the wedding website or on an enclosure card. Also, make sure to note if any part of the event will take place on grass or sand or if there will be any walking required, so guests can dress accordingly.
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			For a wedding in Cuba, this minimalist  pastel suite features the year, 2016, in Roman  numerals: MMXVI.


			


			Envelopes


			The envelope of your invitation is like the wrapping of a gift—so make it count. Envelopes are traditionally hand-addressed, which conveys a more personal, intimate quality than computer-generated addresses. You may choose to hire a calligrapher, ask a friend with good handwriting to help you, or do it yourself. If you have a very modern invitation suite, however, computer addressing might be appropriate—and it will certainly save time. Many couples will opt to computer-address the save-the-date and reserve hand-addressing for the actual invitation suite. Once you decide whether to address the invitations by hand or via the computer, think about how the other design choices on your envelope (font, color, inclusion of icons, stamps) will echo the contents inside.


			

			Mrs., Miss, or Ms.? 


			“Mrs.” can be used for a woman who is married, widowed, divorced, or separated, depending on her preference. “Ms.” has the most universal application, but it is usually used for unmarried women and married women who kept their maiden name. “Miss” is used for girls under eighteen.


			


			Addressing the Envelopes


			While it can be liberating to let go of some wedding traditions, how you address your guests isn’t the place to get creative, as it’s seen as a sign of respect. Only for a very casual event or for your close friends should you drop the titles and list both first names (for example, Constance and James Stone). If you have any doubt about how someone would like to be addressed, it is perfectly fine to just ask them (for more formal invitations, spell out the address instead of using abbreviations—for example, Street, Avenue, and Boulevard; Apartment or Number; and directions such as North or South). Here are a few tips for common addressing scenarios.


			Opposite-Sex Couples: If the couple is married and the woman goes by her married name, use “Mr. and Mrs. James Henry Stone.” If the woman goes by her maiden name or if the couple is unmarried, use: “Ms. Davidoff and Mr. Stone” or “Ms. Constance Davidoff and Mr. James Stone.” The woman’s name traditionally comes first. If the couple is not married, write the names on different lines and do not include “and” (married couples’ names should appear on the same line and be joined with the word “and”).


			Same-Sex Couples: If the couple is unmarried, list each person with their appropriate title on separate lines, same as you would with an opposite-sex couple. Arrange the names in alphabetical order or begin with the person you know better first. If same-sex couples are married or consider themselves to be in a permanent union, put both names on the same line separated by an “and.” For example, “Mrs. Constance Davidoff and Mrs. Katherine Smith” or “Ms. Constance Davidoff and Ms. Katherine Smith” are both correct; or use a plural title, for example “Messrs. James and Andrew Stone.”


			A Guest with a Plus One: If you know the name of the plus one, include that name on the outer envelope on a separate line. (Most etiquette junkies say to list the person you know first.) If you don’t know the name of the guest, simply write “Constance Davidoff and Guest” on the same line.


			Children Under Eighteen: Include their names only on the inner envelope, if you are including one. (If not, include them on the outer envelope under the parents’ names.)


			A Judge, a Doctor, or Military Personnel (Active or Retired): Include their appropriate title(s). If both people in an opposite-sex couple have a title, then list the woman’s name first as you generally would. If the man has a professional title and the woman does not, then this is an exception where you would list his name first (for example, “The Honorable James Stone and Mrs. Stone”).
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			This whimsical matte-white script on a black envelope has a wonderful handmade quality. Note the use of French titles Mme. and M. (Madame and Monsieur), which is a nice touch if the recipients happen to be French or if you are a bit of a Francophile.


			


			

			Proofing 


			Your stationer will create digital proofs for your approval. Print out the proofs and review each letter, one by one. Double-check all details such as day, date, addresses, and email addresses. The brain has an amazing ability to understand words that are misspelled, so you’ll want a fresh pair of eyes to scan for things you may have missed. Ask an English major friend to look over the final version for grammar and spelling errors (ask this friend to take a look at your wedding website, too).


			


			Inner Envelopes


			Traditionally, people send an invitation inside two envelopes—the outer envelope that gets dirty during transit can be discarded, and the recipient is presented with the clean inner envelope. In addition to being a great way to hold all the enclosure cards together, the inner envelope is also the place to clarify exactly who is invited to the wedding. Crane stipulates that the wording here should remain formal, but many take the opportunity to do something more relaxed, such as “Aunt Connie” or the use of nicknames. The inner envelope should include the names of all the people invited (it’s generally understood that if someone’s name isn’t listed here, they aren’t invited).


			

			A formal example


			Outer envelope:


			Mr. and Mrs. James Stone


			Inner envelope:


			Mr. & Mrs. Stone


			Audrey, Jon, and Grace [children under eighteen living at home]


			


			

			An informal example


			Outer envelope:


			The Stone Family


			Inner envelope:


			Constance, James, Audrey, Jon, and Grace


			


			Stamps & Mailing


			For a fee, most stationers will assemble, post, and mail your save-the-dates and invitations. If it’s within budget, it’s nice not to have to worry about this, but it’s easy enough to do yourself. Take a printed suite to the post office to get the exact weight for postage. Most invitations cost a minimum of 70 cents, which means you’ll probably need more than one stamp (thick invitations, large envelopes, ribbons, and wax seals will all increase postage costs). And don’t forget to get the exact postage for the reply cards, too. For an additional charge, you can ask the post office to “hand cancel” the stamps so there isn’t a black mark over them.


			The kind of postage you choose will make a strong first impression and should be carefully considered. Here are your options.


			New: New stamps in many designs can be purchased from USPS.com and Stamps.com. 


			Custom: You can create a custom stamp through companies like Zazzle.com, Stamps.com, and Minted.com, but be warned that these companies will print their website address on the stamp in small print, and there is a black QLR code that isn’t pretty. If you want to design a custom stamp using your own artwork (whether it’s a crest, an icon, or another kind of graphic), it’s best if it’s not too detailed so that it is legible (the bar code and company name will take up a good portion of the stamp).


			Vintage: Vintage stamps can be sourced from eBay or from a local dealer (just confirm that they are uncanceled). They will always take up more real estate on an envelope than new or custom postage since you will need to use more of them. Place them on the envelope before you stick or glue them on to find the best configuration.
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			Echoing the green-and-white botanical print on the invitation, this custom Zazzle stamp feels deliberate and cohesive. Note that an odd-shaped envelope like this square one (what the post office deems “nonmachineable”) will require higher postage.


			


			

			Foreign Invitees


			After you’ve checked the address format for the country where you are sending the invitation and addressed the envelopes accordingly, take the envelopes to the post office to determine exact postage. It’s a good idea to also email your foreign guests a PDF of the invitation suite (which your stationer can provide) along with a note saying their invitation is on the way, since international mail can be very slow. Alternatively, you could expedite foreign invites using a service like FedEx or UPS. Instead of asking international guests to send back a physical reply card, provide an alternate way for them to RSVP, like on the wedding website or by email.


			


			Wax Seals


			A wax envelope seal is a wonderful old-world detail. It can be used to secure the envelope flap or to hold the different elements of the invitation suite together. If you are going to do this yourself, find sealing wax from a craft store or on Amazon, pop a cartridge into a glue gun (or melt the wax under a flame), and stamp the drippings with a signet ring or a stamp with your initials, a coat of arms, or an icon (those who want a cleaner look can do a wax seal but not stamp it with anything). A large, messy wax seal that isn’t perfect has a charming, homespun quality. If you are asking your stationer to handle it, they may create the seals separately and then hand-glue them onto the envelope to ensure that no mistakes are made (some can work off a digital drawing, or you may have to leave a signet ring with them for a few days). Red wax against a white envelope with black text is the most classic option, but you could also go for something more modern, like white, black, silver, or gold wax, or anything that fits your color story (see here). An alternative to a wax seal is a monogrammed sticker. For the sake of consistency, you may want to use the same seal on your thank-you notes, too.


			

			[image: ]


			Stamping a wax seal with a couple’s initials (or the initial of the groom’s last name if the bride is taking his name) is the most common approach. A gold wax makes this detail feel instantly festive.


			

			


			The Wedding Website


			Creating a wedding website is standard practice these days, and it’s easy enough for even the most low-tech couples (although some do hire web designers). The site can include the wedding itinerary, lodging options, and registry information. You might also want to clarify the dress code and include local activities, maps and directions, “your story,” and photos and details about the wedding party. But a website should not be used in lieu of printed items—don’t assume that everyone will visit your website, even if it’s printed clearly on an enclosure card.


			Giving your site a custom URL is a nice touch, especially if you are going to be including it on your printed invitation suite either as an enclosure card or on the invitation itself. Most build-your-own website companies offer custom URLs with their standard packages for an additional fee. If your first names are taken, do something more creative, like using nicknames, your wedding hashtag, or the name of your venue.


			

			[image: ]


			The address for your wedding website, even if it’s a custom URL, may be too casual to include on a formal invitation. Here, it is provided on a separate enclosure, dressed up with a rose-gold foil heart.


			


			

			Website Platforms


			When it comes to building your site, there are a number of different platforms to choose from, each with slightly different services, design templates, and cost structures. Here are a few to consider.


			AppyCouple.com: If you want something bold, this is a good option. In addition to the website, they also create an app for your wedding where guests can upload photos.


			Minted.com: This online design marketplace features not only hundreds of invitation styles (even custom stamps) but also the ability to create a matching wedding website. 


			RileyGrey.com: These modern, well-designed templates look like the work of a professional (fonts, backgrounds, and graphic elements on each template, though, cannot be altered).


			SquareSpace.com: If you want to have more control over the design of your site, use one of this company’s nonwedding templates and upload your own designs or create something totally unique. They also have designed wedding templates.


			


			Website Specifics


			When thinking about how to build your wedding website, there are a few important considerations to keep in mind.


			Will you be able to maintain visual consistency with your printed stationery? Some companies offer website templates with coordinating printed invitations; others will allow you to upload a custom crest you’ve already created.


			Can you create a custom URL? It’s much nicer to print something personalized than to have to list a company name as part of the website address.


			Do you want password protection services for additional privacy? This is especially important if you need to provide home addresses or any other personal information on your site.


			Do you want any additional planning services? Many companies provide helpful back-end services like guest list management, event RSVPs (so guests can RSVP on your wedding website instead of mailing back a card), photo-sharing, maps, planning timelines, and even event design.


			What will it cost? The cost structure is either a onetime or a monthly fee. When thinking about cost, remember that you may want to leave the website up for a few months after the wedding if you are planning to post pictures on it and to keep the registry live—people will continue to give gifts long after the wedding is over.


			

			Priscilla & Greg


			Jackson Hole, Wyoming
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			A River Runs Through It


			A bucolic second home near the Grand Tetons inspired a couple to celebrate with thoughtful new family traditions.


			Priscilla Fraser and Greg Chase fell in love with Jackson Hole shortly after they fell in love with each other. They eventually purchased a weekend home in the picturesque mountain town and now fly up from Los Angeles every chance they get—Greg, a scientist, is also an amateur pilot. After the pair became engaged, their issue wasn’t so much where they would get married but when, as they soon learned they were also expecting their first child. They decided to delay the wedding until after their daughter, Lavinia, was born so they could focus on one thing at a time. While on maternity leave, Priscilla, an architect who is now the director of the MAK Center at the Schindler House in West Hollywood, began putting together ideas for the wedding between naps  and feedings.
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