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Introduction 

                    

                

            

            From the classic Technicolor dance scenes of 
                    An American in Paris
                 to more recent films like 
                    Amelie Poulain
                 and 
                    Midnight in Paris,
                 for many Americans, Paris is the epitome of style and romance. And what
                could be a more romantic place to get married? After deciding to get married in
                Paris, the first thing most couples do is make a giddy, “so crazy this just might
                work” phone call to their local French consulate where they are instantly brought
                back down to Earth by their first encounter with the infamous French
                     
                bureaucracy: 
                    “Quoi?! Non! Les étrangers ne peuvent JAMAIS avoir un mariage civil en
                        France s’ils ne vivent pas en France. Impossible! Au revoir!”
                 (“What?! No! Foreigners may NEVER have a French civil wedding if they do not
                live in France. Impossible! Good-bye!”)
                     
                Click . . . And for some couples, that will be that. In a flash, they’ve
                swept directly to Plan B, their local country club with an impersonal, pre-packaged
                “One Night in Paris” themed reception. Do not pass 
                    “Départ.”
                 Do not collect 200€. 
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            My own wedding adventure wasn’t quite as perilous. My husband is French, and with his
                mother and sister in the trenches for us, we were able to plan our wedding in France
                long distance from San Francisco. That’s not to say planning a wedding in a foreign
                country 3,000 miles away was a cakewalk. One main roadblock was that I didn’t speak
                French, and my husband’s family didn’t speak English, which made my sole method of
                communication with my in-laws via my French-born, “weddingly challenged”
                husband-to-be. I remember standing behind him in silent anguish during one of his
                family phone calls as I listened to him try to translate the color sage to his
                sister. 
                    Le pauvre
                 (poor guy), it’s a wonder he went through with the wedding at all. 

            Besides the language barriers, the cultural aspects of the American Wedding Machine
                played a big part in my wedding frustrations. For example, back when we got married,
                no self-respecting Follower of Martha would dare to NOT offer her guests a favor
                trussed up in a mini Chinese takeout box. In the midst of my
                destination-wedding-planning frenzy, I had to rely on my husband to explain to his
                    
                    maman
                 in a tiny town in the North of France: 

            What Chinese takeout was . . . 

            What Chinese takeout boxes were . . . 

            What an American wedding favor was . . . 

            . . . and why his American wife didn’t want traditional French chocolate-almond
                dragées for her wedding favors (when what I really didn’t want were the pastel tulle
                and satin ribbon sachets they came in). 

            Language, legal and cultural roadblocks aside, in the end our wedding was
                perfect—with just the right mix of French and American traditions to make both of
                our mamans happy. 

            Soon after our wedding, we moved to Paris and started our family. Within a few years,
                I began to plot out the next phase of my life. Remembering my “colorful”
                wedding-planning adventure, I realized that there must be other hopelessly romantic,
                monolingual Francophiles just dying to get married in Paris. So, tapping into my
                corporate and social event-planning background, I decided to create a
                wedding-planning agency, “Parisian Events—for stylish Parisian celebrations” in
                2006. I started blogging about my adventures in 2007. 

            Since the beginning, my wedding clients have primarily been either dual-Anglophone
                (couples who both have come to Paris from English-speaking countries specifically
                for their celebration) or locally based Franco-American (usually American brides in
                Paris who are marrying French husbands). Because of this, the raison d’être behind
                Parisian Events has always been to creatively blend traditional American elements
                (like coordinated bridesmaids, multilayered stacked cakes or funky and original
                wedding favors) with classic Parisian elegance to create unforgettable,
                once-in-a-lifetime celebrations. 

            While it doesn’t have to cost an arm and a leg, I know that it’s not in everyone’s
                budget to be able to host a wedding or special event in Paris. Francophiles around
                the world would agree that what sets French weddings apart is their inherent refined
                elegance. Fortunately, with a little know-how, this elegance is something that can
                be brought to French-
                    inspired
                 celebrations anywhere—and for nearly any budget. That’s why I’ve written
                this book, as an ideas-packed, go-to guide for globally minded trendsetters who are,
                above all else, in love with the style, romance and refined elegance of Paris,
                whether they have the means to physically make the trip or not. 

            In addition to being a resource of practical information for those planning a wedding
                IN Paris (legal requirements for marrying in Paris, how to get married in a church
                in France, what to wear to a French wedding, etc.), I’ve also opened up my personal
                Black Book to help you to define your Parisian wedding style: I share stylish tips
                and insider info on choosing top-of-the-line professionals and resources, both in
                Paris and around the globe, to help you add that Parisian 
                    je ne sais quoi
                 (certain something) to your 
                    fête fabuleux
                 (fabulous party)—no matter where you’re hosting your celebration.
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The
                            Skinny on Getting Married in Paris 

                    

                

            

            What could be more stylish and romantic than a wedding in Paris? With the rise in
                popularity of destination weddings and the thriving hospitality industry that caters
                to them, Paris has become as viable a destination option to the newly engaged as a
                wedding on either coast of the United States. Unfortunately, alongside the fairytale
                images of a Parisian wedding is the harsh reality of miles and miles of
                administrative red tape. 
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            One of the biggest obstacles for you love-struck couples who want to get married in
                Paris is that in order to be legally wed in France, at least one of you needs to
                have lived in France, in the district around the city hall in which you plan to get
                married, for a minimum of forty consecutive days before the wedding. This includes
                the additional ten days for the city hall to publish the 
                    banns
                —a public announcement that is put up in the city hall for ten days before
                your marriage that lists your names and your wedding date so that any estranged
                husbands or wives have one last chance to find you before you’re married off. 

            Before asking for that sabbatical from work, though, you should know that this one
                little detail is actually a pretty big one. In order to prove residency, you’ll need
                to show two separate official documents that show your French address (called a
                    
                    justificatif de domicile
                ) such as a gas or electricity bill, a rent receipt, a French social security
                insurance card or a car leasing agreement. And just in case you’ve got the bright
                idea to rent an apartment in Paris on a short-term lease in order to meet this legal
                requirement, you need to know that it could take several months before you receive
                some of those documents. 

            If you’re not able to rent your own apartment, another option is for you and/or your
                honey to move in with a friend or relative in your desired district, and have that
                person sign an attestation 
                    d’hébergement sur l’honneur
                . This is a statement swearing that you have been living in that person’s
                home, and that they take full responsibility for you if you happen to be an illegal
                truffle trafficker or something. There is a ton of small print attached to this
                document, including a huge fine and a short trip to the guillotine if it’s ever
                found out that you were not, in fact, living with them. Know that this is a pretty
                big favor that you’d be asking of someone. 
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            If there’s one thing that you should learn early on about France and the French it’s
                that they love their paperwork. If you’re newly engaged, have decided to get married
                in Paris, and the forty-day residency issue is sorted out, the VERY first thing that
                you want to do is get the most recent list of required paperwork from the city hall
                    (
                    mairie
                ) in which you plan to marry. Most of these documents have to be dated within
                specific time frames before being submitted, so it’s important to get the list as
                soon as you can. It’s important, though (and I can’t stress this enough), that
                you get the official, most up-to-date list from the specific city hall in the
                district (
                    arrondissement
                ) in which you are planning to marry. The lists are essentially the same, but
                there could be slight variations from district to district, so to be on the safe
                side, you should probably go to the source. Here’s a list of documents and
                information you’ll be required to have: 

            
                
                    
                

                
                    
                        	
                            Valid passport or a French residence permit (
                                    carte de séjour
                                ) 

                        

                        	
                            Birth certificate (
                                    extrait d’acte de naissance
                                ): Most city halls require that you present an original copy
                                of a complete birth certificate (with full parentage details) along
                                with a sworn translation, issued within three months of your
                                requested wedding date. The translation must be done by a sworn
                                translator (
                                    traducteur assermente
                                ), not merely someone who speaks French very well. A list of
                                sworn translators is available in French city halls and your local
                                French consulate or embassy. 

                        

                        	
                            Affidavit of law (
                                    certificat de coutume
                                ): This certifies that the American citizen is free to get
                                married in France and that the marriage will be recognized in the
                                United States. 

                        

                        	
                            Certificate of celibacy (
                                    attestation tenant lieu de déclaration en vue de mariage ou
                                        de non remariage
                                ): This is essentially the same thing as the 
                                    certificat de coutume
                                , a legal document that says you’re free to marry. Some city
                                halls require one of these documents over the other, and some
                                require both. Be sure to clarify this with your specific city hall.
                                Both of these documents must be dated less than three months from
                                your wedding date. 

                        

                        	
                            Medical certificate (
                                    certificat médical prénuptial
                                ): You both must get a prenuptial medical certificate, which
                                says that you were examined by a doctor 
                                    “en vue de mariage.”
                                 (Don’t get nervous, girls. It’s just a standard check-up,
                                plus a couple of blood tests for things like rubella or
                                toxoplasmosis). The marriage banns cannot be published until medical
                                certificates have been submitted to the city hall. The certificates
                                typically must be dated no earlier than two months before the
                                publication of the banns. Any qualified doctor can perform the
                                medical exam. 

                        

                        	
                            
                                    Certificat du notaire
                                : If you’re planning on having a prenuptial agreement, you
                                must go through a lawyer who will provide you with a 
                                    certificat du notaire,
                                 which you must submit to the city hall with the rest of your
                                documents. It must have been drawn up no more than two months prior
                                to the marriage. If there are no prenuptial contracts, then you’ll
                                be married under the 
                                    communauté réduites aux acquêts
                                . This means that what each of you owned personally before
                                the marriage, or whatever comes to you afterwards through
                                inheritance, remains your own, individual property. Only items or
                                property that is acquired during the marriage is considered equally
                                owned by both parties. (If you’ve ever seen or read Diane Johnson’s
                                    
                                    Le Divorce
                                , this scenario may look familiar to you.) If either of you
                                were previously married, you must also provide a certified copy of
                                the death certificate of the deceased spouse or a certified copy of
                                the final divorce decree. 

                        

                        	
                            
                                    Témoins:
                                 In addition to all of the above, you will also have to
                                choose and provide information on your witnesses (
                                    témoins
                                )—two to four people who will act as your legal best men
                                and/or maid(s) of honor—and sign the registry after the marriage
                                ceremony. You will need to provide their names, addresses,
                                professions and photocopies of their French identity cards or
                                foreign passports with your dossier. 

                        

                    

                

            

            All of this needs to be presented, in person, to the mairie in time for them to check
                and approve your documents before posting the banns. They typically ask for your
                completed marriage file twenty days before their publication, but I usually suggest
                that my clients submit their file sooner than that, just in case there’s a document
                missing. When all has been accepted and approved, you’ll receive confirmation from
                the mairie of your wedding date (you can request a specific date and time when you
                drop off your paperwork, but they will assure you that nothing is confirmed until
                the dossier has been approved). 

            Keep in mind that
                     you must be legally married in a civil ceremony before you will be allowed
                        to have a religious ceremony in France.
                 After your civil ceremony, you’ll receive a 
                    Livret de Famille
                —a velvet booklet that contains your marriage certificate. It also has LOTS
                of extra pages for you to keep track of your future children. This little blue book
                is the Holy Grail. If you live in France, this book will make your administrative
                life here a lot easier pretty much until the day you die (in which your death will
                be noted in said little blue book). If you don’t plan on staying in France, think of
                it as the ultimate wedding present. 

            Getting married in a foreign country is rarely easy. A Parisian wedding is just a bit
                more difficult than that. But if you are willing and able, the lasting memory of
                exchanging your vows beneath the shadow of the Eiffel Tower or in the cobbled halls
                of a centuries-old chateau is worth the few months of frustration. 

            
                
                    	
                        
                            French Embassy United States 
                        
                    
                

                
                    	4101 Reservoir Road, NW 
                

                
                    	Washington, D.C. 20007 
                

                
                    	
                        www.info-france-usa.org
                    
                

                
                    	
                        www.ambafrance-us.org
                    
                

            

             

            
                
                    	
                        
                            French Consulates United States
                        
                    
                

                
                    	The Lenox Building, Suite 500 
                

                
                    	3399 Peachtree Road 
                

                
                    	Atlanta, Georgia 30326 
                

                
                    	
                        www.consulfrance-atlanta.org
                    
                

            

             

            
                
                    	88 Kearny Street, Suite 600 
                

                
                    	San Francisco, California 94108 
                

                
                    	
                        www.consulfrance-sanfrancisco.org
                    
                

            

             

            
                
                    	934 Fifth Avenue 
                

                
                    	New York, New York 10021 
                

                
                    	
                        www.consulfrance-newyork.org
                    
                

            

             

            
                
                    	
                        
                            French Embassy England 
                        
                    
                

                
                    	58 Knightsbridge  
                

                
                    	London SW1X 7JT 
                

                
                    	
                        www.ambafrance-uk.org
                    
                

            

             

            
                
                    	
                        
                            French Embassy Canada
                        
                    
                

                
                    	42 Promenade Sussex 
                

                
                    	Ottawa, Ontario K1M 2C9 
                

                
                    	
                        www.ambafrance-ca.org/
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How to Get Married in a Catholic
                Church in Paris 

            After “how can we get married on the Eiffel Tower,” I would have to say that my
                second most requested Paris wedding venue inquiry would be “we want to get married
                at Notre Dame Cathedral.” Unfortunately, unless you have friends or relatives in
                some 
                    extremely
                 high places, it is next to impossible to marry in Notre Dame. I think it’s
                also worthwhile to mention here that, for a foreigner legally living outside of
                France, it isn’t exactly a cakewalk to get married in any church in Paris. One of
                the biggest things to keep in mind is that before a Catholic church in France will
                even 
                    consider
                 marrying you, you must first have a civil ceremony either in France or in
                your home country. Once that is sorted, you should then put on your Sunday’s best,
                and get thee to the church in question for a little face-time. 

            The tricky part is that in order to get married in a church in France, you have to
                get direct permission from the priest of the church, and, quite frankly, he may not
                want to do it. Keep in mind that France is a traditional Catholic country, and
                parishes are pretty deep-rooted in their communities. You are asking to be accepted
                into the folds of a parish in order to take part in a holy rite. If the priest feels
                that you aren’t considerate of this, or feels that you’re trying to “buy” a place in
                their church (I can’t tell you how many American clients have contacted me asking
                for help after being denied permission to marry at a church after they’ve grossly
                waggled inch-thick stacks of fifties in the priest’s face); he has every right to
                say no. So I suggest that, if you’re able, you and your betrothed start going to the
                church for a while before you first meet with the priest—
                    and make sure that he sees you.
                 When you do have your first meeting with him, be as reverent and respectful
                as the meeting deserves, and be prepared to plead your case. I’ll just tell you now
                that nine times out of ten, the priest will “strongly suggest” that you marry in
                your own parish, all while walking you out the front door! So get your elevator
                pitch ready. Let him know how much France, Paris, and the arrondissement means to
                you, and why you 
                    must
                 marry in 
                    his
                 church. If you have any warm-n-fuzzy stories to tell (a grandparent or
                cousin who was married or buried in the church, for instance), be sure to get them
                in there. And, of course, a plate of killer homemade chocolate-chip cookies never
                hurt. 

            If you’re planning to marry in a church in Paris but aren’t currently in France,
                honestly, you have your work cut out for you. Your emails will more than likely go
                unanswered. If you try to phone the church directly, you will probably never make it
                past the church secretary. The best suggestion that I have is to find a friend or
                relative with strong, personal ties within that specific parish to make the plea on
                your behalf. This should be someone that you are on very good terms with, because it
                may require more than a few visits with the priest before you get your final answer. 

            And speaking of final answers, as anyone who has spent any time at all in France
                knows, the first answer is always 
                    “non.”
                 Just ignore that one and ask again in a different way. If, after the fourth
                or fifth try, the answer is 
                    still
                 no, then I would suggest you move on to Plan B, a symbolic ceremony in a
                private chapel or maybe a blessing ceremony in a non-denominational Parisian
                church.
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            If you’re lucky enough to have the right connections and are able to find a priest in
                France who agrees to perform your wedding ceremony in his church, you’ll find that
                you still have to get your paperwork in order. Ah, paperwork—France just wouldn’t be
                France without it. But no worries. Your American Wedding Planner in Paris comes
                through again! Here are the documents typically required to marry in a Catholic
                church in France. As with legal ceremony requirements, you must get the official
                list from your specific church in France, but here’s what you can expect: 

            
                
                    
                

                
                    
                        	
                            A cover letter written on formal letterhead from your parish priest
                                that gives you the “official” go-ahead to marry in a foreign
                                country: The letter basically says that the priest knows you and
                                that there is no reason that you shouldn’t be able to marry in
                                France. It should include the name of the French church that you’ll
                                be marrying in, as well as the date of the wedding. He needs to
                                include your original Pre-Nuptial Inquiry form, which will then need
                                to be stamped with an official seal from the bishop. Also, your
                                priest will need to include a copy of a certificate proving that you
                                have completed Pre-Cana classes. 
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