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Introduction

Etiquette Is for Everyone




I didn’t find the prospect of getting married daunting—at first. What did I know? I hadn’t been to many weddings. My sole experience as a member of a wedding party was as a six-year-old flower girl who managed to wiggle a loose tooth out during the ceremony, but I suspected the basics were easy enough. As a guest I knew to: RSVP on time, send a present, only bring a date if one was invited, keep mum about alcohol-inspired ramblings of friends (at one wedding the only person I knew decided to tell me about her sexual liaison with the groom in the not-distant-enough past)…. As a bride I figured everything would turn out all right if I picked a day, place, time, and dress, invited all the expected friends and relatives, and didn’t get drunk and say something stupid. It all seemed very easy to someone who had never really been educated in the ways of nuptials.

Pretty thoughts, but I was oblivious. It took perhaps three telephone calls before I was overwhelmed. Planning quandaries weren’t what got to me, it was the withering cloud of doubt: about the guest list, about everyone’s feelings, about my idea of dolling up in pink, about the invitation language, about…everything. My intentions were good, but the opportunities for being unintentionally obnoxious were legion. Oddly, at the very moment when most people would be inclined to beg for help, I retreated, afraid to admit to my family, future in-laws, even friends, how awkward and uncomfortable I felt. Admitting my ignorance was embarrassing—too embarrassing to talk about. I craved some sort of guide, a handbook for making it through the wedding enterprise without becoming an alienating harridan.

I’ve been fascinated by manners and the rules of comportment, most of which were intriguing curiosities to me, since I was a teenager, when my father gave me an etiquette book as—I hoped—a joke. Over the years, and not with any conscious goal in mind, I had compiled a library of etiquette books, antique and contemporary. Suddenly these volumes that had previously served my private curiosity obtained a new purpose. Their protocols and policies became my life preservers.

Not coincidentally, shortly after I married, I began dedicating a large part of my life to etiquette, when I became a columnist for Indiebride, a wedding website for people who never really understood what the standard white dress, diamonds, and tulle were supposed to say to them. Years have gone by and I have responded to brides and grooms; people ending engagements; parents trying to figure out their boundaries; bridesmaids and groomsmen; colleagues, relatives, and friends; all of whom are overwhelmed by nuptial obligations and potential pitfalls.

Through the years I’ve developed an even deeper appreciation for etiquette, which, at its core, is a set of social guidelines and expectations. It goes much deeper than pointing out what a fish knife looks like or cautioning against wearing white shoes after Labor Day. Etiquette offers a compass when you don’t know how to behave around strangers in strange lands—even if that foreign country is a house a few doors down. Embracing etiquette isn’t a reactionary exercise (unless the etiquette one tries to embrace is from the seventeenth-century court of the Sun King, Louis XIV); it’s practical and convenient. Most people are willing to consult maps when they don’t know how to get somewhere. Consider etiquette an interpersonal map, and if any event demands such an item, it is a wedding.

Nuptial waters are rough. Brides, grooms, parents, guests, flower girls (and boys), pets—no one escapes the weird parallel universe a wedding creates, in which it is impossible to feel “normal.” This makes sense because, if you think about it, weddings aren’t normal. They are bigger than life—totally separate from the quotidian. How could it be otherwise? Two families are merging, which produces all kinds of competition and anxiety. Friends are reconfiguring their priorities, which also produces competition and anxiety. More than anything else, weddings demonstrate seismic change. Women become wives. Men turn into husbands. Children definitively grow up (unless they don’t, in which case you can see their parents’ plaintive letters in syndicated advice columns) and create their own homes and families. Weddings are endings as well as beginnings.

Family members are far from the only ones suffering from nuptial discomfort and malaise. Weddings dredge up social minefields that people don’t wander into very often now that informality is celebrated and social rigidity is considered elitist and snotty. Etiquette gets its bad rap because people unfamiliar with its magic imagine it is the invention of fancy types to make the hoi polloi feel uncultured. If this is what you think, you’re either sorely mistaken or have been the victim of too many coarse correctives by people who should know better. Really, etiquette provides a set of tools that everyone can use to figure out how to handle any social situation. It is not about limiting free will or anything like that. Etiquette exists to prevent hurt feelings, help you get through difficult encounters with dignity, and create order where there is otherwise a void of indecision. What do you do when you’re faced with a black-tie affair and you’re generally a flip-flops and jeans type? How do you reject the endless pressure to assign bridesmaids when you can’t stand the idea of them? Is there a way to figure out why your hosts appear to have forgotten to invite your wife? Can you nip the outrageous competition between mother and future mother-in-law in the bud—or at least get them to stop comparing outfits?

The key to breaking etiquette out of its Victorian stereotype is to understand the two things it does not do. In the first place, etiquette is not about practicality. This is fine; weddings are not about practicality either. (If you want an efficient wedding, tell no one and go down to city hall.) It isn’t gracious, for instance, to write on your invitations that you just want cash presents—even if you really do have at least one of everything you need for every domestic occasion and want to pay off your student loans. So, even though it might feel less squirmy and more “honest” to just print cash requests on the invitations, it comes off as greedy—and etiquette frowns on being crass.

In the second place, etiquette is not interested in making people feel small or stupid for not knowing the rules. It is designed to create comfort, with a standard set of protocols and expectations accessible to everyone. Scolding people unfamiliar with the intricacies of manners is rude in and of itself.

I wrote this book in the spirit of transparency. No matter how much of an iconoclast you are, if you’re social enough to have a wedding, or if you were invited to a wedding, or were asked to be in a wedding party, or if you happen to be related to the prospective bride or groom—you’re going to run into questions of etiquette. There is no escape, so you might as well embrace the life preserver. What you need to know is how to make the rules of etiquette work to your advantage while ditching the ones that don’t apply to you, and this is tricky when the advice hurtling your way from friends and magazines and books and the Internet is contradictory, inflexible, and occasionally hard to understand.

Modern weddings are full of nontraditional families, strange circumstances, and odd and offbeat issues. How do you fit the names of all parents and stepparents onto your invitation? How do you address an invitation to a couple where the husband took his wife’s last name? Can you refuse to be in the wedding party if you’re afraid of dogs and the best man is a Rhodesian ridgeback? The mystery is the scary part. The relief is that all questions have answers. The one thing everyone involved in any kind of wedding deserves is clarity and, yes, under all the pomp and ceremony and tears and tulle, you can find comfort and security in a set of general guidelines for politeness.

Form and Function: How This Book Works

If the word “etiquette” still smacks too strongly of elitism and rigidity, prepare to overcome your prejudices.

Treat this book as a primer and glean information while following the standard wedding chronology, starting with the engagement—the moment a wedding becomes a twinkle in someone’s eye—all the way through to the end (whether that means thank-you note writing or some worst-case scenario troubleshooting). Each chapter advises not only the wedding couple, but also anyone who has been stung by the nuptial bug: guests, members of the wedding party, relatives, people who weren’t even invited but who would like to have been—everyone can find wedding recourse inside these pages.

Each chapter begins with a discussion and list of Traditional Basics. These are the standard policies and practices that have been exercised for many decades. In addition to the obvious advantage of being vaguely familiar with them so that you’ll know what other people are talking about when they inquire about certain ancient traditions, you’ll get a sense as to why they exist in the first place. That way you can see why some may work well for you while others might not apply to your life or circumstances, and then you can prepare civilized arguments against the points that don’t suit your situation.

Many traditions need to be adapted to take the vicissitudes of contemporary life into account. To that end, Traditional Basics are followed by a longer section called Twisting Tradition, which includes discussions of pitfalls that the etiquette doyennes of previous centuries could have only dreamed of having to negotiate, and offers polite, modern variations on old rules.

Finally, each chapter ends with Etiquette in Action, demonstrations of how etiquette can be applied to complicated situations. This section contains letters and responses inspired by real questions I have been asked. Sometimes it can be easier to see how to make etiquette work for you if you see how it has worked for others, instead of trying to imagine your predicament fitting under the standard umbrella of rules.

What Etiquette Can and Can’t Do

Etiquette will rescue you from social disaster. It will ease stressful circumstances. But it can’t make everyone happy all the time. Inevitably you will make choices that will annoy people. Maybe you will opt for a child-free wedding, which will offend the parents of the excluded tots on your guest list. Perhaps you will decide that medical school won’t give you the time off to be a bridesmaid, which will hurt the bride’s feelings. You might want to invite your entire bridge club, which will enrage your son, the groom. If you don’t want to go to a destination wedding, your hosts could wonder why you stopped liking them. This can’t be helped. People, whether they are members of the wedding or innocent bystanders, should only have to sacrifice so much free will.

Learn what your choices are in various nuptial situations, how to calculate how much each option is worth, and whether the price is financial or emotional. You will have all sorts of contradictory influences, and you have to figure out not only what you want, but whether you want to have it your way at all costs. There are polite ways, for instance, to tell people you’re having a child-free wedding, but only you can decide whether the repercussions of prohibiting the underage set are worth it to you. And perhaps there’s a different battle you’d rather win. In short, there are ways to finesse all sorts of situations, but it is up to you to know when you want to play your cards, and what’s the best and most polite way to play them. You won’t be able to win all the time.

Etiquette works. It thrives in spite of the miserable taunts it must endure and the injustice of its bad reputation. Everyone needs it. You need it. So whether you are a maverick or play things strictly by the book, there are manners old and new that will see you though, for better or worse.









Chapter 1

Plunging In: Getting Engaged and Opening Pandora’s Box




Marriage proposals have gotten so overhyped, it is a miracle anyone gets it together to pop the question anymore. There’s so much pressure to be original and creative, yet spontaneous and romantic, that the performance alone is almost more daunting than the threat of a “No.” On the other side of the velvet box, proposal recipients often hope the question will arrive like a bolt from the blue in the form of a dazzling, exciting, glamorous surprise. The irony for both parties is that rarely does a marriage proposal come as a total shock, and there are some who would question the wisdom of completely unforeseen proposals in the first place.

Happily, there is no standard protocol for asking someone to marry you. The territory is wide open, although there are some favorite clichés: kneeling by candlelight, a proposal proffered in Parisian twilight, a sparkling ring served on top of a chocolate soufflé. The walls of tradition don’t really start closing in until after the tearfully ecstatic “Yes” has been uttered. From then on you’re caught in the nuptial maze that you’ll have to navigate, at least until the last thank-you note is written.

But the fun hasn’t even started yet.

Traditional Basics

Asking


	Someone asks and someone else says yes. Traditionally, the prospective groom does the asking, and the answering falls to the future bride.

	If he is feeling extremely traditional, the future groom approaches the prospective bride’s family, specifically her father, to ask for his permission before he even broaches the subject with the woman he loves. This can happen in person or over the telephone. If he has already proposed, the future groom can still approach the bride’s family members for their blessing. If they refuse to sanction the union, the future bride has to decide whether or not to go ahead and get married anyway and hope that her family will eventually come around.

	The groom presents the bride with an engagement ring. This often happens as part of the proposal. He can also offer an inexpensive “place holder” ring so that the bride can take part in ring selection. (Baubles made with cubic zirconia are popular for this purpose.) Engagement rings do not have to feature large diamonds. (Diamonds have only been “traditional” since the DeBeers empire started the trend in the mid-twentieth century, anyway.) They also don’t have to be outrageously expensive. The whole notion that an engagement ring should cost the equivalent of “two months’ salary” is a tradition ripped off from an advertising campaign, which should tell you something about how much you want to participate in it.



After the Acceptance


	Once it has been determined that the bride is willing to take the plunge, the bride and groom notify their families of the happy news. It is assumed that the parents or guardians of the Couple in Question are at least aware that their children are involved with each other. This ostensibly makes everything else a happy surprise, not a shock.

	Standard procedure is for the groom’s parents to introduce themselves to the bride’s family, but if the bride’s parents get tired of waiting, they can make the first move without being considered presumptuous or feeling annoyed that the groom’s family was sluggish. These are early days and everyone should be pleased that things are trundling along and not look for reasons to get feathers in a ruffle.

	As for a time frame, there are no rules about how long engagements should or should not be. Keep in mind, however, that the longer the engagement, the longer you will have to field questions about the wedding.



Announcing


	The wedding couple should tell family and close friends and anyone who would be hurt not to hear the happy news from the horses’ mouths. Wider circles can learn about the engagement through what the tome Social Etiquette of New York, written in the late nineteenth century, calls “good-natured gossip.”

	Engagement announcements can be made at celebratory dinners or parties. These events are not necessary, but they get the word out quickly.

	Many newspapers publish engagement announcements, which can be used to broadcast the news on a large scale.

	The couple should not mail out printed cards announcing the engagement. This tends to look odd, as if they are sending out a signal to start sending them presents.

	The engagement should not be announced if either the future bride or the future groom is still married to someone else, in any sense, at all.



Twisting Tradition

Now that the landscape of tradition has been set before you, your mind is surely reeling. Your experience doesn’t fit the classical structure. Your family doesn’t conform to anything remotely “normal,” and the strangeness of your engagement is suddenly frightening where it once felt carefree. Etiquette is supposed to be useful, and there are always ways to let tradition inspire you, no matter how staunchly progressive you are.

Anyone Can Ask

Would you rather ask the question or be in charge of the answer? Does neither situation appeal to you? Tradition has men making the proposal while women are charged with “green-lighting” it (or not), but there’s no reason this has to be the case. Proposal roles don’t have to break down along gender lines. This logic obviously holds for same-sex couples. In fact, it is more reasonable if each job goes to the person who is most suited to it, temperamentally speaking.

If neither party is interested in taking the lead, couples can mutually decide to get married. Rarely is a proposal a total shocker, and the only possible pitfall you could face is that in the months preceding the wedding you might not have a snappy anecdote to recount when people ask about your “proposal story.” (Proposal stories are a bit overrated anyway. The best ones should be largely indescribable in polite company either because of their salaciously romantic details or because they are full of in-jokes only the wedding couple could appreciate.) Do what feels comfortable, not what you think the world expects you to do. You aren’t marrying the world; you’re just living in it.

Engagement Rings and…Things

In many circles, the moment a woman says she’s engaged, hands grab at her, eager to fondle and admire the ring that proves it. What’s wrong with this picture? Only everything. In the first place, one doesn’t need an engagement ring for an engagement to be legit. Of course you can propose without a ring. The only thing you need is someone to propose to.

If you decide to get an engagement ring, keep in mind that you have nothing to prove. There are no real traditions that you can violate, and anyone who suggests otherwise has been brainwashed by a couple of powerful advertising campaigns that are less than a hundred years old. Engagement rings can feature any number of stones that are or are not diamonds (or they can be completely rock free). Size does not matter. If you like your ring and compatriots see fit to sneer at it, remember three things: (1) You’re the one wearing it; (2) You aren’t the one who looks covetous, greedy, or obnoxious; and (3) At this stage it’s easy to strike any and all snarkers off the guest list.

What’s that? You say you have an allergy to all precious metal? No one needs a ring, but exchanging engagement presents has an obvious appeal. There’s no need to ditch the gesture just because jewelry doesn’t do it for you. So, what sounds good to you? Do you each want to get a watch because you’re both chronically late? Do you have a joint fascination you can feed with deluxe camping equipment or cookware, additions to your library, hang-gliding apparatus, or something else that speaks to you about your relationship? Anything goes, and it should go without saying that it is nice when both halves of the wedding couple can receive an engagement bonus.

What Do You Mean, Ask Permission ?

What’s that sound? It is the collective gasp of independent people who cringe at the idea that a decision as personal as getting married must be sanctioned by the parents. The entire notion seems backward and antiquated, like a throwback to times when women waited under their fathers’ roofs for men to come and establish them in a different sort of circumstance.

As long as you’re of age and meet the other requirements of your jurisdiction, you don’t need anyone’s permission to get married. There is, however, something sweet about the tradition of including the parents that might still retain a flicker of interest.

Autonomy is one of the great pleasures of being an adult, and this independence gives you the power to be gracious. You certainly don’t have to get permission from anyone, but it never hurts to throw the parents a bone, particularly if you are secure in the knowledge that they can’t do anything to stop you. This is particularly the case if you are dealing with parents who feel strongly attached to tradition.

So instead of going to a father and asking for his daughter’s hand in marriage, you can level the playing field. If you and your partner have decided to get married but want to preserve something of the courtly courtesy that asking permission offers, consider approaching both sets of parents and speaking to them soberly about your plans and let them know how much you hope they share your happiness. Speaking to them this way will create the impression that you are hoping they’ll approve while simultaneously letting them know that you’ve already made your decision. You haven’t had to compromise; all the parents feel respected; everyone’s happy.

Meeting of the Minds: The Parents

Tradition places family introductions squarely in the laps of the parents, but parents, being human, can be busy, shy, intimidated, or antisocial. In the face of those obstacles, why leave it up to the people who are most likely to be ham-fisted and embarrassing? Anyone can take charge of this crucial moment and stage the meeting him- or herself.

All sorts of issues can threaten to create stumbling blocks between remaining separate families and becoming a joined (even if by force) unit: distance, time, cultural traditions, personality quirks…but none of these should matter. If you can’t get everyone together early in your engagement for a big formal get-together, snag some time right before your wedding for a casual meeting. You can have a parents’ lunch, dinner, tea, or cocktails at your place. The idea is not to create “one big happy family” but to do something very practical: make your families a little more comfortable with each other. They don’t have to be best friends, but ideally they won’t be total strangers at the wedding.

Announcing

For the most part, the traditional policies on engagement announcements make sound, practical sense. They allow the information to spread naturally, through word-of-mouth or social osmosis (as in: Your old friend from your eighth-grade soccer team will write to you full of congratulations because her mother clipped your engagement notice out of the local paper and sent it to her in Australia, where she’s living the good life).

Etiquette in Action

CAN’T MAKE ME TELL


Dear Elise,

My boyfriend proposed. I accepted. My future mother-in-law (with whom I don’t get along) asked to hear the proposal story. I told her that it was a private moment. Her feelings were hurt, but it’s none of her business. I think it is good to set boundaries. Was I wrong?

—Private Person




Dear Private,

People are always asked how they got engaged. Why else would people commission “Marry Me” ads in newspapers and at sporting events, or serve up diamond rings drowning in flutes of champagne? Getting engaged can involve a very public display of very private feelings. This makes sense when one keeps in mind that marriage in itself involves signing a contract that becomes a public record. It is announcing to the world that you are committed to each other.

Your fiancé’s mother was asking how he proposed, not begging for a description of the circumstance under which you conceived her grandchild. Her question was neither weird nor nosey, and for you to treat it this way actually was rather rude, or at the very least off-putting.

I’m not telling you to cave to her whims, but even if your future mother-in-law was being wildly intrusive, there are ways to handle her question gently:




	
[image: image] Be demure: “He was very sweet, and all I could do was say yes.”

	
[image: image] Take a “just the facts, ma’am” approach: “Well, we went out for a fabulous dinner at this bistro we love, and he asked me to marry him. You know, they make their frites with a little bit of cayenne pepper and they are so incredibly delicious. Have you tried them?”

	
[image: image] Be coy: “Well, it was really a surprise, and now I’m just so excited. Was this a surprise to you, too?”




You were uncharitably aggressive. Perhaps she was just trying to seem interested in your happy moment. Maybe she was taking your engagement as an opportunity to try to mend some fences with you. What did you hope to accomplish in being so harsh? This woman is your fiancé’s mother, and even if you don’t want to open your heart to her, you could have been kind without revealing what you feel are tender emotions that aren’t her business.

If you want to smooth her feathers, it wouldn’t take much to apologize for being short and give her a tidbit of general information that you don’t mind her knowing.



THEY WON’T TRAVEL


Dear Elise,

My fiancé and I want our families to meet before the wedding, and my family wants to meet his, but his family is really resistant.

In my mother’s culture, tradition dictates that the groom’s family must visit the bride’s family. If they don’t, my mother will believe that they have no respect for me. We invited his family to visit and offered to pay for everything, but they say that they can’t take time off work. My fiancé suspects they will be reluctant to attend our wedding. How do I approach them and emphasize how important their visit is?

—Resenting the In-Laws




Dear Resenting,

This issue is not simply about cultural differences, but there is only so much you can do, short of drugging your fiancé’s parents and forcing them on a plane.

Has your fiancé discussed with his parents how important their visit is? Has he asked them why they don’t want to travel? They should hear in simple terms how important this gesture would be to their son, to you, and to your mother.

Maybe they do understand and they simply don’t want to travel. This is their prerogative, but they could soften their choice somewhat by writing to your mother. Your fiancé could urge them to do this, or perhaps they could send a token present. In turn, you should work on your mother to convince her that your fiancé’s parents mean no insult.

Finally, you should take charge and create your own meeting. Arrange a lunch or dinner for just you, your fiancé, and both sets of parents before the wedding. If this means that your fiancé’s parents need to show up a day early for the wedding, so be it. If they absolutely won’t travel even for your wedding, I’m afraid I’m out of suggestions. They may be phobic in some way they can’t admit, or there may be other, darker reasons for their reluctance to budge. These are things you can’t control, so if you’ve tried everything, you must keep in mind that it isn’t your job to make everyone happy, and regardless of what happens, you should enjoy your own happy engagement and marriage.











Chapter 2

The Root of All Evil: Money




Nothing sends heady postengagement nuptial fantasies crashing to earth faster than a quick budgetary assessment. It doesn’t matter whether you’ve embraced the Wedding-Industrial Complex and have a three-foot-high stack of wedding magazines doubling as your night table, or have barely given your wedding a second thought since you got engaged. Unless you’re getting married at city hall with no frills or are in the happy position of never needing to look at a price tag, you will need to compromise and negotiate.

In point of fact, even if one is not a bride or groom but is “merely” a parent, a bridesmaid, a friend, a groomsman, or a flower boy’s mother, one will need to sharpen those bargaining skills…and take at least a cursory glance (or two) at one’s bank account.

How do wedding budgets break down? Who is responsible for covering which expenses? Will traditions help in the realm of modern cash flow? Weddings can create financial black holes for all participants, and one must be aware of the pitfalls.

Traditional Basics

Traditional etiquette is fascinating in the way it breaks down primary expenses, assigning them alternately to the bride’s family and the groom (generally not indicating that his family should share the burden). The reasoning behind placing the bulk of the wedding burden on the bride’s family is that the bride was considered a child, a creature under her father’s protection, until he gave her to her husband at the altar and as a result she became her husband’s responsibility. Does it go without saying that this attitude no longer makes much sense?

The Bride/Bride’s Family Traditionally Pays For


	Printed invitations and announcements, enclosures, any other stationery, postage

	The bride’s wedding dress (or outfit) and occasionally the attendants’ dresses as well, if it is financially feasible (The latter may be a holdover from the United Kingdom, where it is not uncommon for the bride to foot the bill for her attendants’ attire.)

	Wedding planner (if necessary or desired)

	All reception expenses

	Flowers for the wedding location, reception location, bride’s family (corsages, boutonnieres, attendant bouquets), and usually the bride’s bouquet (though occasionally, the groom pays for this one floral item)

	Bridal and household trousseaus (Stop laughing, I said it was traditional. This includes clothing for the bride’s new life as a grown-up woman as well as a host of household linens, and occasionally china and silverware. Most of these items have turned into wedding presents and now appear on registries.)

	The groom’s wedding ring (unless, of course, he isn’t going to wear one)

	Officiant fee or donation if he or she is affiliated with the bride’s side

	Transportation and accommodation for the officiant if he or she is affiliated with the bride’s side

	Wedding photographs (and videography or other means of documenting the event)

	Music for the wedding and reception

	Transportation to and from the wedding site and reception

	Presents for the bridal attendants

	Accommodation for all bridal attendants who have come in from out of town and who can’t be put up with relatives or friends (unless this is prohibitively expensive)

	Wedding present for the groom (if desired)

	Prewedding “Bridesmaids’ Luncheon,” if one is desired



The Groom/Groom’s Family Traditionally Pays For


	The marriage license

	The bride’s engagement ring

	The bride’s wedding ring

	The rehearsal dinner

	Flowers: corsages and boutonnieres for the groom’s family and attendants, and occasionally the bride’s bouquet (These expenses are sometimes absorbed into the bride’s larger floral plans.)

	Accessories for the groom’s attendants if they did not have or rent them already (ties, gloves, etc.)

	Officiant fee or donation if he or she is affiliated with the groom’s side

	Transportation and accommodation for the officiant if he or she is affiliated with the groom’s family

	Presents for the groom’s attendants

	Accommodation for all groom’s attendants who have come in from out of town and who can’t be put up with relatives and friends (unless this is prohibitively expensive)

	Bachelor dinner

	Transportation for groom’s parents to and from the wedding and reception sites

	Wedding present for the bride (if desired)

	Honeymoon expenses

	House and furnishings to live in after the wedding (See? What did I say about this being the most traditional breakdown of expenses?)



Bride’s Attendants’ Expenses


	Clothing and accessories for the wedding (unless the bride’s family is footing the bill—a rarity)

	Transportation to and from the wedding

	Contribution to the bridesmaids’ group wedding present to the bride (very traditional)

	Individual wedding present for the wedding couple

	Contribution to the shower for the bride



Groom’s Attendants’ Expenses


	Wedding attire rental or purchase

	Transportation to and from the wedding

	Contribution to the groom’s party’s group present to the groom (very traditional)

	Individual wedding present for the wedding couple

	If the groom does not plan his own bachelor dinner, the groomsmen collectively pay for it. (Note the language does not refer to a bachelor party. Not surprisingly, bachelor parties fall somewhat outside the umbrella of traditional etiquette.)



Twisting Tradition

Does that breakdown look odd? It should, since it is predicated on a more than antiquated notion of familial responsibility, masculine solvency, and feminine dependence. Roll your eyes, if you like, but don’t bypass these lists. It is worth examining them to see what people may be thinking and what the general expenses are. Almost every wedding magazine you pick up contains pullout budget worksheets (a seriously different kind of centerfold from the norm, and one that conjures very different fantasies), but these are useful only once you’ve sorted out the big picture.

There is no single contemporary protocol for wedding budgets, but there are a number of strategies that brides, grooms, their parents, and the members of their wedding parties can employ to make sense of nuptial financial commitments. These can help everyone find a degree of peace, if not total satisfaction.

Take Charge

If you want to maintain the greatest amount of control over your nuptials, the choice is simple: pay for everything yourselves. There are upsides and downsides to this decision. You may not be able to finance your dream wedding, but being in charge of the purse strings means your opinion carries the most weight. This doesn’t mean you will have free rein to ignore anyone’s requests. Keep in mind that many suggestions will be pouring in from your relatives and future in-laws. Rampantly dismissing them may bring temporary triumph, but there is a good chance that postnuptial complaints, both passive and aggressive, will show up to make holidays sour for years to come. Compromise is a trade-off for accepting money from other people, but it is also often a trade-off for having an engaged and interested family, so take care before you put your foot down too hard on every issue.

Wheeling and Dealing

Make no mistake: The wedding cash factor has as much to do with psychology as it does with practicality. When parents feel they have some control over how their money gets spent, they are less likely to feel that they have been ignored or taken advantage of, and if the bride and groom decide to collaborate with the parents who are contributing, they won’t feel guilty or worry that their own nuptial fantasies are being dashed.

Figuring out how to collaborate requires openness and tact. If parents would like to contribute financially and creatively to the nuptials, they should announce their willingness to their children. In return, the bride and groom should not simply nod and hold out open palms, expecting a pile of checks. They should prepare themselves by coming up with a list of wedding elements over which they wouldn’t mind their parents (or other interested parties) having creative influence. Then they could say, “Thank you. That’s very generous. Would you like to help out with the location, food, the dress, or the photographs?”

The key to making this work is for the bride and groom to accept input on things they feel flexible about. If a bride has already decided that she must have a lemon poppy-seed wedding cake and nothing else because this is the cake she and her fiancé shared on their first date together, then this is not the issue on which to request parental input. On the other hand, if a set of parents feels very strongly about photography and the bride and groom only care enough to want some sort of record of the wedding, then this is the perfect opportunity to make parents feel happy, included, and satisfied that they aren’t paying for stuff they hate.

Even When You Don’t Write the Checks…You Still Pay

While it isn’t a given that the bride’s family will foot the bill for the bulk of the wedding, the tradition isn’t entirely dead. It is also far from unheard of for the groom’s family to pay for the wedding (though this was something that was strongly frowned upon through the mid-twentieth century). Whether you are the beneficiary of such generosity or the person with the open wallet, keep a thing or two in mind.

The fact that others are paying your bills doesn’t give you license to exclude or exploit your benefactors. It is critical that you be sensitive to their interests. While this doesn’t mean caving to their every whim, you should not be dismissive or bratty. If they are paying, the chances are high that they’ll want their tastes reflected on the invitation, their say in the guest list, and a hand in planning the reception menu. Their fingerprints will very likely be all over your nuptials, and they deserve to have them there. When you accept cash, you usually also have to accept that the people who come with it have feelings and opinions.

The way to handle parental requests (or demands) is to be open and prepared to negotiate. If you are vegetarian, but your parents urge you to serve a meat course, consider a carnivore option on your reception menu, or start wheeling and dealing. In this example, you could conjure a list of vegetarian dishes that won’t confuse or intimidate people with more limited, less imaginative palates and suggest those choices to your parents. Digging in your heels or getting angry about your beliefs or social commitments (no matter how virtuous or reasonable they are) will be like waving a red cape in front of your benefactors. Be diplomatic and respectful, and if you can’t get everything you want, perhaps you can get them to meet you halfway.

Contrariwise, if you are a parent and are paying for all or part of the wedding, do not confuse this event with your own nuptials. This is not the time to embrace your inner dictator and expect the bride and groom to be living dolls that you will dress up to your taste and exhibit in a setting that you decorated, eating only food you selected, in front of a crowd composed exclusively of your friends and family. A wedding is an enormous step toward adulthood (if the bride and groom haven’t crossed that threshold already), and as grown-ups, the wedding couple will want to exercise some choice. Allow this, but don’t be a doormat. Know when you need to draw a financial or emotional line and be ready to go back and forth a bit on some decisions. No one has to “win” anything. You’re planning a fabulous party, so look for ways to make everyone happy, not sullen.

A Fistful of Dollars

Another option that appeals to parents who want to participate but who don’t want to make decisions or negotiate or plan or even think excessively about wedding planning is for them to give their children some money to be spent on the wedding. This offer should not come with rules or restrictions (“I’m taking my money back if you wear a strapless dress/show off that horrible tattoo/invite that revolting woman your brother married/skip the full Catholic mass/serve that weird vegan food/etc.”). It should come from a place of benevolent detachment. You are loving and invested, but not really interested in wedding minutiae.

If you’re getting married and you get a big check with orders to spend the money on your wedding, rejoice, but don’t think this money comes without strings or take this as a sign of your parents’ disinterest. Keep them in the loop on big decisions. Invitations, for instance, can cause all kinds of trouble. Whether they’ve contributed lots of money or only emotional support, parents will want to at least know what you’re planning on having the invitations say, so don’t just print them up and send them out hoping no one will notice what’s written on them. Be brave, give the parents a chance to argue with you, and be ready either to make your case or compromise. (Invitation politics, by the way, are discussed at length in chapter 8, “In Print: Wedding Stationery and What to Write on It.”)

Innocent Bystanders: The Wedding Party and Guests

No one—not the groom, not the guests, not the mother of the bride—escapes having to wrestle with some financial considerations when it comes to weddings. The bottom line is this: Everyone has financial obligations that go beyond merely attending the wedding. Warn your wedding party about what you expect them to buy (dress, tuxedo, hair extensions, whatever) or do (throw a shower, pitch a bachelor party in Las Vegas) and give them a chance to opt out if they’re strapped for cash. Let your guests know your wedding details early so they can start to gauge transportation and accommodation expenses and vacation time. Do not be offended if people are unable to attend or be in the wedding party because of financial limitations. If you suddenly realize you can’t pay for your daughter’s dream cake, offer to pay for something less splendid. If you’re a maid of honor planning a fancy country club bridal shower for your friend, consult with the rest of the wedding party to see if they can afford their share of the fees, and be prepared to come up with other ideas. Those are the breaks. Everyone needs to be honest and graceful. If you can’t afford it, don’t do it, but be gentle and kind. There’s no shame in being conscious of your finances.

Etiquette in Action

DO WE PAY?


Dear Elise,

Our daughter and her boyfriend are eloping. Are we expected to pay for their plane fare, ceremony, and hotel room?

—Daughter’s Getting Hitched




Dear DGH,

Your question is simple, but my mind reels with queries. Did you offer to host your daughter’s wedding? Are you planning on attending the event? Did she announce plans to elope, leaving you wondering if you have any role to play in the wedding? Do you want to pay for the flights, ceremony, and accommodations?

You are the author of whatever financial expectations your daughter can reasonably have of you. She may have all kinds of wishes, but unless you have promised something, there are no expectations you have to meet. You can, of course, offer to foot all or part of the bills, but you don’t have to pay for this elopement. There is no imperative at all. There never is, really.



CAN’T DO IT ALL


Dear Elise,

I have had my last few summers completely booked up with weddings and wedding events. I have been a bridesmaid multiple times and traveled out of the country and to several states to attend all of the events. This has been expensive and time-consuming.

Next year I will probably be invited to ten weddings, and one of the brides just asked me to be a bridesmaid. I am honored and flattered, but my boyfriend and I just got engaged and I’m overwhelmed at the prospect of being a bridesmaid again, since I’m going to be devoting a lot of time and money toward my own wedding in the coming months. Is it rude of me to decline the invitation to be a bridesmaid?

—Wants Harmony




Dear WH,

Even if you didn’t have ten other weddings to attend on top of planning your own, you wouldn’t have to worry about being rude for declining the honor of being a bridesmaid. In fact, being up-front about your limits demonstrates your respect for the friend who is getting married.

The title of bridesmaid is hardly one you can’t refuse. It feels uncomfortable, of course, because the bride is a friend and offering you a position of honor in her wedding. Really, though, “bridesmaid” is a job, and everyone will be happiest if you treat the position professionally. If you can’t handle the workload, and the (financial or temporal) obligations, then you are absolutely right to bow out. Tell your friend that you are flattered and touched that she thought of you, and in any other year you would jump at the chance to be in her wedding, but between planning your wedding and respecting your other obligations, you can’t take on so much responsibility. You can offer to take on a role in the wedding that has fewer obligations (as a reader in the ceremony, for instance), or you can offer to help in some other, less momentous, capacity.

Keep in mind that how you handle this situation depends on what sort of relationship you have with the bride and what kind of wedding she is having. If the bride is a family member or in-law, it might be harder, and less desirable in the long run, to back out entirely. If the bride is a more distant friend who is having a large wedding party, your absence is less likely to hurt her if you continue to be supportive and caring. If, on the other hand, she is a close friend who is interested in having only two bridesmaids, you being one of them, and she doesn’t have hugely expensive expectations of you, then you may want to rethink turning her down. With these decisions, it is important to think about the future.



WHO PAYS?


Dear Elise,

A friend asked me to attend his relative’s out-of-state wedding as his date. Whose responsibility is it to pay for my flight?

—Expenses Paid?




Dear Expenses,

The whole question of whether or not to go dutch on dates has been made murky over the ages. People are always ready to turn this into a question of feminism or capitalism, age or beauty, privilege or commerce.

In all fairness, your friend should pay for your ticket. He is inviting you to this wedding as his date and should assume this expense, which is substantial. This is a classic etiquette situation, where the general policy holds that the person who does the inviting pays for the invitee. This practice has rightly become rather relaxed, but your situation shows how the spirit of the tradition can still be vital.



FUTURE IN-LAWS AND BAD BUDGET BEHAVIOR


Dear Elise,

I’ve recently gotten engaged, and I am having trouble getting my wedding plans off the ground. Right now, my fiancé’s family’s guest list is three times larger than the one my fiancé and I put together. His parents say that they will pay for their guests but won’t contribute any money that I might use for any of my guests or wedding expenses.

This setup makes me uncomfortable. I can’t afford a reception for such a big crowd, and I don’t know how to proceed with planning. My fiancé thinks the situation is fine and doesn’t understand that it is impossible to plan a wedding without having a good sense of how many people will be on the guest list (I can’t even start pricing things without knowing how many people we will invite). I don’t have a clue as to how to begin planning in these circumstances.

What can I do to convince him that his parents are being unreasonable?

—Am I Overreacting?




Dear AIO,

You are not overreacting. Your fiancé’s parents are being difficult and unrealistic. This doesn’t mean that all hope is lost. It may be that they’re just a little dim and don’t realize what goes into planning a wedding.

Weddings are joint ventures. This makes some sense, since they represent the coming together of two families and really, people shouldn’t be nickel-and-diming one another in this way, especially when one “side” is threatening to be three times larger than the other. This leaves you in an impossible situation, planning-wise, and I’m not sure how you’d even begin to select a venue, since there is quite a difference between planning (and paying for) a wedding with a guest list of, say, 30 people and one of 120.

Try to get your fiancé to see your perspective. Give him an opportunity to call a few venues and see how far he gets in determining what the cost is when he’s pricing an event with a guest list of 30, knowing that another 90 people could also be invited. He won’t even be able to determine the size of a venue to book, let alone how much of a budget he has to work with.

If he remains firm that his parents’ plan is correct, take a different path. Explain that since you can’t plan under those circumstances, you’d prefer to get married at city hall and have a small dinner afterward. Tell him you’ll invite as many people as you can afford, and that if his parents want to throw a groom’s-side-only reception some other time, that’s fine with you.

You’ll never win this by fighting about it. Your fiancé’s parents have dug in, and your fiancé is either afraid of them or unwilling to see another perspective. The only other tactics would be to disengage or turn the tables on your future in-laws and abdicate control by saying that you are happy to contribute a fixed sum to the wedding for your guests, and they can plan accordingly.

It is a shame you’re in such a spot, and I hope your fiancé comes around and figures out how to side with you over his parents, because it is an unpleasant thing to have to start married life with a couple of people and their calculator sitting on your shoulders.
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