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Going to the Chapel


Emily Austin idly flips through a copy of the latest “it” book for brides-to-be titled Buff Brides.  She sits casually on the one chair remaining in her apartment living room—the rest of the furniture has been moved out the day before.  Strewn across the floor taking the place of a coffee table or floor lamps are crumpled copies of various magazines.  I am struck by their titles: Modern Bride, Bride’s, and Martha Stewart Weddings to name a few.  Political science and Spanish books which used to speckle Emily’s bookcase have been replaced with wedding planning guides.  After all, she has a lot to do.

*****


“Maybe I should just elope or have a really small wedding with close friends and family.  It would just be so much easier,” Emily wistfully remarks.  However, these are just words that will never materialize.  She is destined to have a big wedding.  


In May 2004 Emily graduated from Southwestern University with a double major in political science and Spanish.  Most other college graduates celebrated with long summer vacations or plans to immediately search for their dream job.  The summer for Emily signifies the beginning of a long stretch of wedding planning.  She has only 8 months to plan an event that will be attended by roughly 250-300 guests.  Meetings with professors have been replaced with meetings with priests, caterers and florists.  In fact, at this moment she is headed to Houston to meet with a representative of the Houston Country Club to discuss price estimates for food and beverages.  

*****


Emily’s cell phone rings loudly and vibrates off the table.  She jumps up and after glancing at the caller ID exclaims, “It’s Tyson!” She answers and disappears into her bedroom.  Phone calls from Tyson, her fiancé, are precious.  He joined the Marines after graduating from college 4 years ago and last February, only a month and a half after proposing to Emily, he left for Iraq.  He is stationed over there until October 2004.  Even though they are separated by thousands of miles, the two manage to talk on the phone almost every day.  


After about 45 minutes, Emily emerges from her bedroom looking radiant, a huge grin plastered across her face.  She seems to have forgotten all about the stresses of wedding planning.  When I ask her to continue describing the elaborate process of planning a huge wedding in 8 months, she squeals, “Who cares!  We’re getting married!!” 

*****


In recent years wedding planning has shifted from intimate and personal to extravagant and commercial.  The evolution of the engagement ring is evidence of this phenomenon.  Today, most young people believe that the diamond engagement ring is a long-standing tradition.  According to Emily Post, America’s reigning queen of etiquette, the diamond engagement ring should represent two months salary of the groom, signifying sacrifice and devotion.  Emily Austin sports a sparkling round-cut diamond in a platinum setting on her left hand.


However, the diamond engagement ring was not always expected.  In fact, its prevalence in American culture can be attributed to a savvy marketing ploy of the DeBeers jewelry company in the 1940s.  During this time, DeBeers launched an advertising campaign that compelled young men to present their future brides with a precious gem signifying commitment.  Full-page ads in magazines like Vogue and Town & Country combined with the image of diamonds in Hollywood (as Marilyn Monroe said in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, “diamonds are a girl’s best friend”) helped create a virtual frenzy for these engagement rings.  In 1999, Advertising Age named DeBeers’ patented phrase “A Diamond is Forever” the best advertising slogan of the 20th century.  The diamond engagement ring, a symbol of love and fidelity, also signifies the power of commercialism in American wedding culture. 

*****


“I’m worried about the cost of this whole wedding.  The [Houston] Country Club has quoted a price of $100 a head, but hopefully we can get them to come down on that price a little bit.  It’s so stressful,” Emily laments.  Even though she may toss around the idea of a small intimate wedding, she feels pressure to have a big wedding.  “It’s expected, not just for me, but for my parents.  Their friends expect them to host a big wedding for their daughter.” It would almost be offensive for the Austin family to have a small event.  They are members of society, and this wedding is a form of contribution to that small sect of Houston socialites.  “People are not there to celebrate the marriage of two people.  They are checking out what my family has and doesn’t have.  It’s sad but that’s the way it works.” 

*****


Maggie Austin did not have a big white wedding.  She and William married in the side chapel of St. Michael’s Catholic Church in Houston, Texas and the following reception took place in the driveway and backyard of her parents’ house.  The guests enjoyed Mexican food and a mariachi band.  


Now, more than 22 years later, she is helping her daughter Emily plan a large wedding.  Being a member of Houston society, Maggie is expected to put on a show, even if she is not the star.  “She’s excited, but worried that after all of this planning we won’t speak,” laughs Emily.  Things have come around full circle.

*****


According to Bride’s magazine, Emily (with only 8 months to plan the big day) is running behind schedule.  In the 1990s, Bride’s produced a checklist suggesting that the bride complete 44 tasks, starting 12 months before the actual wedding.  Some of these tasks included “checking final details with wedding professionals” and “inquiring about ATMs near the honeymoon site.” In 1970, the same magazine suggested that a bride commence wedding plans, while in 1959 the estimated time was only 2 months.  Since they are larger events, weddings today require much more planning and assistance, resulting in longer engagements.


Cele C. Otnes and Elizabeth H. Pleck examine this issue in their book Cinderella Dreams: The Allure of the Lavish Wedding.  In the past, the period of engagement was a time for women to accumulate various objects for the household and to prepare herself for the duties of being a wife (mainly cooking and cleaning and hosting dinner parties).  Today, that period of time serves a new purpose.  “In short, the paramount function of the engagement is now to allow enough time for the wedding and the honeymoon to be meticulously planned so the couple may revel in romance, magic, memories, and perfection.”

*****


The Plaza Club in Houston, Texas sits atop one of the tallest buildings in downtown Houston.  Huge windows provide a breathtaking view over the metropolitan area, and at night the twinkling lights of the city provide a romantic and chic landscape.  It’s no wonder that brides-to-be flock to this location to plan elaborate and memorable receptions.  However, with a minimum of $15,000 for members and $15,500 for non-members, the Plaza Club comes at a hefty price.


“That minimum includes the usage of the facility for a Saturday night, minimum food and beverage and taxes.  People usually stayed near this estimate when planning a reception,” explains Angie Clinton, a former event coordinator for the Plaza Club.  From 1997-2004 she met with potential brides on a weekly basis, helping them create a memorable and often expensive night to remember.  


As an event coordinator, Angie encountered many types of brides with specific ideas about their “special day.”  One bride requested that live animals in cages be brought in for the “after-party” at the Plaza Club.  Another orchestrated 4 outfit changes throughout the night.  Yet another bride demanded to know exactly how many cheese cubes would be arranged on the hors d’oeuvre plate, and during the reception she made sure that the predicted number matched the actual number.


“You have to start early to plan these events, especially in a big city like Houston,” Angie says.  “Some girls would start planning their wedding 2 years in advance.  Usually, though, it was necessary to book the Plaza Club a year to 18 months in advance.  The waiting lists are ridiculous.” 


An entire industry has been built around wedding culture.  All one has to do is step foot in a major bookstore and she is bombarded with a plethora of bridal magazines and books with titles like Weddings for Dummies or Weddings on a Budget.  The emergence of wedding-based reality TV shows like “The Bachelor” and “Who Wants to Marry a Millionaire” have created a media frenzy that floods the homes of almost every American.  The engagement of pop star Britney Spears made instant headlines.  Big white weddings have become a part of American pop culture.  People clamor to recreate these elaborate events.


“With some people it’s so pathetic.  You just know that they were spending way too much.  I mean, come on.  A wedding is a big deal but it’s only 4 hours!  The majority of the people don’t have money and they try to have these big weddings.  I just don’t understand,” Angie sighs.

*****


I go home and try to clear my head of all of the wedding jargon.  I can’t even imagine what Emily is going through because I am exhausted just thinking about planning a wedding.  I plop down on a pillow and prepare to numb my mind by watching TV.  I flip to The Learning Channel and am greeted by a completely on-edge crying bride, surrounded by an entourage of people fluffing up her huge white ball gown.  It’s the popular show, A Wedding Story.  I just can’t deal with this right now.


I change the channel to VH1, craving cheesy music videos.  Instead, I get an hour devoted to celebrity weddings.  Surely the Food Network is a safe choice I think, but no, Rachel Ray is preparing a wedding brunch spread.  Fully exasperated I turn off the TV and stare at the dark screen.  How has a sacred ceremony like marriage become so commercialized?

*****


“We got the Country Club to go down to $75 a person!” Emily exclaims over the phone.  And how many guests is she planning to have?  “Well, right now the list is at about 300, but not everyone will show up, right?” There is a pleading tone in Emily’s voice.  I try to reassure her, then mentally calculate 300 guests at $75 each—a grand total of $22,500.  That does not include cake, flowers, the band, the dress, transportation...the list continues.  But then again, not everyone will show up, right?

*****


When Emily was a little girl, she fantasized about her wedding day.  She would have a Catholic wedding followed by a big reception at the Houston Country Club.  Friends and family would surround her as she walked down the aisle in a flowing white gown.  She and her husband would make a grand entrance at the reception and everyone would spend the evening eating and drinking and dancing.  It would be a huge party, and afterwards, she would be married.

When I ask Emily to describe her fantasy wedding, she replies that the wedding she is planning now is her fantasy wedding.  Tyson has given Emily full reign to recreate her dream.  She was not prepared for the difficulty she has encountered, but a big wedding has been part of her life since she was playing with dolls.  “I just can’t wait to be married to Tyson!  I wish he would just come home and then we would be married.” I guess in Emily’s case the marriage is more important than the wedding.  Now, there’s a story for The Learning Channel.

Author’s Afterwords


This is definitely a working draft.  I still have a lot of facts to work into the piece, but I wanted to write down Emily and Angie’s stories first and then fit the facts into the piece.  Also, I have more to elaborate on Emily and Tyson’s journey towards the alter.  For instance, the obstacles they have faced having the marriage in a Catholic church and also Emily’s mother’s involvement in the process.


I wrote this first draft very quickly after my interviews while the information was fresh.  Now I just need to go back and supplement it with more concrete facts to make it a strong paper.  


Once I dove into this subject I was amazed at the abundance of information I received.  The anecdote about all of the wedding shows on TV is true and I think representative of our culture’s obsession with weddings right now.  I don’t want to bore the reader with statistics, but I think they might be helpful in giving me credibility in this paper.


I still have a long way to go, but this is a start.

*****


With the final draft, I incorporated more research.  I found the history of the diamond engagement ring to be particularly engaging (haha, no pun intended...honestly!).  Emily is not averse to a big wedding, but at the same time she does have a few hesitations about fulfilling everyone else’s expectations.  I hoped to show this without cramming it down the reader’s throat.  I think the final product illustrates that overall she is excited to plan this event.


I hope that more research gives my piece credibility and substance.  At the same time, I wanted to keep the tone light and fun, because I had lots of fun interviewing Emily and Angie about weddings.  The whole subject fascinates me.

