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For Better or Worse:  Representations of the Modern American Bride 

Weddings have always been popular subjects in the media because they are celebrations of the things that many people cherish most in life:  love, family, and friendship.  However, recent portrayals of brides tend to shift the focus from these core values and undermine the struggle for gender equality.  Gary Winwick’s romantic comedy Bride Wars, TLC’s reality television show Say Yes to the Dress, and Condé Nast magazine Modern Bride utilize the flourishing bridal industry to reinforce traditional gender roles by promoting fairy tale fantasies, restrictive and superficial views of feminine beauty, competition between women, and marriage as a woman’s only viable lifestyle choice.  

Media representations of modern American brides uphold the notion that a woman’s main goal in life is to have a fairy tale wedding.  The film Bride Wars portrays the feud between two best friends, Liv and Emma, whose weddings are accidentally scheduled at the same venue on the same day.  From the beginning, the audience sees that weddings are the focus of the friendship.  In the opening scene, Liv and Emma are young girls putting on one of their many play weddings.  Both girls are determined to have a June wedding at New York’s Plaza Hotel, a place they describe as “magical.”  To these characters, The Plaza represents an escape from reality into a fantasy world where all of their deepest desires will come true, but this can only happen after they meet their own Prince Charmings.  When Liv asks Emma to provide details on her engagement ring, Emma gleefully replies “I’m sure it’s more than he could afford!”  Likewise, Liv’s fiancé delivers a Tiffany & Co. engagement ring in that little blue box which screams “I’m exclusive and expensive!”  The celebrations of both proposals suggest that each fiancé can provide for his bride-to-be and parallel the popular fairy tale image of a princess as a damsel in distress who is rescued from her suffering (not to mention her single status) by a handsome and daring prince.  

One of the primary ingredients in any good Cinderella recipe is a magical transformation from rags to riches (usually in the appearance of a stunning ball gown) and a public place where Cinderella can reveal this transformation to loyal subjects and capture the heart of Prince Charming.  In Say Yes to the Dress, the employees of Kleinfeld, a bridal salon in New York City, make this fairy tale transformation a reality for brides.  One of the first observations that many brides and their families make upon finding the “perfect” dress is that the bride looks “like a princess.”  Finding the right dress is often described as a “magic moment” by both the brides and the bridal consultants, again alluding to the fairy tale fantasy.  Of course, dressing like royalty often requires that one spend like royalty.  The brides’ average dress budgets range from the “bargain price” of two thousand dollars to tens of thousands of dollars.  While the latter amount is spent by brides who are clearly well-to-do, the former is presented by the bridal consultants as a realistic amount for the average bride to spend on a dress.  Considering that Randy, the Fashion Director, advises brides that their wedding gowns should comprise “ten to fifteen percent of the wedding budget”, the show suggests that the average bride should spend at least twenty thousand dollars on the wedding, truly an affair fit for royalty.  Although they may not have this kind of money to spend, American brides are told that to have the ideal wedding they must pay a hefty price.

Like Bride Wars and Say Yes to the Dress, the magazine Modern Bride also encourages brides to become princesses on their wedding day.  What is so interesting about bridal magazines is that bridal gown, jewelry, and gift registry advertisements overtake the articles, suggesting to brides that they want and need particular items.  In one gown ad, the bride is clearly modeled after a princess, as she wears a tiara and gown with a flowing train and poses on a red carpet.  An ad for an engagement set encourages readers to consider a ring with “The Crown Setting” so that the bride can proudly display her symbol of power (perhaps it is more appropriate to say that the princess displays a symbol of her prince’s power).  Macy’s advertises its “Ever After Wedding and Gift Registry”, suggesting that if a bride’s guests buy her gifts from Macy’s, she and her groom will live “happily ever after.”  An article about centerpieces and place settings, entitled “Crystal Ball”, tells readers that “a beyond-bright future deserves a sparkly soiree”, while just a few pages later another article states that “many [wedding] budgets run $30,000 or more.”  This text promotes royal weddings as a necessity while reminding readers that they must royally flush their savings in order to have the wedding of their dreams.    

Molding oneself to fit traditional views of feminine beauty is also a prominent theme in wedding texts.  For example, in Bride Wars the main characters’ wedding consultant, Marian St. Clair, says, “I expect my brides to be flawless:  perfect hair, skin, nails, everything.”  The brides are also expected to have perfect figures.  As Liv tries on a Vera Wang wedding dress, the bridal consultant advises her to be careful about “pre-wedding weight gain”, and adds, “You don’t alter a Vera to fit you, you alter yourself to fit a Vera.”  Say Yes to the Dress also addresses the horror of being a plump bride as well as other concerns with physical appearance.  The bridal consultants find a dress sample for a plus size bride that they describe as “very slenderizing”, implying that she must try to fit the mold of traditional bridal beauty.  The bride, Jen, also expresses concern with her weight and says, “I have seen other plus size girls try on wedding dresses, and they look ridiculous.”  What is troublesome about these statements is that in a society where the average woman wears a plus size (size 14), audiences are being told that overweight brides cannot be beautiful brides.  Additionally, many of the women on the show express not only the desire to appear more beautiful in others’ eyes than ever before.  As one bride says, “It’s so important to find the perfect dress.  Everyone’s going to be looking at you…You want to look totally magnificent.”  The bride is no longer an ordinary woman but an object to be gazed at with amazement and desire; men desire her physically while women desire to be her.  The bride represents the ideal woman:  perfect in appearance, slender and delicate, and pure (indicated by the white dress).  Women who challenge these dominant values are perceived to be less valuable as brides
.
The third and perhaps most notable theme in wedding texts is competition between women and victory over spinsterhood.  After all, the entire premise of Bride Wars is based on competition between the main characters.  Liv and Emma initially compete to be the first to get engaged, and later they compete to plan the better wedding while plotting nasty tricks to ruin each other’s bridal bliss.  At the same time, the film warns the audience about the unhappiness of single women.  Upon first meeting with Liv and Emma to discuss wedding plans, Marian St. Clair tells them, “A wedding marks the first day of the rest of your lives.  You have been dead until now.”  When the two brides make phone calls announcing their engagements to single friends, one immediately gets so upset that she is about to throw up, while another reacts to the news by taking out a pint of Ben and Jerry’s ice cream – the ultimate food of refuge for miserable single gals.  The audience is supposed to laugh at these characters while simultaneously pitying them.  Although several of these single friends have speaking roles and appear in multiple scenes, none of them are given names, suggesting the insignificance of their lives as single women of a certain age.  Despite Liv and Emma’s horrendous behavior toward each other and their grooms, in addition to Emma jilting her fiancé on their wedding day, each still gets her “happily ever after” storyline as a married woman, for there can be no alternative.

The bridal industry plays a major role in each of the texts and thus has a tremendous amount of influence on “selling” a particular image of brides to the American public.  In Bride Wars, wedding coordinator Marian St. Clair narrates the story from her point of view.  Also, the brides’ stories in Say Yes to the Dress are often presented through the perspective of Kleinfeld employees, as the focus of the show is the actual sale of the wedding dress.  Finally, the articles in Modern Bride are written exclusively by hired wedding consultants and, as previously mentioned, are overtaken by bridal industry advertisements.  What is perhaps most intriguing about bridal magazines is not their content but the fact that there is no counterpart for grooms.  On any given magazine rack there exists a plethora of guides instructing brides on how they should look and behave, while the same is not demanded of grooms.  The amount of time and effort that is expected of brides in planning their weddings emphasizes marriage as a woman’s ultimate goal and a focus on domestic life.     

The experience of the modern American bride reflects society’s contradictory demands of women.  Brides are told to be assertive and independent, but they are also told to submit themselves to a fairy tale fantasy; they are told to be unique, but they are also told to conform to strict feminine ideals and traditional views of romantic love.  Above all, women are told that being a bride should be their highest aspiration in life, and in celebrating marriage they are proclaiming not only their socioeconomic status but also their personal identities as women
.    
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�She moves quickly to the point and states a specific, focused thesis. 


�In this paragraph, she is using multiple texts to prove one point: she makes connections between them, and demonstrates how they are doing the same work. Notice how she uses weaves together examples and commentary on those examples: she is always telling us what these details  from the text mean, why they are important to her argument.


�She uses her conclusion to elaborate on why this is important: she isn’t merely restating what she’s already argued; she’s taking it one step further. She shows us how the construction of the modern bride is really a representation of the contradictory expectations placed on all women -- that tells me why I should care about the argument she’s made.





