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Organising a wedding ceremony may appear similar to many other planning tasks. However, because it’s so important and personal, it can become entirely different. Naturally, you want nothing less than perfection for your all-important day. As there are so many people and services to be properly coordinated, you may experience a variety of feelings ranging from extreme joy and happiness to outright panic!

Take it Easy! My advice is to relax and enjoy the planning and the day. 

Remember, there’s plenty of assistance available to help you make it just the way you want. Fortunately, most of the services and suppliers are experts in their own right and know exactly what to do. At times it seems they can read your mind. If you select the right venue, the right people, and the right services, everything will fall into place and your day will be truly wonderful.

So let’s look at some of the planning areas and the decisions you will need to make in the lead-up to your wedding.

Your Venue
Among the first decisions to make is where to have your wedding. Around Melbourne, and in most other places, there are so many options to choose from that you’re sure to find one that’s ideal. These include:


Romantic wedding chapels


Numerous wedding reception venues


Wonderful parks and gardens


Wineries 


Stately homes


Healesville Sanctuary


Werribee Park / Zoo


Cruise boats 


Puffing Billy train 


The Tram Restaurant 

· Melbourne Zoo.
· Southern Cross Observation Wheel
Some people choose to marry at their favourite restaurant, at home, in the Dandenongs, the Yarra Valley, Mornington Peninsula or other special places.

​

No matter what venue you decide on, there are certain important points to keep in mind. If you decide to be married outdoors, be aware what seems to be the ideal location for a garden or beach wedding can end up being far less than perfect. You can’t control the weather and could end up suffering through rain, hail, gales, cold, extreme heat or, in beach situations, wind blowing sand and wedding documents everywhere. Alternative accommodation in case of poor weather conditions is essential.

Whether the venue is indoors or outside, you also need to be certain there is easy access not only for elderly relatives, but for all guests, and that there is ample, accessible car parking. Do you need to provide a red carpet, signing table and chairs, public address system, site decorations, marquee, chairs etc.?  If you choose a wedding reception venue, you won’t need to worry about most of these things, as they will have everything you need. Many of the reception venues also have chapels, and garden settings for outdoor weddings.

Service Providers
A good guide to finding the right service provider is to select people experienced in weddings. This might seem self evident. However, it’s important advice. Those with limited experience are unlikely to know the right choices to offer and, on the day, may not do or provide the things or services they should. 

For example, at one wedding, I had to prompt the photographer to take important photos such as the bride alighting from the car, the processional, the signing, etc. The photographer, a so-called professional, had little or no experience with weddings and was just standing by to take photos of family groups after the wedding.

In most cases, when you choose a professional you have nothing to worry about. Just be sure they are truly professional, qualified and experienced in their particular field. There are industry standards, recognition and training for most wedding professionals. Determine whether they can provide you with the level of service you expect and the range, choice and quality you require. One of the best ways is to look at testimonials and samples of their work.

You might decide to employ the services of a wedding coordinator to take on most of the organisational responsibilities. If you do this, they should be able to recommend reputable people.

High on your list of service providers to choose will probably be the photographer. Do they provide a nice album and specialise in weddings? Then there’s the videographer. Again, look for a wedding specialist. You also need a reliable, punctual chauffeur service, a creative florist, and experienced musicians. There’s also your celebrant.

Prices - The price you pay can often be where the biggest mistakes occur. The three most important considerations are value, quality and service. Many people ‘shop around’ for the lowest price, thinking (or hoping) they are getting the best value. 

This is fine if you are buying products and know their quality and performance. However, services are a very different matter. They depend on individual skills, abilities, experience, performance, qualifications, personality, track record and recognition. Basically, you have to like the people and feel they will provide the quality you want. This applies to your photographer, transport, reception venue, florist, videographer, celebrant and every service you need on your wedding day.

There’s bound to be a reason why one service provider is substantially less expensive or more expensive than another when they appear to be providing the same service. It’s worth finding this out before you engage their services rather than after it’s too late.  Common reasons why some are less expensive include inexperience, cutting corners to keep the price down and being less than adequate as a service provider.

Keep in mind that you remember the quality long after you forget the price. This does not mean you have to employ the most expensive service provider in every field. There are good people at a range of price levels. Satisfy yourself you have found what you want before placing your trust in them. 

When to Book – The better services and venues are usually booked well in advance. The most popular time for weddings is late Saturday afternoon. It pays to make your bookings as soon as you can. Otherwise you may end up with a venue or service provider that was not your preferred choice!
Legal Requirements
In Australia, you can marry wherever and whenever you choose. The basic requirements to make a marriage valid are minimal, but you do, of course, need to know what these are.

Before the Wedding - The first thing you have to do is lodge a ‘Notice of Intended Marriage’ with your celebrant. Celebrants have these forms or they can be downloaded from the Commonwealth Attorney-General’s or the Registry Office’s websites. There’s a Notice on my website. 

To be eligible to marry, you should be over the age of eighteen, not married to any other person and not in a prohibited relationship (such as being brother and sister). You’ll need to show your original birth certificate or birth extract to your celebrant along with the original document finishing any previous marriage. Where it is impossible to obtain a birth certificate, your celebrant will explain other options.

Your ‘Notice of Intended Marriage’ permits you to marry any time after a calendar month and a day and up to eighteen months, from the date it is lodged. If both of you are not available to sign the Notice, it is possible to have it signed, witnessed and lodged by one alone. The other can then sign it any time before the wedding.  This is NOT, however, to be taken as a way to lodge a Notice without the knowledge of the other party! Both must be aware of the wedding plans.

Before the wedding, you will also have to sign pre-wedding ‘declarations of conjugal status’ where you again attest to your eligibility to marry. As a side note, this declaration means your celebrant need not ask that awkward question during your ceremony about anyone objecting to your marriage. 

On the Day, you will sign your presentation certificate of marriage along with the certificate that is sent to the Registry Office and the celebrant’s register. You will also need two official witnesses to sign your certificates. These can be any two people over the age of eighteen. (You can’t get away with 4 x 9 year olds!)
After your ceremony, you can obtain your official numbered Certificate of Marriage from the Registry Office. This is required if either of you is changing your name on a passport or drivers licence, and for immigration and some other purposes. While you receive your presentation Certificate of Marriage on the day, the official numbered certificate from the Registry Office proves your marriage has been registered. Your celebrant cannot obtain this for you; it is something only you can do.

Name Changing - While there is no law on changing names, there is a tradition of a wife taking the husband’s family name. However, there’s no reason why the husband could not take his wife’s family name or both keep their existing names. I provide my clients with a checklist of places that they may need to advise of a change of name, and how to go about it.
What about the Ceremony itself? - What makes a wedding ceremony legal? The minimum requirements for a ceremony are:


an explanation of the meaning of marriage (Section 46 from the Marriage Act);


vows exchanged in your own words. There are legal requirements within the wording of the vows - such as calling everyone’s attention to your exchange of vows and using the terms husband, wife or spouse.

Nobody has just the bare minimum. The important thing here is the choices of everything else are entirely in your hands. These include readings, special segments, music - even the words and sentiments to be expressed in your personal vows.
Wedding Attire
Another item on your list is clothing for the groom and his attendants. I’ve assumed the bride has already chosen her wedding dress and decided upon bridesmaids’ dresses! This is usually an early choice as it allows decisions to be made on colour themes, flowers and so on. 

By the way, what colour should the bride wear – white, ivory, cream, red, green, blue? It doesn’t matter as long as it suits her taste and style. It should, of course, be a surprise for the groom who will see it for the first time on the day.

Your Ceremony
The funny thing about many enquiries is the comment ‘We want something short, simple, no fuss and relaxed. We just want to get it over and done with’. Often this is because people just don’t know what choices they have, or they attended a wedding ceremony that really wasn’t too good and thought the sooner it was over the better. How unfortunate! 

You will note from the information above, there’s no need to have music, a bridal procession, opening remarks, readings, wedding rings or even a declaration of the marriage to make it legal. However, are you just concerned with making it legal or would you rather make it wonderful, memorable, fantastic, enjoyable, romantic and thoroughly yours? On your special day, your wedding ceremony ought to be the highlight, not something to be endured. 

Religious marriages confine choices to the rites of the particular religion with few alternatives. A ceremony conducted by an authorised, civil marriage celebrant (now known as a registered or authorised marriage celebrant), can be unique. It can be created or chosen by you to reflect your wishes, beliefs, traditions and culture, and gives you access to a world of marriage customs, readings, practices and special themes. You can write your personal vows or choose from a selection provided by your celebrant.

Theme - What sort of a wedding would you like – traditional, contemporary, medieval, Celtic or another style? Some people choose quite esoteric ceremonies such as Wiccan, Pagan or Druidic. Others like to include special cultural traditions such as wedding crowns, scarves, bells, oil lamps, candles, religious symbols, breaking a glass, wine ceremonies, ribbon ceremonies, or symbolic gifts.
Old traditions of the bride wearing something old, something new, something borrowed, and something blue, and the custom of throwing the bridal bouquet or garter at the end of the ceremony, are only some of the choices available to you.

Music - Your choice of music really makes a difference to the ceremony. Some people say they don’t want music at all. What a dry, boring affair! A wedding without music just isn’t a wedding. Think of the music you want for the procession, during the signing and for the recessional. You may choose recorded music or live performers. There are terrific musical groups, harpists, pipers and other musicians and singers who can really set the scene and lift your ceremony. (I could sing at your wedding – but I’d have to charge you less!)
Setting the Scene - As your chosen music fades away after the ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs’ of the bridal procession, the ceremony opens with a welcome to your guests and introductory remarks concerning you and your feelings about your marriage. 

Make sure you have input into this and mention things that are important and relevant to you. Perhaps include how you met, common interests, things you’ve done together, wonderful times you’ve shared and how you feel about being married. You might like to introduce your wedding party and explain why these people are special to you.

Your Marriage Vows - I suggest the exchange of vows is best done by repeating after the celebrant. Trying to memorise your vows or reading them can cause problems. I’ve had people who memorised their vows repeating all the right words in the wrong order! As they look at each other with adoring eyes, they have no idea what nonsense they are saying. 

Others forget completely when it comes to saying their vows. Nerves can play a part in your performance on the day. Reading from notes also means you lose eye contact with your partner and voice quality is affected. 

When you repeat after the celebrant, everyone knows what vows you are exchanging as they hear the celebrant even if they can’t hear you. I wear a clip-on microphone and provide a public address system for outdoor weddings. (This is usually not required when your wedding is indoors.)

Your vows need to acknowledge each is taking the other as husband or wife. You cannot get away with just heartfelt expressions of love etc. Specific statements need to acknowledge your new legal relationship. 

Of course you can add whatever other sentiments, thoughts, words or expressions you want. Church weddings used to ask the woman to include ‘love, honour and obey’ while the man had only to promise ‘to love, honour and cherish’. Some churches still do this. 

None of the sample vows I provide have this requirement for the woman to obey. However, I’m quite happy to include the word obey if it’s the husband undertaking to obey his wife! Let’s have some affirmative action!

Presentation or ‘Giving Away’ of the Bride - There are great alternatives to the formal presentation of the bride by her father. What about presenting the bride and the groom? What about your families being specially recognised and asked to offer their love and support to the new family? Or children, relatives, special friends or everybody present being involved? The choices are endless.

I love the idea of making the ceremony inclusive. There are terrific ways of using flowers, candles and warming the rings to include families and guests. They are then not merely spectators but participants. 

Another very important thing is the manner of delivery of your ceremony. Do you want relaxed and enjoyable; do you want people to smile and occasionally wipe away a tear; or do you want it to be stiff, formal and boring?

Choosing Your Celebrant 
Your wedding is a unique, one-off celebration of your love and commitment to each other. The celebrant you choose can create a moment of magic, a ceremony to delight you and your guests and provide a wonderful start for your special day and for your married life together. 

The first question to ask is if the celebrant is available for the time and day of the wedding. If they are, then you can enquire further. If you’re enquiring by phone, listen carefully to the celebrant. Does he or she sound friendly and interested? Do they have a sense of humour? Does the celebrant seem helpful, pleasant and have an outgoing personality? Do you get the sense this is a person who will definitely help you achieve the wedding of your dreams? 

It’s often a guide to hear the celebrant has done weddings at your venue and has been a celebrant for some time. You might want to ask about qualifications and experience. Dealing with people who really know their stuff is a tremendous benefit. They are not likely to make mistakes. They’ll know how to guide you and can provide resources and ideas. 

Ask about the way they deliver ceremonies. If you want relaxed and enjoyable and you choose a strict traditionalist, you could be disappointed. Do they have any restrictions or unusual requirements – things they insist on doing or are something they won’t do, or beliefs that don’t fit in with your requirements? 

While there are young and old celebrants, male (and mostly) female, there’s a predominance of older ones. But whatever their age, you need to be aware of many other points to consider when choosing your marriage celebrant.

Is the person a good public speaker? Some celebrants are fairly matter-of-fact, others get a bit carried away with their performance. Some are appropriately creative in the words they choose and paint wonderful word pictures. Some include information on the bride’s and groom’s time together, others make general remarks about marriage. 

Some can be very controlling, others quite laid back. There are those who welcome traditions, symbolism and cultural aspects, and those who keep to a fairly standard ceremony. Some specialise in theme weddings and are happy to dress in appropriate costumes to complement themes such as Celtic/medieval, roaring twenties, movies or musicals.

Unless it’s impossible, because of distance, don’t engage a celebrant without meeting and evaluating them and what they offer. Although every marriage celebrant is able to conduct a legal wedding ceremony, that does not mean they will suit you. You two and your wedding are special and unique. You need to identify the celebrant who’s right for you.

How Important is the Price? - Nearly every enquiry, via telephone or email, starts out with ‘How much do you charge?’ (I think this is because most people don’t know what else to say.)  Unfortunately, knowing the price doesn’t tell you anything about more important things such as experience, qualifications, value, quality and service. To a few people, the cheapest price, regardless of ability, is the most important thing. To most this is not a genuine deciding factor. 

Whatever the amount is, it will still be a small part of the total cost of the wedding day. Comparing prices is really a pointless exercise. You’re not comparing apples with apples and you can always find someone cheaper (less experienced and less in demand). Is your ceremony guaranteed to be a wonderful experience if the only measure of performance is that the celebrant was the cheapest you could find?

Creating Something Truly Special
You need to be sure your celebrant is able to create and deliver a ceremony just the way you want it. You might only have a rough idea of what you want, so the first thing you need is resources and information to let you know what you can choose. When you meet with a celebrant, and examine the many ways you can celebrate your love in your own special ceremony, you will be amazed at the variety of options. 

What Features Can You Include? - Ask about warming of the rings, Celtic Handfasting, symbolic blending with sand, casting the stones, candles and flower ceremonies. 

Select appropriate readings for your ceremony. These create variety and make your ceremony personal, interesting and memorable. Choose readers who are comfortable standing in front of a crowd and can give expression, interpretation and meaning to the reading. There’s nothing worse at a ceremony than a reader who is uncomfortable and reads without feeling or rushes the delivery in order to finish as quickly as possible. If no-one springs to mind as a reader, your celebrant can present your chosen readings.

How Long Should Your Ceremony Take? - Strangely, the perception of time at a wedding ceremony is unreliable. If your wedding is around 30 minutes everyone will think it was about 15. And a 15 minute ceremony seems like 5 minutes, (unless your ceremony is completely stiff, formal and boring, and then 30 mins seems like an hour!). Allow at least 25 to 30 minutes to ensure you have time to include things to make your ceremony memorable and enjoyable. Anything less can be too brief, as though you can’t wait to get it over and done with.

I had one bride I knew particularly well. In fact, I originally introduced her to her husband-to-be, and they asked me to officiate at their wedding. I gave my strongest advice about the ceremony and readings, but she was insistent. She said, ‘I only want a brief ceremony – no poetry and no fuss’. At the end of the ceremony she swung around to me and said, ‘Is that all there is? It was hardly worth getting dressed up!’   Mind you, on the other hand, a poorly constructed and badly delivered ceremony of any length can seem like an eternity. 

Starting on Time - A very important thing for your ceremony is to keep to time. Not only do your various providers (including your reception venue) want to keep their commitments, but, most importantly, you want your ceremony to proceed as you planned – and to have sufficient time for photographs.
Invite your guests at least 15 minutes before the ‘real’ starting time. This helps to ensure everyone is there for the beginning. When the bride walks in 15 minutes after the nominated ‘starting time’, she appears to be fashionably late. I’ve had some awful experiences with late weddings: waiting for people to arrive, waiting for the bride, even waiting for the bridegroom. 

One hot summer’s day, there were elderly people passing out while waiting more than an hour for the bride (who was actually ready, but just had to have a few more glasses of champagne!). Being late creates problems with your photographs and throws the reception venue into a flap over catering and can cause celebrants and others affected to be late for other commitments.

Often celebrants have a condition requiring the bride and groom to be ready to start within 15 minutes of the agreed time. They usually reserve the right to leave to carry out any other wedding ceremony they have and return later to attend to yours.

Being the Centre of Attention
If you are a little worried about everyone looking at you, there are a few points to keep in mind. While your guests are there to see you married, the celebrant is doing the talking and much of the attention tends to be centred on the celebrant. If you, and your guests, are relaxed and enjoying the day - no-one is being critical. They’re sharing and enjoying your moment. 

During the processional, a veil can help the bride feel less under observation. You also have a choice about whether or not you face your guests during the ceremony, except for the vows and ring exchange, when you turn towards each other. If you don’t feel comfortable facing your guests, turn a little towards each other for the whole ceremony. 

Turning your backs to everyone during the ceremony does not look good. It also makes it difficult for photographs and video. I, and many other celebrants, stand to one side during the ceremony so people can see and photograph the wedding party. I face you when addressing you, and turn towards the guests when talking to them.

The Rehearsal
If you have a wedding party – bridesmaids, groomsmen, flower girls, page boys, etc. – a rehearsal is really essential. This should be conducted at the venue. No other place is quite the same. People need to know where they will actually be standing on the day, what movements they need to make, what responsibilities they have and just how everything happens. The rehearsal is a matter of logistics, not rehearsing the words. You can rest assured your celebrant will deal with the words effectively on the day.

You might like to think about adopting the American practice of the rehearsal dinner. After the rehearsal, the families and the wedding attendants have a friendly meal together. This helps to cement relationships and is sometimes the first time some have met.

Relationship Education
Is there anything else you need to know about planning or preparing for your wedding? Yes there is. Your celebrant should make you aware of marriage and relationship education and of the services available to you. Religious institutions usually require you to attend a course of marriage and relationship education before they will agree to conduct your marriage. Celebrants do not make attendance at a course a condition of being married, but feel you ought to know about the availability of such services. You make up your own mind about using them. 

They are a good idea, although statistics on marriage and divorce have not determined whether marriage and relationship education play a significant role. However, these services are clearly a positive move.

Surviving Your Wedding
Having satisfied yourself about the venue, celebrant, ceremony, photographer, videographer, wedding party, readers, music, flowers, wedding outfits and everything else, take time out to relax. 

Wherever possible, delegate tasks and ask people to report to you. Don’t try to do everything yourself. Stand back from what’s going on and look at the bigger picture. Avoid becoming too involved in every facet of your wedding.

Continue as many of your usual activities as you can and keep in touch with family and friends. After the wedding, let things get back to normal. Renew activities, social life and regular commitments. 

A wedding is a major event, but it’s important to keep your feet on the ground. Practise calming exercises and maintain routine activities. Before the wedding day, do what you really enjoy doing. Then just relax and enjoy the experience. If something seems not quite right on the day, ask yourself whether it really matters or you are just being super sensitive.

A sense of letdown after the day is not unusual as the wedding has been a highlight of your life up to that time. Remember that life goes on, but recognise and celebrate special times after your wedding – one month, six months, twelve months and every anniversary.

If you strike problems during your married life, this is when marriage and relationship education may help you cope with the new and different challenges you face. Keep in mind that ups and downs are quite natural. If everything went smoothly all the time you just wouldn’t be normal. Knowing how to cope with these is the secret to continuing happiness. 

You may feel you know each other extremely well and you will never need relationship services. However, illness, money worries, family problems, the arrival of children, even the stresses of work can all contribute to potential unhappiness. Know where to turn when you need to.

Other Things You May Need to Know
Urgent weddings - In some cases, people need to marry in less than the minimum period of Notice of one calendar month and a day. Where there are special circumstances, a ‘Shortening of Time of Notice’ may be granted. 

The granting of a ‘shortening’ requires your completion of a Notice of Intended Marriage and taking it, with supporting documentation and a letter from your celebrant, to a Prescribed Authority who can grant your request. 

Approvals are usually given on the basis of ‘employment or certain other travel related commitments, wedding arrangements or religious considerations, medical reasons, legal proceedings or errors in giving notice’. You also need to present documentary evidence to prove you had been planning to marry for more than a month.

If your ceremony is to be conducted in a language other than English, you can provide an interpreter who is fluent in English and the other language. The interpreter will need to complete a special ‘interpreter’s statutory declaration’ confirming he or she acted in this capacity.

Partner Migration - Partner Migration under the Immigration Act requires specialised knowledge and attention from your marriage celebrant in order to ensure things go smoothly. Often these weddings have additional special needs with respect to cross-cultural, language, inter-faith or overseas requirements, the international recognition of marriage documents, or other concerns.
A Final Comment
I’m often approached by other marriage celebrants, the media and members of the community for wedding information, legal requirements and various other marriage-related matters. I’m always happy to respond to these enquiries.  If you have a question or want further information, please give me a call or send an email. I offer this advice service free of charge or obligation and welcome your contact.

May your wedding day be one of the best days and experiences of your life. May you also enjoy many years of wedded happiness, health and good fortune.
© Copyright 2009

In addition to his own marriage celebrancy practice, Tony Gelme, The Different Celebrant, trading as Weddings in Melbourne also lectures in marriage celebrancy and provides advice to celebrants across Australia. He has also advised the government on training and on Australia’s marriage celebrant program.
Tony was awarded a United Nations Peace Medal and nominated for Australian of the Year and Citizen of the Year.

Tony can be contacted by telephone at 1300 885 316, (International [+613] 8790 1726) by mail at PO Box 4300, Narre Warren South Vic 3805, Australia or by email to tony@weddingsinmelbourne.com 
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