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When it comes to weddings everyone is superstitious.  Even if Black Cats, Ladders and Broken Mirrors 
hold no fears for you in everyday life we can guarantee that you wouldn’t dream of floating down the 
aisle without something old, new, borrowed or blue and you will do everything humanly possible to 
avoid seeing your fiancé on the morning of the wedding.  And will you be planning your wedding for 
Friday 13th – of course not!!! 
 
We have collected together a host of wedding traditions and superstitions – many of them have their 
roots in medieval times, others date back to the Victorian era.  Several of them have different 
explanations – in which case we have described the most frequently suggested theories.   
 
Whilst you may decide not to adopt many of the traditions and etiquettes (eg formal receiving lines, 
giving your guests sugared almonds etc) it is interesting to see how these traditions have survived and 
developed over the years to mould the modern-day wedding into what it is today. 
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Many wedding traditions are to do with who sits, stands or eats next to whom for the ceremony and 
reception.  Whilst you may choose not to adhere to all of these points of etiquette, for example you may 
decide not to have a formal receiving line or a top table at your reception, most weddings do include at 
least one or two of the traditions.  It is also worth remembering that your guests may expect some of 
these formal traditions to be adhered to (for example if the traditional seating arrangements for the 
ceremony are not to be followed, guests ought to be directed accordingly by the ushers to avoid 
confusion or embarrassment).   
 
The following guidelines are based on the traditional church ceremony followed by reception and 
wedding breakfast but can equally be applied to a civil ceremony.  
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For the Ceremony: 
 
 

�  The Bridegroom and Best Man wait at the Chancel Steps on the right hand side of the church.  
The Groom’s family sit behind them. 

 
�  The Bride’s family sit on the left hand side of the church with closest family members in the front 

rows. 
 

�  Friends of the Bride and Groom fill up spaces behind the families on both sides. 
 

�  The Bride and her father enter and proceed down the aisle following the priest and choir with the 
bride on her father’s right arm.  The bridesmaids, flower girls and pages would follow. 

 
�  On arriving at the chancel steps, the bride lifts her veil and stands to the left of the bridegroom 

with her father on her left and slightly behind her. 
 

�  After the bride’s father has been called upon to give her away he steps back and sits down with 
his wife in the front pew. 

 
�  After the signing of the register, the bride walks back down the aisle on the left arm of her new 

husband followed by her father escorting the bridegroom’s mother, the bridegroom’s father 
escorting the bride’s mother and the chief bridesmaid on the arm of the best man. 
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The Receiving Line 
On arrival at the reception venue, the Bride, Groom and their families form a receiving line to greet their 
guests.  Traditionally there is a strict order for this as follows: 
 

·  Bride’s Mother 
·  Groom’s Father 
·  Groom’s Mother 
·  Bride’s Father 
·  Bride 
·  Groom 
·  Chief Bridesmaid 
·  Best Man 

 
The wedding party should wait outside the dining room until all the guests are seated at their tables.  
They then form a procession into the dining room in the same order as that after the wedding 
ceremony: 
 

·  Bride and Groom 
·  Bride’s Father with Groom’s Mother 
·  Bride’s Mother with Groom’s Father 
·  Chief Bridesmaid with Best Man 

 
 
The Top Table 
The traditional top table faces the other tables and from the right, the seating arrangement should be: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Traditionally, the remainder of the bride’s family would sit at tables to the right of the top table and the 
groom’s to the left with friends seated towards the back.   
 
Of course, many modern weddings include variations of these traditions, particularly if one or both 
partners have divorced parents, step-parents etc.  In these circumstances formal seating plans must be 
adjusted according to the situation. 
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Many of the traditions, which we still adhere today, can be dated back to the dark ages when grooms 
literally captured their brides.  Getting hitched was a dangerous business and if the bride’s family didn’t 
get you on or before your wedding day, the evil spirits might! 
 
Where do the words ‘Bride’ and ‘Bridegroom’ come fr om? 

Sorry girls but the word Bride is old-English for ‘Cook’!  The word Groom means simply ‘male 
child’ so ‘Bridegroom’ means the male marrying the cook! 

 
 
Why do we have a Best Man? 

Traditionally, the Best Man had the most responsible job.  Chosen not for his ability to make 
good speeches but for his strength and courage, he would assist his friend in the capturing of a 
bride and stay with the couple until the wedding was performed – often having to fight off rivals 
and relatives of the bride who wanted to take her back.  In Mediaeval times, the Best Man and 
Ushers were a team of bouncers and thugs! 

 
 
What were the Bridesmaids for? 

In Medieval times, the bridesmaids would dress in the same clothes as the bride in order to 
confuse the evil spirits.  Acting as decoys, they would protect the bride.  In later years, the 
bridesmaids’ chief role was to chaperone the bride night and day to make sure she didn’t 
entertain any other suitors before her wedding.  Their mission was to make the bride as beautiful 
as possible so that the groom did not change his mind at the alter. (This was particularly 
important if she didn’t have much of a dowry) 
 

 
Why do Brides wear veils? 

There are several plausible theories for this.  Firstly that it symbolises the blanket that the groom 
threw over the head of the woman he captured to be his bride.  Secondly that during the times of 
arranged marriages, the bride’s face was covered until the groom was committed to her at the 
ceremony – by which time it was too late for him to run off if he didn’t like the look of her!  
Thirdly, it was worn to protect the bride from evil spirits. 

 
Why does the Bride carry a bouquet? 

The strong smell given off by the flowers was believed to ward off evil spirits and plague.  The 
throwing of the bouquet spreads good luck, especially to the one who catches it (who will be the 
next to marry!) 
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Why do we throw Confetti? 

The throwing of confetti dates back to when newly married couples were showered with rice and 
grain to promote fertility and contentment. 
 

 
Why are families segregated in church? 

This dates back to tribal days when a father offered his daughter as a peace offering to unite the 
two tribes.  The tribes were kept apart until after the ceremony was completed just in case 
anyone disagreed and tried to kill a member of the other tribe. 

 
 
Why does the Groom Stand to the right of the bride?  

The Groom needed to keep his right arm free to defend his bride in case of attack. 
 
 
The Wedding Breakfast 

Regardless of the time of day, this first meal after the wedding is called the ‘breakfast’ since it 
was assumed that the bride would be too sick with nerves (and the groom too sick from the 
after-effects of the stag night) for either of them to have eaten before the wedding. 

 
 
Where does the expression ‘Honeymoon’ come from? 

Honey is the base for the mead which the bride and groom would drink before the wedding as it 
was thought to enhance fertility.  Marrying on the day of the full moon was thought to bring good 
luck to both families.  A second, similar theory refers back to the days when the groom had to 
capture his bride.  The couple would hide from the parents before marrying (drinking honey 
wine) and then remain in hiding for a further cycle of the moon after the wedding. 

 
 
Why do we eat Cake? 

Cakes have been associated with weddings throughout history.  The Romans used to eat cake 
during the ceremony itself and some cultures today (eg the Fijians) still incorporate cake in the 
wedding ceremony.  Traditionally the wedding cake is made of fruit and grains – to symbolise 
fertility in the marriage. 

 
 
Why do we give favours to our guests? 

The tradition of giving something to your guests to remember the day by has been around for 
hundreds of years.  The most popular favour is to give your guests five sugared almonds each to 
symbolise health, wealth, fertility, happiness and long life. 
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There are so many superstitions surrounding weddings that it is a wonder that any marriages make it 
through the first six months.  Getting to the church is probably best done blindfold in order to avoid 
seeing a plethora of bad omens en route.  As with all superstitions, remember to keep it in perspective, 
they can be lots of fun but if you do happen to see a nun riding a pig in a thunderstorm on the way to 
the church – take it with a pinch of salt … or better still a glass of champagne! 
 
Lucky Brides 
 

·  Something Old, Something New, Something Borrowed, S omething Blue ….  &  (the slightly 
less well known last line), A Silver Sixpence in Her Shoe.  
The Old  represents the bride’s old life – shows she is still remembering her old family 
The New shows she is hopeful of success and good fortune in her new life 
Borrowing  an item worn by a happy bride is believed to pass on good luck 
Blue  is a sign of purity (Japanese brides usually marry in blue) 
And the Silver Sixpence in her (left) shoe  signifies financial and spiritual wealth in your 
married life. 

 
·  Being woken by Birdsong foretells a peaceful future 

 
·  A last look in the mirror  before leaving for the wedding will bring a bride good luck … BUT, 

looking again in a mirror once she has begun her journey will result in bad luck 
 

·  Stepping out of the house to the church/venue right  foot first signifies you will face the 
challenge of marriage with determination 

 
·  A sprig of lavender in the bridal bouquet means a long and happy marriage 

 
·  Seeing a rainbow, a black cat, a chimney sweep, a l amb, a dove or a toad on the way to 

your wedding all signify good luck  
 

·  Finding a spider in your wedding dress is very lucky – particularly a money spider, one 
presumes 

 
 



 

�
�

���������	
�
����
������������
�����
���
�������������

������
����
������������	� ��� !"�

�
���#� $%���& �&'�&(�

)�
��#���*
+���������
�
����
���,�
,-��
���,���������
�
����
���,�
,-��

 
 
 
Unlucky Brides 
 

·  A bride should never make her own dress 
 

·  The final stitch should not be completed until she is departing for the wedding 
 

·  Never try on the whole outfit together before the d ay (traditionally it was felt you should 
never count your chickens!) 

 
·  Brides who will be changing their surnames should n ever practise their new signature 

until it is legally theirs. 
 

 
 
 
Unlucky Bridegrooms 
 

·  Seeing the wedding dress before the wedding – or se eing the bride before the ceremony 
on the day of the wedding 

 
·  Dropping the ring before putting it on the bride’s finger 

 
·  Turning back for anything on the day of the wedding  (if you do forget anything, let the Best 

Man return for it) 
 

·  Paying for the ceremony himself (pay via the Best Man) 
 

 
 
 
Other Bad Omens for Brides and Grooms: 
 

·  Seeing each other before the ceremony on the day of  the wedding 
 

·  Seeing a pig, hare or lizard running across the roa d. 
 

·  Spotting an open grave 
 

·  Monks and nuns are bad luck too (they foretell barrenness and a life dependant on charity) 
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·  Cloudy skies & wind on the way to the wedding are said to indicate a stormy marriage – 

snow, on the other hand is associated with fertility & wealth! 
 

 
·  On arrival home from the wedding tradition dictates  that the new wife must enter her 

home by the main door and, to avoid bad luck must n ever trip or fall – hence the custom 
of being carried over the threshold! 

 
 
 
And Finally 
It is said that the first partner who buys a new item after the wedding will be the dominant one in the 
relationship – Many brides ensure they make the first purchase by arranging to buy a small item (eg a 
pin) from the chief bridesmaid immediately after the ceremony!     
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Some people choose their wedding flowers on the basis of their symbolic meaning.  For example 
orange blossom has always been associated with weddings because it signifies purity and chastity.  
Some avoid peonies as they represent shame.  A combination of red and white flowers is usually 
avoided by the superstitious as they stand for blood and bandages! 
 
Just to confuse matters, however, people from different religious groups attach other meanings to the 
same flower.  For example lilies symbolise majesty to some but are thought to be unlucky by others 
because of their association with death. 
 
The groom often chooses a flower for his buttonhole that also occurs in the bride’s bouquet.  This is a 
vestige of the time when a Knight would wear his Lady’s colours to display his love. 
 
 
 
Examples of the meanings of flowers : 
 
Azaleas  – temperance 
Bluebells  – lasting love 
Chrysanthemums (red)  – I love you 
Chrysanthemums (white)  – truth 
Daffodils  – regard 
Daises – innocence 
Ferns  – sincerity 
Forget-me-nots  – true love 
Geraniums  – true friendship 
Holly  – enchantment 
Honeysuckle  – bonds of love 
Ivy – eternal fidelity 
Jasmine  – sensuality 
Lemon Blossom  – fidelity 
Lilac  – first emotions 

Lily-of-the-valley  – happiness 
Myrtle  – love 
Rose (red) – romance 
Rose (yellow)  – friendship 
Rose (coral)  – desire 
Rose (peach)  – modesty 
Rose (dark pink)  – thankfulness 
Rose (pale pink) – grace 
Rose (orange)  – fascination 
Rose (white) - innocence 
Snowdrops  – hope 
Sweet peas  – lasting pleasures 
Tulips  – declaration of love 
Violet  - faithfulness 
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