Book 47 - An Algerian wedding
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Among all the cultures of the world, every one of them have some kind of tradition or ritual to celebrate the marriage of a woman and man. Marriage ceremonies around the world vary from simple to the extravagant, and some will include eccentricities alien to the wedding ceremonies of your own culture or might appear excessive to the point one might find such acts of celebration as inconceivable. But wherever you find a wedding ceremony, one thing is for sure, and that is the experience will always be memorable for those involved. 
Arguably, the wedding ceremonies found in Algeria are some of the most extravagant and memorable wedding ceremonies and set of traditions found anywhere in the world. 
Before the wedding
Months before a wedding even takes place in Algeria, the two families have to agree to the marriage of the man and woman. For this agreement to occur, the man’s family meets with the woman’s family. During this meeting, the man will ask the woman’s family for their approval of marriage with their daughter. Only once both mothers of the families agree with the marriage proposal, can the wedding planning progress to the next step.
During this meeting between the females of both families, the man’s family arrives at the proposal meeting dressed in costumes of silk and bearing gifts of cake. After all, they need to make a good impression on the bride-to-be’s family.
After a quick exchange of gifts and talking, the daughter soon arrives at the proposal meeting, and members of both families greet her with high-pitched yelling. Meanwhile, the mother of the son presents the daughter with an engagement ring and various other jewellery.
Once the proposal has been accepted by the daughter and mother, the host family presents a banquet of sweets and drinks, including milk which is a symbol of purity and good luck. Before they begin eating, the women of both families bless the prophet, Mohammed. This blessing commits both families to the wedding engagement. 
Although the women of both families have agreed to the marriage, the men of both families then have to meet and agree upon the marriage. The men’s meeting is usually quieter and shorter than the women’s meeting, and at the end, they sanctify the arrangement with a prayer to Mohammed followed by drinking milk and eating dates and finally a meal of meat and couscous.
Bride
At sunset on the eve of the wedding day, the bride and female family members of the bride and groom participate in a henna party in which the groom’s family members present the bride with expensive clothing as gifts. After these gifts have been presented to the bride, the main ritual of the henna party can begin. The bride’s mother smears the henna, a brown paste, into the bride’s hand, and the bride’s hand is then wrapped in white cloth. With her hand still wrapped, the groom’s mother presents the bride with even more gifts. This time the gift is gold jewellery which the bride is expected to wear the following day. 
Husband
Just like the women, the men also participate in a henna party the evening before the wedding. During this celebration, musicians play traditional war music and perform tribal war dances. While the musicians play their music, the groom’s mother places henna in the hand of the husband and wraps his hand in a cloth. However, unlike his bride-to-be, he does not receive any gifts during this ritual.  
Wedding
On the day of the wedding, the guests gather for a feast provided by the families of the bride and groom. The meals usually consist of meat, couscous and dates. Accepting and participating in the meal is a sign of respect toward the families of the bride and groom. Unlike many other cultures, the bride and groom don’t always join for this feast. Instead, in some cases, both the bride and groom are at the bride’s family house while the wedding guests enjoy the feast. 
While at the bride’s family house, the bride and groom appear in different outfits. For their first appearance together in the bride’s family house, they wear traditional clothing. The man usually wears a formal suit while the bride wears a traditional gown from the city of Constantine covered in golden embroidery.  
Soon after their first appearance, the bride and groom need to change outfits, and for their second showing, they both wear all white clothing to represent purity and chastity. In their all-white clothing, the bride and groom depart the bride’s family house as a symbol of the bride moving into her next phase of life. As the bride leaves the house, she walks over an egg and breaks it with her foot. This tradition is believed to reinforce good fortune and a bright future for the newly wedded couple. After stomping on the egg, the bride then throws sugar over her guests as she leaves the house which is intended to sweeten her and her groom’s future life together.
Waiting to escort the bride and groom during their travels are ‘Fantasia horsemen.’ These men ride atop horseback, following the wedded couple while firing rifles. This ritual is intended to bolster the groom with courage and virility, so the bride and groom can parent a large, happy family. 
The bride and groom make their way to the groom’s family home with the fantasia horsemen following their car. As the couple arrive at the groom’s family home, the groom’s mother feeds the bride with milk and dates. Only after these rituals of travelling between the family homes, can the groom, bride and their inner family members join the other guests at the main celebration. 
At a more traditional wedding, however, the bride performs this trip from her house to the groom’s family house unaccompanied by her groom, for he is at the main celebration with all the other guests. While the groom entertains the guests at the feast, the bride’s close female family members adorn her in elaborate make up with excessive blush and lipstick. These areas of excessive makeup are meant to portray innocence and shyness in the bride which the Algerian people view as desirable traits in the bride.
As well as her makeup, the bride is dressed in the traditional wedding dress made of silk called a chedda. On top of the chedda is lain layers of golden jewellery accompanied with two large golden earrings and a golden, pointed hat. Last, a white, silk cloak called a hayek is draped over the bride, and the bride is to remain hidden under this cloak until her groom arrives to unveil her face. 
   Not until after sunset, does the groom prepare to leave the main ceremony. He stands on top of a horse and throws a white cloak called a burnous to his friends before he leaves for his bride by horseback to meet with his bride at his family’s home. Once there, he is greeted by the female members of both families and his bride hidden under the white, silk hayek. As the groom approaches his bride, he unveils her face from under the hayek and kisses her forehead as the family members sing and dance. After a small celebration at the groom’s family home, they all return to the main celebration where more dancing and singing is had.  

