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Fairfax, VA – One of the joys of teaching is the opportunity to attend weddings of former students.  Over the years, I have received many invitations, and have attempted to honor those who have invited me by attending and/or sending a gift.  My latest invite came from one of my all-time favorite students, Monique, who is the younger daughter of a delightful pair of immigrants from Bangladesh.
Monique’s actual name is Hasina Naher, but she has always referred to herself as Monique.  When I called her name, Hasina, for the first time on my attendance sheet in the fall of 2001, she immediately requested to be called Monique.  I did so, and, based on her strong personality, hard work, and wonderful personality came to always refer to her as “Monique the Unique.”  

The wedding ceremony took place over several days.  Her future husband, Ruél, an interesting and talented young engineer of Syrian and Irish ancestry, seemed patient and accommodating throughout, even though he wore traditional Bangladesh clothing while participating in each of the colorful events.  The actual civil wedding, which I was unable to attend, took place at the Jefferson Memorial in Washington, DC a few weeks before the main attractions.  Only close friends and relatives attended.
The evening prior to the ceremonial wedding was the Gayé Holud, a pre-wedding celebration that dates back many centuries in Bangladesh culture.  It took place inside an atrium at a botanical garden in nearby Vienna.  There were at least 250 in attendance with the women all dressed in the jamdani saree of their choice (any color except yellow, because Monique was in yellow).  All the men, including myself, wore a panjabi/kurta.  [Monique had given me a beautiful ivory, sequined panjabi to wear for the occasion.]   Even the smaller children in attendance – and there were many – had on these traditional outfits. 
Bangladesh appetizers of all types were available for the guests as we awaited the grand entrance of the bride and groom.  Ruél came in first under a blue silk canopy held up by four young men each dressed in matching blue panjabis.  Small children carried candles in front. After a brief interlude, Monique entered in a similar fashion, also under a matching blue canopy with young women holding it up.  After reaching the front of the atrium, Monique and Ruél took their places sitting on a blue stuffed sofa with a shell-shaped back.  A table in front of them held large quantities of fruit and desserts.  For the next 30 minutes, guests came forward to wish the couple good luck.  Meanwhile, a full dinner was being served to guests at a buffet in the back.  There was no shortage of food, drinks (non-alcoholic) or desserts!
Soon the key part of the Gayé Holud took place.  This consists of guests coming to the sofa to dab their fingers in a bowl of holud, which is a turmeric paste, and then apply this antiseptic mix to the face of both the bride and the groom.  The purpose of the paste is to purify the bride and groom and to add a healthy glow to their complexion.  The bride and groom both reciprocate by applying a dab of holud to the face of the person who has just anointed them.  Fortunately, one of the Bangladesh men whom I had met cautioned me to remove the holud as soon as possible, since it definitely stains.  Then each guests offers one of the desserts on toothpicks on the table to both the bride and groom,a nd they reciprocate. The Gayé Holud lasted nearly 5 hours and included dancing performances for the new couple by female friends and relatives of the bride.  There was a DJ and at least 4 photographers throughout the evening.
The wedding the following evening was no less spectacular.  The bridal party all wore totally different outfits from the previous night.  The wedding took place in a ballroom of one of larger hotels in the area.  The Moslem ceremony was conducted, not by an iman, but an elder from the Bangladesh community who explained each step in English as he conducted the ceremony.  Then more appetizers and a magnificent buffet of Bangladesh delicacies followed.  From this point on the reception resembled most American weddings, complete with words from the maid of honor, the best man, and a few chosen friends.  I was honored by Monique to be one of the speakers.   Soon we were again treated to performances (by different dancers than during the Gayé Holud) and then general dancing by everyone.  It was a gay and festive occasion, although this time the majority of the guests wore American clothing.  Most of the women were wearing more jewelry than I have seen at any wedding.
It will be interesting to see how long future generations of Bangladesh-Americans continue to carry on these wonderful ceremonies.  Many of the younger attendees seemed to be far more comfortable with their smart phones than with the cultural swirl around them.  I hope that they were paying attention.
I thought that you might like to know.
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