Uzbek Wedding

By Leonie Campbell

The traditional Uzbek wedding invitation is issued to many foreigners who live in Uzbekistan. This exuberant experience should not be missed; the offer is genuine, and refusal would offend the families. 

The Aleski bazaar is our local shopping expedition, every Saturday morning. Survival instincts protect us from becoming victims of errant motorists, who are intent on speeding around the city, in pursuit of the daily bargains. As we enter the bazaar gateway, we dodge the vendors selling corn-on-the-cob, and young boys who offer to cart your groceries for a few Soum. The noise level increases as vendors joust each other to capture your attention, stridently announcing the benefits of their latest wares. Uzbek women with colorful headscarves, and velvet dresses, flash their golden smiles. They drag you towards their stalls, all the while ignoring the voluble insults of their neighbors. The marketers insist that their products are worthy of your dollars or Soum; a deal must be struck, before you can safely move-on. One Uzbek matron had captured us as her property; she commanded that all our personal items must be brought from her, to support her extended family.

In a mixture of Russian, Uzbek, and a little English, her son informed us that we were invited to a family wedding. Although doubtful we were persuaded that it was a great honor, and they would collect us the following Friday evening. Ruefully we agreed to attend, and in a daze we walked towards the vegetable market. We had become accomplished at the barter system in Uzbekistan, and shopping had become a simple task of negotiation, for the right price. 

The Aleski Bazaar is a vibrant noisy place, where you can buy exotic fruits, fresh herbs and greens, spices and fresh meats. The market people enjoy enticing you by waving fresh spices under your nose, or inviting you to sample dried dates or apricots. This certainly beats super market shopping. It’s a pity that this wonderful custom has been lost by western society; the cultural mix and interesting characters draw me back each weekend.

Friday evening found us dressed in formal attire, and waiting to be collected by our hosts. The staff of Cassandra restaurant gazed with curiosity at us, and we smiled and told them that we were invited to a wedding.

“Madame and Sir. It’s a great honor to be invited to an Uzbek wedding. You are special guests, and the family will honor you.” Sergai informed us.

A dented taxi swung into the curb, and Aseim lent out. “Come with me.” He yelled over the rattle of the engine. Cars are always in poor condition in Tashkent; insurance and maintenance is optional and seldom applied.

With grinding brakes we sped off into the hot night; the wedding party was due to arrive in one hour, and I was the chief photographer. We sped along strange, dark streets into an area of the city that was unfamiliar. With a screeching of bad brakes we arrived. Shakily, we climbed the steep marble staircase, and entered the humid atmosphere of the marriage hall. Our hosts greeted us profusely, and we were escorted to our position at the family table. We were introduced to happy, excited people, who were determined to enjoy the wedding of their favorite niece. The children were dressed in their finest clothes, and little girls preened in front of mirrors. In strident tones they scampered around, their excitement building with every soft drink. 

A cry went up ‘They’re here!’ and I made my way to the top of the marble staircase. Below me were the wedding cars, and the bride in a formal white gown stepped before the amassed families. The groom resplendent in typical Uzbek wedding velvet decorated with gold braid, and gold embroidered Uzbek hat, bowed to his parents. His bride, eyes lowered from the bold stares of the young men, placed her hand in his. Together they ascended the stairs, and cameras flashed in the sultry evening air. The families dressed in a wealth of brilliantly colorful attire rushed for the best position, to witness this marriage of prominent families. The gossip flowed and gold teeth flashed, as they surged into the marriage hall.

The young couple is escorted before the wedding celebrant, who led them through the lengthy ceremony. Repeating the marriage vows, and exchanging rings, they pause to sign the marriage register. Great cheers came forth from the now related families; and the young couple is led towards the wedding table. The bride sits with lowered gaze; her role for the evening is purity and modesty. The bridal vow of silence for forty days will stand, the exception being her new husband. The young groom occasionally raises his eyes to his friends and muttered quietly. The food and drink is never ending, and the testimonial toasts, and dancing have begun. Uzbeks like to celebrate life, and the noise level raises the roof, as they leapt to their feet and danced with enthusiasm. 

Suddenly John’s name is called; as honored guest he must make a speech to the wedding group. A microphone was thrust into his hand and he is propelled into a proponent position. Clearing his throat he begins to eulogize the merits of marriage, and praises the families wishing them good luck, and healthy offspring. Great cheers meet his words and suddenly we’re dancing with family members, surrounded by exciting children. The dancers sway and spin in graceful unison, and are presented with money (soum) by the applauding guests. Handful of money is thrust into your hands, as a reward for your spirited dancing. As the music clashes to an end, an uncle of the groom approaches, and accepts the donations that you have collected. This is a satisfactory way of collecting money, and helps the families pay for the wedding. Expressing exhaustion we slipped into our seats. The Uzbek music blares again and feverish dancers whirl like dervishes. The Vodka flows, and flushed faces glow, but we decided to avoid that trap and stick to Mineral water. The speeches continue with plenty of Uzbek verbosity, and many gifts are presented to the family. Huge bouquets of flowers are placed before the wedding table, and their perfume lightens the sultry air. During these celebrations the young bride and groom sit in regal state, and their wedding guests celebrate the nuptials. 

The sad fact is that many of these marriages, end in divorce. Family members, according to customs and traditions, arrange these weddings. The young women are often no more than fourteen years old, and their prospective husbands may be ten to twenty years older than them. Single parent families are becoming common, and the women struggle to support these children. This is not only a western social problem, but is afflicting the families in central Asia, causing great hardship.

Eventually, John and I indicated that it was time for us to leave, and the celebrations would continue in the small hours. We shook hands with the parents, and wished the young couple well. John and I left the marriage hall, and negotiated with a taxi driver, for our return journey home. We had enjoyed ourselves immensely, and were rewarded by the friendship of Uzbek family customs.
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