By RUTH LA FERLA

T her wedding last fall on Johns Island;
S.C., Mimi van Wyck engaged in some
fanciful role playing. Sheathed in spiral-

| ing layers of silk tulle, she looked every inch the

languid 19th-century heroine.
Her gown, by the British designer Alexan-

! der McQueen, was ethereally romantic, said
! Ms. van Wyck, a New York event planner who

traces her lineage to New Amsterdam. All but
weightless, it reflected the wedding’s balmy
setting: a grove of ancient oaks in the walled

' garden of the old plantation.

“Those trees were filled with Spanish

moss,” Ms. van Wyck said, “and like that moss,

my gown was kind of blowing in the breeze.”
Light enough to make the journey from
Manbhattan, the gown was also distinctive
enough to suit her maverick spirit. After all, as
Ms. van Wyck declared with the brisk self-as-

+ surance of her profession, “Destination wed-
. dings allow you to celebrate the setting’s natu-
! ral beauty and then personalize it.”

She is typical of scores of women planning
to say their vows on a beach in Bali, a moun-
taintop in Aspen, or a villa on Capri, who are
turning their backs on gowns as grand as the
Ritz in favor of more airy, unconventional

| styles.

“Destination wedding dresses have mi-
grated from the structured duchess satin kind
of gown to those that are more fluid and more
packable,” said Mark Badgley, a partner in the
design firm Badgley Mischka in New York.

The firm has joined dozens of other bridal

. houses, large and small, offering dresses that

are lithe as a peignoir and filmy enough to
bring Jean Harlow to mind.

The current vogue for willowy romanti-
cism dates from the mid-1990s, when Carolyn
Bessette married John F. Kennedy Jr. on Cum-
berland Island off the Georgia coast. Wearing a

. floor-length slip of a dress by Narciso Rodri-
| guez, Ms, Bessette struck a note of individuality

that persists to this day. So embedded is her im-
age — hair pulled back in a sleek chignon, gown
as graceful as a calla lily — that many women

| are still emulating her streamlined look.

“Women now don’t want to be encumbered

. with lots of petticoats,” said Mark Ingram,
| whose bridal salon in New York caters to a well-

heeled clientele. While some still long to be a
princess for a day, the majority of brides-to-be,
he said, willingly forgo the restrictive crino-
lines, ruffles and rigid satin panels of a conven-
tional wedding dress in favor of a relatively
weightless style.

In recent years that preference has
brought about a sea change in the bridal mar-
ket.

"A lot of people today are specifically de-
signing dresses for destination weddings,” said

Catherine Fox Milian, the owner of Chic Pari-
sien, an upscale bridal salon in Coral Gables, Fla.
“You would never have seen that a few years
ago.”

Interpretations vary from mermaid-con-

* toured strapless gowns to buoyant knee-length

mini dresses and lingerie-inspired styles. For
destination weddings, dresses tend to be smaller
and more compact, said Stephanie Baker, the
manager of Claire Pettibone, a boutique and
bridal salon in Beverly Hills, Calif. Because
brides customarily travel with their dresses, tak-
ing them aboard the plane, “they are not going to
choose a big, old 80-pound gown,” Ms. Baker
said.

She added that the most sought-after gowns
are cut from silk charmeuse, chiffon or gossamer
lace, and embellished with nothing more
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weighty than a spray of beads or seed pearls.
Consummately romantic but also practical, they
are made, Ms. Baker said, “for the woman who
wants to move about on her wedding day and
not have an entourage lifting her skirt.”

The Long Island City, Queens, location of
David’s Bridal offers equally nonrestrictive op-
tions, among them strapless gowns with fluid
skirts and demure empire waistlines.

Many island-bound brides choose shorter
styles that brush the knee or calves. “Some of
our most popular pieces are cocktail dresses that
can easily be adapted for a destination bride,”
said Frank Trevino, the sales manager for Mo-
nique Lhuillier, a fashion-driven evening wear
and bridal house. ;

In a marked departure from tradition, Klein-
feld and a handful of other innovators are selling

PERSONALIZED Mimi van Wyck, left, as a 19th-century bride; above,
Tracey Kemble, second from left; and a Claire Pettibone dress.

eco-friendly bridal gowns made from silk or-
ganza or cotton. “There are plenty of green
brides today,” said Mara Urshel, an owner and
the president of Kleinfeld. “We think it is appro-
priate to offer gowns made from environmen-
tally safe fabrics.”

Still, not every bride is content with an off-
the-rack gown, no matter how airy or eco-cor-
rect. Some, like Tracey Kemble, a television and
film producer in New York, prefer to customize.
their dresses. Four years ago Ms. Kemble ap-
proached her friend, the bridal designer
Amsale Aberra, to create a dress for her wed-
ding in Port Antonio, Jamaica. -

“I wanted a gown that would reflect my
personality, so I could look in the mirror and
feel like myself,” Ms. Kemble said,

Working closely with Ms. Aberra, Ms. !
Kemble chose to skip the requisite flonnces and
embroidery in favor of a more streamlined al-
ternative: a strapless dress with a close fitting,
lace bodice and bell-shaped skirt.

“It was not a princess gown,” Ms. Kemble
said, “but it had a magical quality. It was the
kind of dress you could only wear once.”

When Katherine Farkas marries in July, in
a small colonial village near Bogota, Columbia,
she plans to give propriety a tweak. For the cer-
emony, which will take place in a tiny town
chapel, Ms. Farkas, a paralegal from San Fran-
cisco, will dispense with the traditional large
gown and train, and instead ask her designer to
confect a minidress with a small pouf at the
hem. She envisions it as shapely but also elastic
enough to enable her to mount the donkey she
hopes to ride from the church to the reception.

“I'm not even sure how you mount a don-
key,” Ms. Farkas said with a laugh. “But one
thing I do know. There is going to have to be

. some freedom in that dress.”




