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Evite and the economy should be killing:

her business. But Karen Bartolomei is
quietly building a stationery empir
one lavish invitation at a time.

BY CHRISTOPHER MUTHER | GLOBE STAFF

v hshand

wislves 1 Tead an

off switch,” says

Karen Bartolo-

i, Bostlon's
relgning queen of wedding in-
witations, thank-you notes, and
all manmer of over-the-top paper
prosducts. She pops a hit of cua
i into her mouth at Les Zygn-
mhabis on & recent ralny after-
mocn. “He honestly thinks I'm a
friak about desigm. Il get up in
the middle of the night and start
writing derwn fdeas, Um literally
always godmg.”

Bartolomed Is the first to
admit that she would benefit
from an off switch, but her mon-
stop schedule and elaborate
designs have helped o make her
ane of the go-to designers in the
coumtry for kndsh invitations and
stationery. When monied brides

thoss willing to spend in the
neighborbiood of § 10,00 L
50,000 on invitations alone —
search for the perfect paper
representation of their love, they
turn to Bartolomed

A perfectionist to a faalt, she
ingists 0n mecting at & restaurant
because her South Boston home
sudio is & mess afber a busy
senn that included creating the
invitations for the wedding of
R Sox ownver John Henry and
Lincla Pizmsti. The intricate
Invitakions were s=il 10 boEes
designed to mesemble vintage
cigar homoess, with the card pre-
serbisd inside o silver envelope
with bax sides. Additional enclo-
swneeares wene letter pressed n
gobd and sibver on luxurious
cotion paper.

“Thiat's why vou're not al-
lowed in my studio riglt mow. IS
utter chaos,” the delicately pretty
A8-vear-old Bartolomei 2aid with
adevitish smile, “T had Ml
Henry's wodding, and then Ihad
THTY sieter-in-law’s wedding in
Rihode Island. She brews her oan
Teser with her flance sowe made

i
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Earen Bartolomel designs her intricate wedding invitations, costing between $ 10,000 and $50,0040, to5et the tone for the hig day. Some af the high-end ereations too
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these custom labels for all the
bottles”

Shie palls & botthe of beer from
hier purse with the custom label
that reacs 1 Do Brew,” and it
becomes clear why Bartobomed’s
rates are high and her following
dievotel, Aside from the beer
Iabals, she planned out and
ereated thoughtful towches for
the entire diay, Custom menos for
her sister-in-law’s wedding in-
corporated the couples first
e-mails to one another. Seating
cands were coasters that guests
el take ome. Bartolomels a
high-energy stickler with a busy
oexaon that stretehes from Felbru-
ary to Movember, during which
lve often works 14= to 1i-hour
s,

“The biggest wedding I've
done was £70,000," she said, “Tt
winh svve-the-date notioes, esoort
cardls, M enLs, programs, wel-
e moles, door cards that said
1w gut late partying with the
hericle s groom. Do not disturh,
Wie even Jid monogramimed
bathrobes for gifts. 1t was over-
thistogp™

Bartolomsei’s all-enoompass-
gy approach to wedding station-
ery has lamded her on Modern
Bride's trendsetters list, with the
magazine calling her the “Sky's
the Limit Stationer” VNS
anclhvor Giuliana Rancic, on Uwe
phone from LA, said shewis 0
irnpressed with the invitations
Bartolomel crested for bes wed-
ding in ltaly to “Apprentice”
winner Bill Rancic that she
ditehed the menus she'l already
had meade and asked Bartolomed
to design those, too.

“What's unique about Karen
is that she's able to come ot cach
progect differenthy” says Michelbe
g, 2 Mew York celehrity event
planner and awthor of “Signature
Weddings: Creating a Diay
Unicuely Youir Omm.”

“She’s the type of local artisan
that you have in Boston, and

oddly enough, her client base s
resklly mot hased out of Boston.”

Bartolomei’s migssion — whic
ez 10 years agn when she
started designing woedding in-
vitathons for friends = is simple:
make the lnvitations dazzle, and
you St @ tone for the entine wed-
ding. Dull, poorty designed in-
wites comjure images of dried-out
chicken and a DJ with a playlist
limited to Kool and the Gang and
the Vilkage People.

Enrtolome, whose company
is called Grapevine, can tick off
celebrity namees (“Moonlighting™
and *“Medium” producer Glen
Gordon Caron, “Numbdrs™ actor
David Krumdwalte]) and corporate
executives s clients, Her work
has appearcd éverywhene from
InStyle Wedhdings o “The Mar-
tha Stewnrt Show™

Still, no amount of eebebrity
endorsements and prestigious
procliet placement coukd shickd
fer from the curment eeonamic
devwmrurn. Whibe the greeting-
card market continues to grow
stemdlily, & May B9 stuady by
market pesearch compiuy Mintel
fouriad that coupdes are pulling
back on wedding spending, and
1 CUIL COFTEETS, ALY ANE NO0w
making their own invitations,
Even brides with money to spamne
are being cautious,

But the expanding online
universe, with chectronic in-
witation services like Evite,
presents thee greater challenge to
heer inadestry. As the authorof a
new book “Paperie for Insplred
Living" (Potter Craft), Bartolo-
mied is well aware that instracting
people om how to coeate beautiful
paper products for dinner par-
tes, wine tastings, and holiday
hashes may b counter-intmitive.
Bail she belleves strongly that
pukting thoughts, invitations,
aurnal AR K-S o0 papeT gives
them e welght and impor-
B,

“The idea of sending out

Tt’s all about
making vour guests
think theyre
number one.”

EAREN BARTOLOMEI

propEr invites for anything other
than a har mitzvah or & wedding
seems alitthe foreign to peogde
these days,” she said. *1 know
that someday the idea of sending
ot an invitation that you can
hold in your hand will beosme an
absolute luxury. But people love
receiving something in the mabl,
ather than junk mail”™
Her current world — of $140
ar mitzvah invitations that
sparkle with LED lights — iz a
long weay from Bartolome's frst
job as a marketing assistant at
Putrnan Investiments, where, she
ooifesses, slwe was miserabie,
Fri<h out of eollege in the
mid- 19008 with i business g
gree from the University of Mis-
sachesetts at Amherst, Bartolo-
e apuickly reslied she'd picked
the: wrong, profession. After all,
she wis someone who'd ereated o
miniatune version of her fovorite
gquilt in Play-Doh as a linde girl,
She left Putman anmd swent
hack to schoal to leam comgpater
dessigm, eventually making wed-
ding invitations on the side
Word of mouth pushed her to
abandon her day job at o New-
buary Street ad agency and start
designing invitations full tme in
1955, From the start, she target-
e the houry market by design-
kg what shie called “stationery
wardrobea ™ These wardrobes
encompass everything from
eave-the-date cards to thank-vou
notes, Shortly after her eniranose
im0 full-time design, she was
featured in the high-profile grace
ormsonde Wedding Sovle maga-

Zine, and her career took off,

T fought my way through to
stand out from the crosd,” says
Bartolome, a Framingham
mative. “It's all abowt making
vour guests think they're number
one”

Mo that her book project ks
commpleted, s is already con-
vemplating her next move: aling
of gver-the-coumnter cands and
rvites, “TI get about 100 Enguir-
§es & mofnth, and owo or thiee of
thase can afford me,” she says. "It
wwonild be miee o produce a line
that sorme of the otlvers could
use”

It seems impossible that
Bartolome ooadd find the time
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crum yet another work otdiga-
tion into her already buasy life,
Just last week she was at the

Fed Ex facility at Logan Alrport at
4:27 p.mn, shipping wedding
invitations to Singapore, with
just minutes to Spare. Shie's such
afarniliar face at Fed Ex that the
entine staff pitched in and helped
her send out the six howes of
invitations, ensuring she woulkd
mike the desdline.

“Mow 1 just need a TV show”
she s, “T'm just not sane if |
could Keep my potty moth at
By for that long."

Chriztopher Muther can be
el (o meutferE o, com,
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box oo vt of e studio of Karen Bartolomei (right): an invite for a wedding in Singapore (top), one that lights up (left], and a birthday invitation with a sheloton ki
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