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Festivals and Events in Historic Settings

If These 
Walls Could 

Talk:
By Ivan Colon

Historic sites make for interesting and spectacular special events. A 
beautiful location and the fascinating stories that have happened 
there provide instant cache and atmosphere for an event.



Ivan	Colon,	Corporate	Sales	Man-
ager	at	The	Preservation	Society	of	
Newport	County	in	Newport,	Rhode	
Island.	He	can	be	reached	at	icolon@
newportmansions.org.
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The Preservation Society of Newport 
County uses the historic Newport Man-
sions as settings for private events and 
festivals. What could be more excep-
tional than hosting a Great Gatsby theme 
party in the house where they filmed the 
movie? Marble House has provided the 
setting for fantastic dinners, balls and 
meetings for over a century and is now 
the site of the Newport Mansions Wine 
and Food Festival. These amazing man-
sions provide turnkey panache and make 
any event even more special. 

But with this special ambiance, also 
come special considerations. For exam-
ple, there is the very important issue of 
protecting the priceless artifacts housed 
in the museum and the building itself. 
Also, many of these historic sites are 
in residential areas. This is part of their 
unique charm versus commercial venues, 
but this also comes with additional 
restrictions. There may be compliance 
and regulatory requirements, such as the 
Americans with Disabilities Act, or fire 
codes. Here are some thoughts to take 
into consideration when planning your 
gathering in an historic setting.

Respect the Location
Select the right location and use it 

properly. As the planner, you selected the 
space due to the tremendous setting it 
provides. Choose a theme that is in keep-
ing with the setting. Modern theme decor 
and entertainment may be your personal 
taste, but does not necessarily fit into the 
backdrop of a Victorian mansion. Today's 
talented event designers are masters of 
creatively transforming a venue. It will 
resonate in a much more authentic way if 
you choose the location to fit the context 
of the event. Use the history to your 
advantage; try a creative interpretation of 
a past theme. It should all be in keeping 
with the feel of the setting and the experi-
ence you are trying to create.

Allow guests time to enjoy the setting 
and imagine the lives of the people who 
lived there previously. Hire guides or 
experts to be on site to share the his-
tory. You should not plan on making 
elaborate changes to the décor. Walls 
and furnishings are delicate. Use music 
that is conducive to the environment. We 
encourage the use of live music, much 
like what would have been used when 
it was a private residence. Understand 
your power needs. In a house built over 
120 years ago, plumbed for gas lights 
and with limited electrical fixtures, power 
sources can be limited. 

Know the Rules
Fire codes, staffing requirements, engi-

neering needs, noise limits, traffic restric-
tions--these are just some of the many 
regulations that govern special events. 

Cities and towns have many ordinances 
to maintain the historic nature and the 
livability of their communities. Unique 
historic venues may have restrictions on 
moving furniture, on beverage services, or 
on starting and closing times. Frequently, 
additional security is required. It is better 
to know these up front than to find out 
too late. Modern ratios of room capacity 
and seating often do not apply to historic 
structures. Whether it is the fireplace that 
takes up six feet of the room, the extra 
clearance required to protect fragile wall 
surfaces or the time it takes to break 
down a museum exhibit and reset for a 
private event, these properties may have 
special requirements that are unique to 
their location. It is extremely important 
to understand if there will be additional 
costs that may be incurred that may not 
be typical of another venue. The Pres-
ervation Society only does one event in 
a property a day. We rarely "turn" the 
room, as many more commercial opera-
tions will do, because it results in too 
much wear and tear on the property. This 
is good news for you as the event planner, 
because it means you will get the staff's 
undivided attention. 

Use Local Experts
Local economies often depend heavily 

on the events industry to support them 
throughout the year. In smaller or more 
seasonal destinations, the local talent is 
frequently not only more authentic, but 
also able to contribute in a way that an 
out of town production company cannot. 
The local plants that are in bloom, the lo-
cal props that may be available, are won-
derful ways to showcase the destination. 
The vendors and suppliers of a historic 
location are usually very familiar with 
the property’s idiosyncrasies. A local tent 
vendor may know where the gas lines are 

buried, that there is bedrock underneath 
the lawn, or that the winds come up every 
night at sundown. Historic properties 
have management relationships that can 
be very valuable when determining event 
needs, not to mention the fact that you 
would be helping the local companies, 
artisans and craftsmen that live in the 
area.

Historic structures can provide magnifi-
cent locations for incredible and large-
scale events. We have hosted a magnifi-
cent gathering of vintage automobiles 
at the William K. Vanderbilt Concours 
D'Elegance. Our Newport Mansions Wine 
and Food Festival and Newport Flower 
Show welcome thousands of visitors each 
year to our grounds. Nothing is more 
special than arriving at the front door of 
these magnificent palaces to be greeted 
by a waiter passing champagne and then 
enjoying a celebration on the back lawn 
overlooking the ocean. 

Festivals in specialty locations take 
the event experience to a whole new 
level. A party in a tent is just a party in a 
tent, until the tent is set on the ocean or 
against a historic landmark. Depending 
on your demographic, attendee count or 
goal, there are so many wonderful ways 
to incorporate these fantastic settings 
into festivals and large-scale events. With 
a little extra effort, a lot of creativity and 
some hard work, your event can become 
part of the storied history of these fabu-
lous settings.
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