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History Repeating: Is the Events Industry as Young as you Think? 
 

By Doug Matthews 
 
 

As most readers will know, the special events industry and the term “special event” have only 
been around for about 25 years. However, history shows us that our ancestors had a few good 
ideas of their own long before the event “industry” was around. In many cases, what they created 
were spectacles that sometimes surpassed even the most ambitious contemporary events in size 
and cost. Here are two examples from ancient texts and paintings that can perhaps act as food for 
thought for modern-day event managers to create some unusual approaches to their own events. 
 
We begin in ancient Rome. The year was 167 BCE (Before Current or Christian Era) and Roman 
general L. Aemilius Paullus had just returned from a crushing victory over the Macedonians. His 
three-day triumph through the streets of the city was typical of the more than 320 such events 
staged between 753 BCE and 403 AD.  
 
The historian Plutarch (ca. 46 – 125 AD) tells us that scaffolds were erected throughout the city 
for viewing. The first day was completely filled with a procession of the valuable spoils of the 
war: statues, pictures, and colossal images of the conquered country which would have had to be 
manufactured much like our parade floats of today, and were mounted on 250 chariots as well as 
being carried by slaves. The second day was devoted to a similar display of the Macedonian 
armor which was highly polished and arranged on hundreds of wagons, after which came 3000 
men carrying 750 vessels full of silver coin. The third day saw the procession begin early in the 
morning with: trumpeters; 120 sacrificial oxen with gilded horns and heads led by specially 
costumed young men; 77 more vessels full of gold coin; a number of specially consecrated and 
bejeweled bowls; the conquered king Perseus along with his entire family, friends and 
attendants, probably under a yoke or in chains; and finally the conquering hero, Aemilius 
Paullus, adorned in a purple and gold toga and carrying a laurel branch in his right hand, seated 
in a white chariot pulled by four white horses, followed by his entire army in their best uniforms, 
undoubtedly numbering in the thousands (Plutarch). This type of triumphal event would 
normally be paid for out of the spoils of the war, which for this example, in today’s terms, were 
worth almost $2 billion, an amount approximately equal to the entire budget of the upcoming 
2010 Winter Olympics! Figure 1 illustrates a similar triumphal procession. It is one of many 
medieval tapestries found around Europe that reflect the interest of the time period in Roman 
history. This particular tapestry can be found in Tatershall Castle in Lincolnshire, England.   
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Figure 1: Medieval Tapestry Depicting a Roman Triumph (Photo courtesy Doug Matthews) 
 
One can only imagine the amount of planning required to stage these triumphs, especially when 
many of them included exotic animals from the conquered countries and the fact that planning 
had to begin while the general and his army were still in the distant country! 
 
Our second example takes us to northern France in June, 1520. In the countryside between the 
small towns of Ardres and Guisnes, but still within what was then English territory, reigning 
monarchs Henry VIII of England and Francis I of France met for two weeks in what was to be 
the most ostentatious display of wealth, culture, and courtly sports that Europe had ever seen.  
 
Organized by the charismatic Cardinal Wolsey in an attempt to forge a strategic alliance between 
the two powers, the event came to be known as the “Field of the Cloth of Gold” after the real 
gold yarn used in the special manufacture of the hundreds of elaborate tents housing the 12,000 
noblemen, women, and servants in attendance from both sides. The English even built a 
temporary palace for the occasion, “in four blocks with a central courtyard, each side about 300 
ft long. The only solid part was a brick base about 8 ft high. Above the brickwork, the 30 ft walls 
were made of cloth or canvas on timber frames, painted to look like stone or brick; a slanting 
roof was made of oiled cloth painted the color of lead to give the illusion of slates. 
Contemporaries commented especially on the huge expanse of glass, which made visitors feel 
they were in the open air. Red wine flowed from two fountains outside (Nurse, 2007).” Inside, 
were white silk ceilings and numerous braided gold hangings, as well as carved gilt panels on the 
walls. Not to be outdone, the French side erected spectacular tented pavilions with ornate pole 
ornaments mounted atop adjoining galleries, halls, and chambers, and constructed of gold and 
silver material. Inside the royal pavilion was a roof ornamented with stars and zodiac figures 
(Ripperton, 2007).  
 
Historical records make it clear that the event was an extraordinary example of conspicuous 
consumption, with just the English alone providing 40,000 gallons of wine, 14,500 gallons of 
beer and ale, over 25,000 fish plus three porpoises and a dolphin, 337 oxen, 2000 chickens, and 
more, including the observed boiling of beef for six weeks beforehand (Bragg, Gunn, Guy, and 
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Roberts, 2005). Dress was also spectacular. One French memoirist described the nobles as 
literally “carrying their castles, woods, and farms upon their backs” because they had mortgaged 
their lands to buy the best clothes they could. 
 
Jousts were the main entertainment and were staged in another huge temporary structure, the 
“lists,” which were 900 ft long and 320 ft wide. Again elaborate décor, including a giant tree 
covered in gold and green damask with green silk and Venetian gold ornamentation plus 
tapestry-laden spectator galleries was the order of the day. Rounding out the entertainment at 
meals and an elaborate Catholic mass was a variety of music, dance, and special effects, 
including a type of mechanical flying dragon and fireworks! Figure 2 depicts the overall event 
with many of the components visible: procession of royalty, flying dragon, gold tents, English 
temporary palace and wine fountains in the right foreground, and the tournament structure at the 
upper right. 
 
For all the planning and a cost that almost broke the royal treasuries of both countries, this two-
week extravaganza was to be for naught, with both countries at war with each other within five 
years. 
 

 
 
Figure 2: The Field of the Cloth of Gold (Courtesy The Royal Collection © 2006 Her Majesty 
Queen Elizabeth II) 
 
And these two events only scratch the surface of our industry’s incredible history. Equally 
amazing events can be found in the ancient civilizations of Greece, Egypt, China, India, 
Cambodia, the Maya, the Inca, and a host of others. Stay tuned! 
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