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Game was as much a social tradition as an

athletic competition. Why else would so

many students—who would never think of

going to a regular Saturday home game in

Cambridge, who indeed do not know the

first thing about football—make this bien-

nial migration to New Haven?

We made it into the stadium for the

halftime show. In a familiar spectacle, the

bands battled. Harvard hauled an enor-

mous bulldog e∞gy onto the field and,

with terrific ado, beheaded it. The Crim-

son Crazies whooped with delight. A Yale

announcer mocked Harvard over the

loudspeaker. The Harvard cheering sec-

tion broke into chants of “Safety school.”

A formalized performance, refined through

years of repetition.

A group of alumni, huddled under a

class flag, broke spontaneously into song,

and soon much of the Harvard cheering

section was belting “Ten Thousand Men

of Harvard.” One wizened alumnus, from

the forthcoming reunion class of ’39,

joined hands with a group of undergradu-

ates, chanting away, raspily, proudly.

I was charmed by the image of the old

man singing, but gradually my focus

shifted to the students around him. Tra-

ditions, after all, persist only so long as

they are celebrated. The old man was just

singing. It was the students—with their

rapt attention—who made the scene

such a poignant spectacle. Harvard tradi-

tion cannot be greater than ordinary

Harvard students. Alumni celebrate tra-

dition, even endow it. But it is students

who engage tradition, and it is students

who carry the all-important pruning

shears. It is students who have the power

to simply ignore what no longer seems

relevant.

Harvard beat Yale that day. On our way

out of the stadium, William and I bumped

into another acquaintance of mine, an ac-

tivist, handing out fliers promoting the in-

crease of wages for workers on college

campuses. I asked him about the group he

was with and he launched into an impas-

sioned tirade against administrative injus-

tices. “But things will change,” he said.

“We will make them change. Just like

1969; just like 2001.”

William gave me a ride back to Har-

vard and three of my friends, two seniors

and a junior, piled into the back seat. We

talked about Larry Summers’s plans for

curricular review, and then for a while

about what we would do di≠erently if we

could start over again at Harvard. Cer-

tainly we gave William a lot to keep in

mind—perhaps too much. His Harvard

experience, after all, would be his for the

making.

Nonetheless, he listened with the gen-

eral attentiveness one might expect of a

Harvard hopeful. As we drove around

Harvard Square, he did his best to notice

everything: the final clubs, the Lampoon
castle, the Gold Coast housing; the

Charles Hotel, the Coop, the Common.

As we passed Johnston Gate I pointed

out Massachusetts Hall, Harvard’s oldest

building. “And freshmen live there?” 

he asked. “That’s pretty cool.”

After dropping o≠ my friends at their

Houses, we headed up Garden Street to-

ward the Quad. William would spend the

night on my sofa and drive back to Wash-

ington in the morning. The tra∞c was

backed up in front of the First Congrega-

tional Church. There was a rally in sup-

port of gay marriage and drivers were rub-

bernecking as everybody tried to catch a

glimpse. I told William that this was one

of the oldest congregations in Cambridge.

William edged around a car that was

blocking the way. The tra∞c cleared

ahead and he pressed the gas-pedal, accel-

erating toward his first night at Harvard.

There was something very exciting about

that feeling—our backs pressed against

the seats, the wind in our hair, moving for-

ward. All the same, I’m embarrassed to

admit that I had no idea what lay ahead of

us. My eyes were focused squarely on the

rear view mirror.      

Lee Hudson Teslik ’05 is looking forward to Sep-
tember, when his brother, William, will be joining
Harvard’s class of 2008.

Last november, when the Harvard-

Radcli≠e Dramatic Club (HRDC) pro-

duced the French Romantic play Lorenzac-
cio on the Loeb Drama Center’s main

stage, director Jay Scheib made liberal use

of new electronic media. Two video-cam-

era operators roamed onstage; they fed a

video projector that displayed these im-

ages on a billboard-like screen atop a Chi-

nese restaurant on the set. Scheib choreo-

graphed the media people into the scene.

Their cameras poked through windows in

a ranch-style house on the set and added

two visual perspectives to the one the au-

dience had from their seats. The ranch

house rolled around on casters and had

working electricity and plumbing; its

bathtub had to be filled up and drained.

The house also split into three pieces as

the play’s action reached its climax.

Organizing such a technical tour de

force almost makes acting look easy. Loren-

zaccio’s technical director, Peyton Sher-

wood ’04, explains that being “TD” of a

mainstage show is “one of the biggest the-

ater jobs. For Lorenzaccio, I was in the the-

ater 62 hours one week. I spent several

hundred hours on the show. You have to

think hard about saying yes.” Sherwood

has uttered many yeses; he estimates that

he’s worked on 80 percent of the shows

mounted on the main stage since his

freshman year, when he was TD for Into the
Woods; he also handled technical direction

for Cabaret in 2002, making him the only

student in recent history who has been

TD for three mainstage shows. “Because

I’m insane,” he explains.

This kind of insanity built Sherwood a

reputation as the preeminent technical

whiz of undergraduate theater. “He’s con-

tinuing the long and honorable tradition

of the backstage person who does every-

thing,” says Alan Symonds ’69, technical

P E R F O R M I N G  A R T S

The Wizard of Backstage
Peyton Sherwood creates a theatrical world out of a “big black box.”
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director for College theatre programs.

“We don’t have many, but there have been

a few who are really great—Peyton is one.”

Sherwood is a very useful man to have

around, partly because Harvard College is

in some ways an army of generals—

achievement-driven souls vying for high-

visibility positions. In theater, this means

a plethora of actors and directors, but few

backstage people: technical directors;

stage managers; lighting, sound, set, and

costume designers; and those who build

and paint scenery and hang lights.

There are about 60 student productions

annually, at the Loeb mainstage and exper-

imental theaters (four at the former, up to

20 at the latter) and in Agassiz Theatre, the

Houses, even the Hilles Library courtyard

and the Lowell House bell tower. Almost a

thousand students participate in theater,

yet sometimes it seems there are “about

four techies,” says Sherwood. “Generally,

people don’t like to do tech because it has

no glory. I don’t care about the glory; I just

care about the art I’m cre-

ating with these other

brilliant people.”

Plus, backstage is fun.

“There’s the technical

challenge,” he explains. “I

like playing with the

sound board, getting

things to work correctly.

And I was bitten by the

theater bug. You go in

and create anything you

want out of this big black

box—this box of noth-

ingness that you can fill

with any light or sound

you want.” Sherwood is a

pianist who also plays

string bass with Harvard

groups. “Bass and techni-

cal theater are the two

things that everyone

needs,” he jokes. “I might

have come to Harvard

just because they needed

a bass and a technical-

theater person.”

A computer-science

concentrator, Sherwood

loves gadgets (in fourth

grade he wired his school

desk with a burglar alarm

that screeched when the desk was

opened). He worked in both community

theater and at Ladue Horton-Watkins

High School in Ladue, Missouri, near St.

Louis, in sound and light design, in set

building, and as an electrician. “Peyton

came to Harvard with enough experience

to lead people in sound,” says Symonds,

who calls him “one of the few people I

trust to turn loose on the sound board at

the Agassiz Theatre. With sound, you can

make blue smoke [cause a short circuit]

very easily by pushing the wrong button.”

There are many buttons to push in the

yearlong preparation for a mainstage pro-

duction. With only two such slots per se-

mester, the HRDC board makes sure that

whoever gets one can actually mount a

show, and a prospective director needs to

recruit a team of about 20 even to apply.

Convincing a TD of Sherwood’s skill to

take the job means starting with the right

property. For example, Sherwood, who

sees many theater and dance performanc-

es, likes Cabaret; he had also seen plays di-

rected by Joy Fairfield ’03 (who codirect-

ed Cabaret with Sabrina Blum ’03) and

“thought she was wonderful. I wanted to

work with a creative mind like that.”

He explains that theater “is about plan-

ning in advance,” which is even more es-

sential when you work on three or four

shows each semester, as he has done. At

the beginning, his big thrill was operating

the light and sound boards during a per-

formance, but his work has evolved to-

ward planning and design. The main stage

can accommodate a lighting plot that calls

for nearly 400 lights, but few shows need

such resources; Sherwood’s biggest plot,

at Agassiz, called for 35 lights. A well-or-

ganized show will use a large CAD (com-

puter-assisted design) map of the theater,

showing all lighting positions, circuit

numbers, and “electrics” (pipes that hold

lights while hanging from a ceiling grid 82

feet above the Loeb stage). The various

managers—stage, lighting, and sound—

collaborate with the director and TD to

generate a copy of the script that shows

all appropriate technical cues, a process

known as the “paper tech.”

For a mainstage show opening on a

Thursday or Friday night, the Sunday

two weeks before is “load-in day”: start-

ing at 9 a.m., the crew brings in scenery

and props and begins to rig the technical

elements for the show. Step by step, the

elements of the play begin their uneasy

process of meshing. There is “dry tech,” a

run-through without actors, and “wet

tech” (which Sherwood describes as

“hell”) with them; on this spring’s pro-

duction of Sunday in the Park with George, wet

tech took 12 hours. Wet tech kicks o≠

“tech week,” daily rehearsals of technical

elements to perfect the realization of

sound and light cues. Such run-throughs

consume about six hours a night during

the week before the opening; the techni-

cal people also come in during the day to

fix whatever needs fixing. Wednesday

often means an all-nighter. “I’ve fallen

asleep in so many places in the theater,”

Sherwood says.

Such unstinting contributions to Har-

vard theater lent authority to his proposal

for a “technical theater requirement” to

address the persistent shortage of techni-

cal help on shows. That subject came up

Backstage man: The “preeminent
technical whiz of undergraduate
theater,” Peyton Sherwood ’04, 
is well acquainted with the Loeb
Drama Center’s main stage.
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“at every major student-theater meeting

I’ve attended since freshman year,” Sher-

wood says, adding, “The people who su≠er

from the lack of technical hands are the

technical hands.” At an HRDC meeting

last year, he took a straw poll asking if the

actors present would be amenable to a re-

quirement that everyone involved in a

Loeb show help with technical work on a

Loeb show; he says nearly all the actors

raised their hands.

The new guideline went into e≠ect last

fall and has worked “amazingly well,” says

Symonds. “The feedback from students

has been very positive. It started out being

applicable only to the Loeb, but now the

Gilbert and Sullivan Society and other

groups are following suit.” Sherwood ex-

plains that “If everyone in the cast knows

how to hang a light, you can cut the hang

time in half. But it’s not just an extra

hand. The technical jobs they do make ac-

tors feel better about the production.

They can say, ‘I helped that show go up—

I built that ceiling.’ The tech requirement

also connects people in the theater; you

meet someone on a tech job and you end

up doing a project with them.”

Another of Sherwood’s legacies is the

Harvard Theater Database (http://hcs.har-

vard.edu/~hrdc/htdb/index.php), an ar-

chive of Harvard theater productions—

dates, venues, names of all cast and sta≠,

even orchestra players—going back to

1996. (He hopes eventually to extend it

much farther back in time.) The search en-

gine makes it easy for a director to find

out, say, who has been doing lighting de-

sign at Harvard, and on what shows. And

the database builds a kind of theatrical

alumni record. “You could ask graduates

what they learned here, or how to go and

find a job,” Sherwood explains.

In the real world, his own job hunt fo-

cuses not on the stage but on the place

“where business meets technology,” he

says. Yet theater is in his blood, and in

some ways even trumps his love of hard-

ware. “Drama is totally immense—in the

theater, it’s all around you,” he says. “I

don’t care what you say about 5.1 surround

sound—it doesn’t come close to the actual

experience of being in the theater.” 

�craig lambert

On april 12, 1877, in a baseball game be-

tween Harvard students and the Live Oaks

(a semipro team from Lynn, Massachu-

setts), James Alexander Tyng, A.B. 1876,

stepped onto the field wearing a catcher’s

mask. According to established his-

tory, he was the first man to do

so. But controversy over the

mystery of who invented

and wore the first mod-

ern catcher’s mask has

never quite subsided.

Tyng arrived at Har-

vard in the fall of 1872

and quickly established

himself as an outstand-

ing athlete. Harvard

baseball manager Fred-

erick W. Thayer, A.B. 1878, flatly called him

“the best all-around natural ballplayer of

my time.” In those pre-NCAA days, Tyng

played for Harvard’s baseball team for

seven years. Just after leaving Harvard, on

September 23, 1879, he pitched (and won)

for the Boston Red Caps of the National

League, becoming the first Harvard alum-

nus to appear in a major league game.

But he’s best known for the catcher’s

mask. The standard version of the story is

that after the 1876 season, Harvard catcher

Howard K. Thatcher, of the class of 1877,

left the College, leaving that position open.

Thayer looked to Tyng as someone with

enough athletic ability to quickly master

the art of catching. But Tyng had

played a few games as catcher,

and had been hit with several

foul tips. In the words of

manager Thayer, he had

“become more or less

timid.” Tyng consented

to catch, however, if

something could be done

to protect his face.

Remembering a game

played the previous sea-

son, in which the oppos-

ing catcher wore a fencing

mask with eyeholes cut

into it, Thayer had a Cam-

bridge tinsmith make a

wire-mesh mask with

large holes that would not

impede vision, and with

chin and forehead rests

for cushioning when the

ball hit the mask.
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An early image of the 
first catcher’s mask, 
front and center in a Har-
vard baseball team photo-
graph from 1877. The
mask’s inventor, team
manager Fred Thayer
(middle row, second from
left) sits beside the first
catcher to wear it, James
Tyng (third from left).   
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