Blake Mathews

Unsung Heroes of Spring Sing

It is spring at Harding University, and all the familiar flowers are blooming. The gray winter haze has left the Arkansas sky, allergies are picking up and students everywhere are running low on DCB and chapel skips. Perhaps the most obvious sign that spring is here can be found on the stage of the Benson Auditorium, where half a semester’s worth of singing, choreography and costume design is about to explode in the grand annual production that is Spring Sing. 

For the hosts, hostesses, ensemble and club members who have poured their time and energy into the show, the spotlight awaits. But Spring Sing could not have grown to its current size without the time and energy of several people who spend minimal time at the forefront. These “unsung heroes” of Spring Sing are a crucial, if not humble part of Harding’s biggest show.

Spring Sing would amount to little more than a talent show without the technical crews. This year’s theme of Juvenescence would not be possible without the sets and props they build and operate backstage. Sophomore Sydney Clyde and junior Devin Edwards have been working for weeks as part of the “run crew,” a group of students hired to make sure Spring Sing’s moving parts all work together.

Although working on Spring Sing is not mandatory for any student, theater majors are drawn to the job by the experience it offers.

“What I want to do is direct professionally,” Clyde said. “I feel like I couldn’t be an efficient director if I didn’t know all of the things that go into doing backstage stuff.” 
The “backstage stuff” involves much more than raising and lowering curtains. Clyde said she is responsible for “corralling a bunch of people,” namely the club members who run on and off stage during performances.

She described the mood backstage as “organized chaos” during the show. Edwards laughed and nodded in agreement.

“Exactly,” he said. “I was trying to think of the words, but ‘chaos’ is definitely in there.”

Amid the chaos, run crew is also charged with keeping performers safe. The stage features several moving parts — and people — that could be potentially dangerous to an unaware Spring Singer. Heavy props have to be moved out of the way, performers attached to wires must be secured properly and, Edwards said, a motorcycle rides across the stage during one club’s show. 

“The clubs aren’t in any danger, but they could be … potentially … if things go completely awry,” Clyde said. 

What she and Edwards consider to be the biggest threat is also one of the show’s standout features: the jazz band’s moving platform. Weighing in at approximately three tons, the platform slides forward and back several times throughout the show. Moving it and the 20 musicians sitting on top is the job of just four crew members.

“It was one of those things where [we asked], ‘Can we really do that?’” Edwards said. 

But the platform, which was put together by students on the “build crew,” is set on 24 castors, or wheels, that can swivel independently. The castors spread the weight out enough to give the platform a smooth ride.

Both the build and run crews operate under the guidance of Ben Jones, the technical director for Spring Sing. A theater major and ensemble singer during his time as a student, Jones said he has experience “on all sides, from producer, to director, to actor, to designer and technician.” 

Jones has spent much of this semester treating Spring Sing like a full-time job. He said he often works 40 hours a week coordinating and supervising the crew members. Two weeks before the show begins, he might work upwards of 70 hours in a week.

“I was here ‘till 3 in the morning last night and then came back right after chapel,” he said. 

Clyde said that she, as a crew member, works nine hours a week, although with show-time approaching, workers are encouraged to “come in whenever you can.”

“It’s probably the most stressful job you have to do in theater,” she said. “But it’s also the most fun.” 

Jones pointed to messages on the back of the jazz band platform that crews had left for each other as one sign of the “fun-ness.” One was the word “WOOT” scrawled out in black. According to the Computer Desktop Encyclopedia, “woot” means either “hooray” or stands for “we owned the other team.”

When all is said and done, Jones and his crews get paid for their work but receive little attention for it. Working behind the curtain is unglamorous, but Clyde and Edwards said they did not need the spotlight to feel appreciated.

“A lot of times, what will happen is, you’ll just be walking around and you’ll hear someone say ‘That was so cool when this happened!’” Edwards said. “And you’re like, ‘I did that.’” 

Clyde described a portion of the show when one of the performers flies through the air on wires operated by the crew. When the scene was performed in front of an audience for the first time, the reaction was immediate. 

“When everybody went ‘Ahhhh!’… that’s all the recognition we need,” Clyde said.

Jones said that the performers, from hosts to club members, had been vocally appreciative of the crew’s work. Still, he said he preferred that the 13 workers backstage remain “unsung.”

“The concept of theater is to make the experience as fun as possible for the audience while making it seem like we’re putting out no effort at all,” Jones said. “If you knew how many hours a magician put into his trick, it wouldn’t be quite as cool.”

Spring Sing is a unique experience each year, but each set of memories is recorded and preserved by photographers like senior Noah Darnell. This year, Darnell has spent hours at practices and in the studio taking pictures of the more visible members of Spring Sing.

His work started in January, when he was asked to take individual pictures of the hosts, hostesses, ensemble and clubs. Sessions would last hours and were spread out over several days. In total, Darnell took around 350 photos, but the studio work was just the beginning. Actual practices were next, where Darnell said he took 400 to 500 photos a night during five nights. 

The process has taken hours of his time and, of the thousands of photos he takes, most of them will never see publication.

“We might take 1,000 or 1,200 or 1,500 pictures for one performance,” Darnell said. “After that, maybe one or two will be used. Half the time they’re not recognized in publications.”

Senior and photographer Craig Rainbolt documented two Spring Sing performances last year. He walked away with almost 9,000 pictures.

“I took so many pictures that my hand was tired,” Rainbolt said. 

He said photographing Spring Sing is difficult because of the drastic lighting changes that happen over the course of the show. Every time the stage gets darker or brighter, the camera has to be adjusted to compensate.

Darnell said that he loves his job and does not mind the occasional tedium that comes from sifting through hundreds of photos after a shoot. In fact, he sees it as “something to chill with.”

“Some people watch TV; I’m nerdy and edit pictures,” Darnell said.

Although most of his work will never be published and even less of it will have his name on it, Darnell takes it all in stride. Just seeing his photographs in print gives him “personal satisfaction.”

“It’s just kind of a cool thing to see it in print after doing work,” he said. “Even if nobody else knows that it was me.”

Though not necessarily hidden away from the audience, the Harding Jazz Band spends most of Spring Sing supporting the hosts, hostesses and ensemble during their musical numbers. The songs they play have been arranged specifically for Spring Sing, and some of the musicians are less than appreciative about being forced to play along.

“It’s mandatory for us, and we have to play simple music ... over and over again so they can get it all right,” sophomore and saxophonist Justin Tesh said. 

Although he said he liked a few of the songs, specifically hostess Elizabeth Harrell’s “I Know It’s Today,” Tesh described his feelings towards the Spring Sing experience by sticking out his tongue and blowing a raspberry.

Senior and trumpeter Tyler Morse said he was also frustrated with being required to participate in Spring Sing. While he enjoys playing the “upbeat numbers” and “[screaming] in the upper registers” on his trumpet, “when that’s not happening, I just kind of go comatose,” he said.

Morse is participating in his third Spring Sing this year. He has never seen the majority of the show, as the jazz band stays behind the curtain when they are not playing.

“Maybe if I saw this production from a different view, from the seats out there, I might like it more,” he said.

The jazz band will play two of its own songs, “Alianza” and “Hot House,” during the show. Morse said he wished he and his bandmates were featured more prominently, since they were not given the choice to opt out of Spring Sing. However, he said he understands that “it kind of comes with the territory.”

Greg Snider is a freshman and saxophonist in the Jazz Band, and while he said the music was “boring,” he acknowledged that it was designed with a different audience in mind.

“This music isn’t jazz music,” he said. “It’s pop music, which everyone can appreciate and enjoy. You don’t have to think about it.” 

While some members of the band wanted a bigger presence on stage, Snider said he was fine with being in the background.

“We’re just there as the band,” he said. “How many concerts do you see that, besides introducing the band and saying “Thanks” to the band, they get more than that?”

When the Spring Sing spotlights shut off for 2009, the crew members, photographers and musicians may not have won any awards. They may not have their own screaming fans packing the Benson. But when spring begins to bloom next year, they will be called on again to make Spring Sing 2010 the best show it can be.

