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 The Data on Drama

H
istory catalogs �failure far less 
frequently than success—and 
sometimes, says assistant profes-
sor of English Derek Miller, that 

is a mistake. Miller, who studies theatri-
cal history, is engaged in an experimental 
project he calls Visualizing Broadway that 
uses data about Broadway shows—some of 
which rank among the world’s most eco-
nomically successful cultural juggernauts—
to suggest new and better approaches to the 
study of theater. For example, “We tend to 
teach successes, for good reasons,” he points 
out, “but most of the work that gets made 
is a failure”—both economically and, by 
extension, artistically, in the sense that it 
“doesn’t get seen and reproduced.”

Miller argues that the traditional focus 

on success may make sense in other liter-
ary genres, but in the performing arts, “You 
can’t distinguish process from product.” 
This makes failures far more meaningful. 
“Every show on Broadway has had the 
same number of weeks of rehearsal, more 
or less, the same investment of people’s 
time and energy, more or less, no matter 
whether it runs for 15 years or…a day,” he 
says. “And if the primary work of creativ-
ity happens in the rehearsal and for those 
first few performances, before the people 
who make the work settle into a pattern 
of delivering a product to an audience over 
a long period, then the failures matter just 
as much as the successes—and we have re-
ally crowded failures out of our histories.”

At the heart of Visualizing Broadway is a 

database that includes virtually every musi-
cal and play that has appeared there since 
1900. Included are authors and directors, 
writers and producers, actors and actresses, 
set designers, press agents, orchestrators, 
and music directors. Miller has compiled 
data on run length, number of roles, long-
term shifts in opening dates, networks of 
people involved in production, and changes 
in average ticket prices, among many other 
kinds of industry information.

What stories do the data tell? In English 
144a, “American Plays and Musicals, 1940-
1960,” which he taught in the spring terms 
of 2014 and 2015, Miller asked if his students 
had ever heard of Jo Mielziner. Most hadn’t. 
But a visualization of mid-century Broad-
way professional networks shows the set 
and light designer as more connected to 
other people working on Broadway than 
virtually anyone else. “Everyone knew him,” 
says Miller. Nominated for 12 Tony Awards 
and the winner of seven, “he designed, back 
to back” vastly different megahits: the play 
Death of a Salesman and the musical South Pacif-
ic. More than any actor or playwright, Miller 
asserts, people like Mielziner, “working on 
show after show, set the tone for what it 
meant to be a professional creator, and de-
fined what good work should look like.”

Academic study of theater history of-
ten treats plays and musicals separately, 
even though “Jo Mielziner’s design for 
South Pacific isn’t an isolated form that 
came out of nowhere.” Given Mielziner’s 
backstage role in those two major produc-
tions—which “share a lot in common in 
terms of the way they flow in and out of 
different worlds, moving particularly flu-
idly between big set pieces and forestage 
crossover scenes”—and the fact that they 

In vibrant Times Square, Broadway plays 
and musicals compete to become the next 
megahit.c
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appeared on Broadway at the 
same time, writing about them 
together might make sense, but 
Miller says no one does. Broad-
ening the range of such compar-
ative studies is one aim of the 
Visualizing Broadway project.

Miller’s data-centric approach 
to theater history has led to 
other kinds of insights, too. “We 
are not used to thinking about 
periods of growth or decline or 
relative stability,” he says, yet the 
traditional focus of theater historians on 
specific decades, such as “Broadway in the 
’40s,” might make less sense than a study 
keyed to periods of expansion or contrac-
tion in the industry that become visible 
through the data.

At shorter time-scales, Miller’s work 
shows that the Tony Awards have led to 
a compression of the theater season. An 
increasing number of productions open 
in April, right before nominations for the 
award are announced. That means more 
and more rehearsals take place in February, 
he explains, intensifying an already fierce 
competition for theater space, actors, pro-
ducers, set designers, musicians, and other 
scarce resources. His data also reveal that 
run lengths have increased dramatically 
over time, hand in hand with the well-doc-
umented rise of mega-musicals. Successful 
productions such as Cats and Phantom of the 
Opera absorb a lot of resources—but from 
an industry perspective, he points out, they 

also represent stability.
Miller sees Visualizing Broadway leading 

primarily to better questions, rather than to 
answers alone. That perspective might fos-
ter new chronological periods to analyze; 
a reconsideration of who really were the 
creative forces in the industry; research on 
how the allocation of scarce resources in-
teracts with aesthetic judgments; and stud-
ies of the ways in which shows that end in 
commercial failure nevertheless represent 
a large part of the Broadway experience 
gained by collaborating artists, actors, de-
signers, producers, and orchestrators who 
put them on. By showing how the creative 
process takes place within the context of 
an industry, Miller hopes his data motivate 
a rethinking of some of the fundamental as-
sumptions of traditional theater history.

vjonathan shaw
 
derek miller website:
http://scholar.harvard.edu/dmiller
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Termites’  
Cathedral Mounds

L
ooming meters tall,� dotting hot 
climates on four continents, termite 
mounds have long mystified scien-
tists. In each colony’s underground 

nest, the millimeter-sized insects store 
wood for food, cultivate the fungus that 
helps digestion, rear young, and tend to 
their queen. Yet the porous, cathedral-like 
mounds they build from soil and their own 
saliva and dung remain enigmatically empty.

In September, Harvard physicists pub-

lished research asserting that the “cathe-
dral” mounds built by Odontotermes obesus, 
in southern India, function as aboveground 
“lungs.” The mounds’ architecture features 
a large central chimney, where the tem-
perature remains relatively constant, sur-
rounded by thin outer flutes where tem-
peratures fluctuate. During the daytime, 
these outer conduits heat up much more 
quickly than the internal chamber, forcing 
air up the flutes and down the chimney. At 

Award-winning set  
designer Jo Mielziner 
touches up a figurine for  
a set design executed  
on a glass pane in this 
January 1945 photograph.  
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