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English 378 Special Topics in Film and Literature

Gambling in Fiction and Film

Prof. Frank Donoghue


Denney 556


Office Hours:  xxxx


Phone:  2-3520


donoghue.1@osu.edu
Course description, rationale, and goals:  This course will introduce students to gambling as a subject of study by examining the ways it has been represented in literary texts (both fictional and non-fictional) and films during the last half century.  It might seem at first glance that gambling simply involves taking a chance and either winning or losing.  The works we’ll consider, though, reveal the practice to be far more complex.  Our whole course will start with the question of what else is at stake in gambling besides winning and losing?  We’ll look at four very popular gambling subcultures—billiards, poker, sports betting and horseracing—and ask the same set of questions about each of them.  Who are the participants in these subcultures, what kinds of people are they?  What matters to them?  That is, what are their values and their goals?  What do the novels, memoirs and films ask us to conclude about gambling?  Are gamblers sympathetic figures in American culture?

This will be a challenging course because gambling is everywhere in America, yet only a small percentage of citizens ever think about it seriously.  Last year, more than $60 billion was generated by legal forms of gambling (that is, not counting Saturday night poker games, football and NCAA basketball pools, etc.).  There’s an enormous amount of writing for a relatively small audience of poker players; there’s a daily newspaper for those who bet on horseracing (The Daily Racing Form).  Yet the vast majority of Americans who gamble never think beyond the momentary excitement of their wagers.  Likewise, the comparably large segment of the population that opposes gambling does so in simple and sweeping moral terms.  This course presupposes nothing about your attitude toward gambling, nor does it even require you to be familiar with the forms of gambling we’ll examine.  We’ll assume only 1) that gambling is an extremely prominent American social and cultural practice, it deserves to be studied seriously; and 2) that as such, it can be productively studied through cultural media such as novels and films.

This course meets the following GEC requirement:  Category 5 Arts and Humanities; Section B Analysis of Texts and Works of Art; 3 Cultures and Ideas
Goals/Rationale:

Students evaluate significant writing and works of art. Such studies develop capacities for

aesthetic and historical response and judgment; interpretation and evaluation; critical listening, reading, seeing, thinking, and writing; and experiencing the arts and reflecting on that experience.

Learning Objectives:

1. Students develop abilities to be enlightened observers or active participants in the visual, spatial, musical, theatrical, rhetorical, or written arts.

2. Students describe and interpret achievement in the arts and literature.

3. Students explain how works of art and literature express social and cultural issues.

Course Requirements: Students will be required to complete four different writing assignments for this course.


1)  A short essay (4pp.) in which you integrate the reading, viewing and in-class discussion in an analysis of one of the texts or films we study.  


2)  A collection and analysis of three reviews of one of our films.  A wide selection of film reviews are available online at the Imdb, a comprehensive film database.  Your task will be to select three such reviews, explain how their opinions of the film differ from one another, then explain which of the three reviews most closely resembles your own opinion.


3) A gambling log.  During the quarter, I ask that you keep a notebook in which you record any reference to gambling that strikes you as interesting.  Such references can range from real or virtual instances of gambling (buying a lottery ticket, watching a poker game on TV, participating in one online, etc.) to metaphors (such as someone saying to you, “I bet you don’t pass chemistry,” but not actually making a wager).  Think of this not as a journal, but rather as a list with comments, some entries being much longer than others.  At the end of the quarter, review your log and submit a short (2 pp.) summary.  How did gambling come up as a social and cultural practice in your everyday life?  Were there common denominators or themes?


4)  A comprehensive final exam.  This will test your familiarity with the required reading and viewing materials, as well as your ability to synthesize the various sub-topics we will have considered.
Grade Distribution:

Short essay:  20% 

Each review:  5%

Gambling log: 10%

Final Exam:  45%

Attendance:  10%

Grading Scale

94-100

A
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A-

86-89

B+

83-85

B

80-82

B-

76-79

C+

73-75

C
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C-

66-69

D+

60-65

D

0-59

E

Attendance Policy:  Students are expected to attend every class meeting, and attendance will be taken during every class.  Each unexcused absence will result in a 5% reduction of your final grade.

Required Texts:
Jackson Lears, Something for Nothing:  Luck in America
A. Alvarez, The Biggest Game in Town
Chris Millman, The Odds:  One Season, Three Gamblers, and the Death of Their Las Vegas
Supplemental course materials available through the course Carmen site.

Academic Misconduct

It is the responsibility of the Committee on Academic Misconduct to investigate or establish procedures for the investigation of all reported cases of student academic misconduct. The term “academic misconduct” includes all forms of student academic misconduct wherever committed; illustrated by, but not limited to, cases of plagiarism and dishonest practices in connection with examinations. Instructors shall report all instances of alleged academic misconduct to the committee (Faculty Rule 3335-5-487). For additional information, see the Code of Student Conduct (http://studentaffairs.osu.edu/info_for_students/csc.asp).

Disability Services

Students with disabilities that have been certified by the

Office for Disability Services will be appropriately

accommodated, and should inform the instructor as soon as

possible of their needs. The Office for Disability Services is

located in 150 Pomerene Hall, 1760 Neil Avenue; telephone

292-3307, TDD 292-0901; http://www.ods.ohio-state.edu/.
Syllabus
Week 1  Introduction and historical background


Day 1:  introduction

Day 2:  Jackson Lears, Something for 



Nothing:  Luck in America, pp. 1-54

Week 2  The Pool Hall


Day 1:  David McCumber, Playing off the



Rail:  A Pool Hustler’s Journey, pp. 1-35  (excerpts in coursepack);



Walter Tevis, The Hustler, pp. 7-99


Day 2:  The Hustler, pp. 100-223
Week 3  :
Day 1:  screening of The Hustler

Day 2:  discussion of The Hustler
Week 4:  The Poker Table


Day 1:  A. Alvarez, The Biggest Game in Town, pp. 1-99


Day 2:  The Biggest Game in Town, pp. 100-188
Week 5:  
Day 1:  screening of Rounders 
Day 2:  discussion of Rounders
Week 6:  The Sports Book


Required reading: Chris Millman, The Odds:  One Season,



Three Gamblers and the Death of Their Las Vegas (256pp.) 


Day 1:  screening of The Gambler



Day 2:  discussion of The Odds and The Gambler
Week 7:  The Race Track


Required reading:   excerpts from Steven Crist, Betting on Myself:  


Adventures of a Horseplayer and Publisher (in coursepack)


Day 1:  screening of Let it Ride


Day 2:  discussion of Betting on Myself and Let it Ride
Week 8:  Reflections on Gambling and Life


Required reading:  Lears, Something for Nothing, pp. 56-146


Day 1:  screeing of  Croupier



Day 2:  discussion of Something for Nothing and Croupier
Week 9  
Required reading:  Something for Nothing,  pp. 274-334.

Day 1:  screening of  Miller’s Crossing



Day 2:  discussion of Miller’s Crossing
Week 10:  re-cap and review for final exam
