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ALOHA MEANS BOTH GOODBYE AND HELLO:        

HOWARD, KIRYLO ON THE MOVE  

Anyone who ever doubted 
that faculty and staff members 
are slow to help themselves 
should have attended the col-
league-to-colleague retirement 
planning seminar offered on 
April 16th by LSU Finance pro-
fessor Don Chance.  That 
event, slated for a room that 
seated 100, drew an “SRO” (standing room only) crowd!  For 
the past two years, the LSU A&M Faculty Senate has orga-
nized general, all-purpose financial wellness seminars by way 
of helping members of the university community get a grip on 
their finances.  This year, the Faculty Senate decided to “go 
deep” by asking a colleague with no ties to financial firms to 
look carefully at the options that are actually available to partici-
pants in university retirement plans.  Chance’s surprising, ova-
tion-eliciting seminar centered on the potentially gigantic impact 
of fund administration costs on the portfolios of long-term in-
vestors such as retirement plan participants.  The PowerPoint 
slides from Professor Chance’s  runaway success of a show 
are available online by going to the multimedia archive of the 
LSU A&M Faculty Senate web site and selecting the Don 
Chance presentation, which is presently the first line in the 
main menu.  In view of its popularity, LSU A&M Faculty Senate 
officials are reviewing the possibilities for taking the Don 
Chance seminar statewide. 

The Newsletter shares with Santa 
Claus the property of knowing who is 
naughty and who is nice—and the list of 
the nice, Gott sei dank, is far longer than 
the list of the naughty.  Two of the nicest 
people on the planet, LSUA Chancellor 
Dan Howard and Southeastern Louisiana 
University educationalist-columnist James 
Kirylo, have decided to graze the grass in 
greener pastures.  The Newsletter rejoices 
in their good fortune and wise decisions 
but laments the loss to Louisiana of two 
such diesel-level engines of improvement.  

Chancellor Howard will head into an 
active retirement filled with consulta-
tion and other good works while ana-
lyst James Kirylo will take up a new 
post on the faculty at the University of 
South Carolina.  Fortunately, as Ha-
waiians know, any “aloha” moment 
both implies parting and greeting.  We 
anticipate that we will be seeing plen-
ty of these gentlemen in the future, for 
no more can Saturn shed its rings 
than can these two great orbs of ex-
cellence stop shedding their light on 
Louisiana! 

DON CHANCE RETIREMENT SEMINAR DRAWS SRO 

CROWD 

LSUA Chancellor Dan Howard heads 

to active retirement 

Educator James Kirylo moves to South 

Carolina professorship 

Don Chance draws SRO crowd to 

retirement planning seminar 

CSU SETTLES CONTRACT WITH FACULTY NEW VISION STATEMENT COMING FOR LSU 

At one time, LSU’s vision 
statement, Flagship 2020, 
seemed, as might be appropriate 
for the vision test to which its title 
alludes, to gaze out at a distant 
future (let us overlook the fact 
that the title for this ambitious program was something of a 
rhetorical blunder:  a mixed metaphor forcing together nautical 
and optometric imagery).  As of the publication date of this bul-
letin, however, the year 2020 is only 1,327 days away.  Sens-
ing that, as Walt Disney put it, “tomorrow is just a dream away,” 
visionary LSU Provost Rick Koubek has begun the process of 
formulating a new strategic plan for the marginally buoyant 
flagship institution.  In a memorandum to the LSU community, 
Koubek announced that he had commissioned the LSU A&M 
University Planning Council to spearhead the development of 
the plan, adding that the planners should not limit themselves 
to “functional areas, such as research, teaching, and service,” 
but rather should consider “the higher order attributes that de-
fine our institution.”  Koubek’s courageous charge represents 
the dawn of a new day insofar as it dashingly re-commits LSU 
to leadership, achievement, and the advancement of 
knowledge, even despite pressure to focus on commercial is-
sues. 

One way to track both the good and bad deeds of both administra-
tors and of educational institutions is to look at the post-departure trajec-
tories of the institutions that Louisiana campus administrators formerly 
led.  The campus once managed by LSU President King Alexander, Cal 
State Long Beach, quickly became the epicenter of a faculty labor 
movement that culminated in a series of targeted, brief strikes.  The Cal 
State central administration, being somewhat more cordial toward labor 
interests than individual campus administrators, resolved the problem by 
offering up a staged series of general salary increases that include an 
immediate 5% increase followed in the next fiscal year by a 2% general 
increase and a 2.65% step increase.  Additionally, the minimum incre-
ment for those promoted from assistant to associate professor or from 
associate to full professor will rise from 7.5% to 9%.  Perhaps, in order 
to achieve similar results, we need some more labor-friendly executives 
in Louisiana higher education system offices? 

http://www.lsu.edu/senate/media%20archive.html
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THE BIG SHORT (Adam McKay, 2015) 
Reviewed by Carl Freedman  
 

Cinema, like every other art form, has both its powers and its 
limitations.  One of the most obvious limitations is that, as a 
(largely) visual form, it has difficulty representing those areas of 
human experience that are hard to visualize, or at any rate hard to 
make visually appealing and interesting.  There are, for example, 
many films about the law.  But these films tend, overwhelmingly, to 
stress the dramatic human interactions of the courtroom and to 
give little or no attention to legal research—even though any real-
life attorney will tell you that, in the practice of law as a whole, the 
hours spent poring through dusty law books are of far greater im-
portance than courtroom theatrics.  Doubtless many young viewers 
have been inspired to pursue a legal career by the performances of 
Orson Welles in Compulsion (Richard Fleischer, 1959), and of 
Spencer Tracy in Inherit the Wind (Stanley Kramer, 1960), and of 
Gregory Peck in To Kill a Mockingbird (Robert Mulligan, 1962).  But 
those viewers, grown up and admitted to the bar, are very unlikely 
to lead professional lives that have much, or anything, in common 
with the exploits of their screen heroes.  Otto Preminger’s Anatomy 
of a Murder (1959) is unusual in that it does make clear the im-
portance of research; but even here it is James Stewart’s visible 
histrionics, especially in his courtroom duels with George C. Scott, 
that are most memorable. 

If there is any human activity today that seems resistant to visu-
al treatment, it is high finance as practiced on Wall Street (and in 
the City of London and in the other global centers of finance capi-
tal).  The workings of finance are not only nearly impossible to visu-
alize:  in their most consequentially avant-garde forms, they are 
often said to be so mind-bendingly complex as to be hardly com-
prehensible in any way, save through algorithms so sophisticated 
that nobody without a Ph.D. in mathematics is likely to be able to 
follow them.  It may, indeed, actually be an open question as to 
whether certain highly computer-dependent areas of modern fi-
nance are genuinely understood by any human being on the plan-
et. 

Nonetheless, the financial crisis of 2008 and its apparently in-
terminable aftermath have made clear (to adapt Trotsky’s famous 
remark to the Russian Formalist literary critic Viktor Shklovsky) 
that, though we may not be interested in finance, finance is very 
much interested in us.  The enormous impact that the most ab-
struse Wall Street speculation can have on the day-to-day lives of 
millions (or billions) of people has made it inevitable that filmmak-
ers would attempt cinematic treatment of finance today.  Several 
good films on the subject have appeared; and it is interesting to 
consider how they have responded to the representational prob-
lems that finance presents to the filmmaker’s art. 

Mostly, I think, they have responded by trying to evade the cen-
tral difficulties.  Martin Scorsese’s 2013 film The Wolf of Wall Street 
(which I reviewed in this space about two years ago) is the best of 
the finance-related movies of recent years; and, after the initial 
scenes, it takes its leave of high finance and (despite the title) of 
Wall Street altogether.  Instead, it focuses on what might be called 
low finance:  specifically, the “pumping and dumping” of low-value 

stocks, a confidence trick so simple 
that any bright fifth-grader could un-
derstand it.  In addition, finance itself 
gets considerably less screen time 
than the lifestyle that the protagonist’s 
unprecedented success at pumping 
and dumping makes possible.  In a 
somewhat parallel way, Too Big to Fail 
(Curtis Hanson, 2011) is set during the 
worst of the 2008 meltdown, but turns 
most its attention from the inner work-
ings of finance to the political response to the crisis.  The most 
memorable characters are Fed Chair Ben Bernanke and Treasury 
Secretary Henry Paulson (well played by Paul Giamatti and William 
Hurt, respectively); and the film focuses on their attempts to stabi-
lize the US economy as they deal with the skepticism of House 
Speaker Nancy Pelosi, the ignorant fanaticism of the House Re-
publican caucus, the confusion of Republican Presidential candi-
date John McCain, and the very mixed feelings that Paulson’s erst-
while colleagues on Wall Street have about being bailed out by the 
federal government. 

The Big Short, however, is noteworthy in focusing more square-
ly on high finance itself:  while also being a hugely enjoyable movie 
that is 50% fast-paced thriller, 50% raucous comedy, and 100% 
outraged populist polemic.  Hitherto known mainly for such light-
weight comedies as Anchorman:  The Legend of Ron Burgundy 
(2004) and Step Brothers (2008), Adam McKay here applies his 
rapid pacing and his sense of comic timing to a far more serious 
purpose.  The film is based on Michael Lewis’s highly successful 
journalistic book, The Big Short:  Inside the Doomsday Machine 
(2010); and, after you have watched it, you will not only be able to 
produce tolerably accurate definitions of such financial concepts as 
mortgage-backed securities, credit default swaps, and collateral-
ized debt obligations, but you will also have a sound general under-
standing of the forces that created America’s housing bubble and 
led inevitably to its 2008 bursting.  This is achieved primarily 
through several autonomous but overlapping seriocomic narratives 
that focus on a few oddball members of the financial profession.  
Mainly because they just pay careful attention to what is going on 
around them, our heroes (I use the term mainly in the structural 
sense of protagonists) are able to see the crash coming when 
nearly everyone else assumes that the boom financial market will 
last forever.  Their stories are nicely supplemented by a series of 
witty celebrity cameos in which, for instance, the chef Anthony 
Bourdain (while cooking in a kitchen) and the actress Margot Rob-
bie (while sipping white wine in a bubble bath) lucidly explain some 
of the more abstruse financial terms that the movie introduces.  
Though The Big Short is at heart a deeply didactic film, there is 
nothing dry or intrusive about its didacticism. On the contrary, the 
latter is thoroughly assimilated into the movie’s formal structure; 
and, while watching, you may be so entertained that you hardly 
even notice, at first, how much you are learning. 

 

     —Continued on page 19 
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Those who attend higher education management board meet-
ings have come to expect shockers even when the agenda looks 
to be compounded of cotton candy with a dollop of saccharine.  
Even a seemingly innocuous order of business can suddenly set 
off alarm bells.  The May 6th meeting of the LSU Board of Supervi-
sors, which looked as if would compete for the international tedi-
um award, turned out to be one of the most devastatingly amaz-
ing to date.  Although few would associate “HRM” (human re-
sources management) concerns with stand-up comedy, inveter-
ately witty benefits expert A. G. Monaco was on deck to offer the annual report for LSU First, 
the highly successful medical plan that many LSU System employees prefer to the Office of 
Group Benefits (“OGB”) offerings.  After more than a few gags from this Rodney Dangerfield of 
actuarial science, audience members began reeling as A. G. revealed some formerly top-
secret facts about LSU First.  When the LSU First plan was approved by the legislature, law-
makers, never reluctant to pursue their own interests, allowed entry into the plan not only for 
LSU employees, but also for legislators, their staff members, and an assortment of state em-
ployees.  Said non-LSU employees were also empowered to remain on the LSU First plan 
even after moving to other state agencies.  The latest analysis reveals that 70% of the new 
members of LSU First are not LSU employees and that this flood of refugees from other, less 
appealing OGB plans costs the plan, per capita, 17% to 31% more in claims payouts than do 
the LSU-affiliated members.  Reasons for this skewed cost basis among non-LSU plan mem-
bers range from poor dietary habits to lifestyle “issues” to higher reproductive rates (in many 
cases, owing to delayed family creation among long-studying academic personnel). 

Most readers of the Newsletter know that, in the retirement plans, the “UAL” (unfunded 
accrued liability) eats up over 30% of contributions by sluicing them into the support of under-
funded K–12 pensions.  Now the same process is underway with medical plans as faculty pre-
miums slide over to the support of non-academic personnel who would not qualify for the LSU 
actuarial pool were it not for legislative meddling.  LSU employees this month received a pre-
mium increase; they may assume that all of that is going to buoy up unanticipated enrollment 
avalanches. 

So, that dark form that you see hovering over the LSU System benefits office is not a UFO, 
nor is it the familiar old UAL, but a new spawn from the same economic nursery: a “URO,” or 
unfunded rip-off. 

Just when everyone thought that travel policy requirements for state employees were becoming more reasonable—at the very moment 
when the HotelPlanner accommodation booking requirements had been scuttled—Shorts Travel, the state-mandated travel agent, astounded 
academic itinerants with the most baffling pronouncement to date.  Visitors to the Shorts web site now encounter a banner message reporting 
that owing to certain mysterious “changes” in the measurement of airline booking fees, the multi-city destination utility had been shut down 
until further notice (which notice has not yet arrived).  Travelers are being instructed to book multi-city journeys as one-way segments in the 
interest of saving money.  On seeing this bizarre banner, Newsletter shoppers went to work comparing airfares.  These investigators discov-
ered that, for the typical three-stop transatlantic journey (for example, Baton Rouge to London to Frankfurt and back to Baton Rouge), the 
fares assembled by using the multi-city option on any commercial travel vendor (Orbitz; Expedia; Travelocity) were two- to three-thousand 
dollars cheaper than the fares produced using the Shorts Travel method.  Additionally, assembling multi-city journeys on many airline web 
sites triggered the Shorts “FindIt” utility, which quickly matched those commercially generated airfares despite the allegation in the banner 
announcement that this could no longer be done.  Faculty activists are working with finance departments on various campuses to figure out 
what might be done about this capricious dismantling of an option used by countless faculty travelers.  The denouement to this story will be 
announced in a future Newsletter issue. 

UFO, UAL, OR URO?  DARK BEHEMOTH HOVERS OVER LSU FIRST  

One of the pleasures of editing the 
Newsletter is the frequency with which 
colleagues statewide submit items of 
interest, items that might not rise to the 
front page of digests committed to large 
or general audiences or advertising reve-
nue.  Faithful reader and Alexandria 
Summit Meeting local arrangements 
manager Bernard Gallagher would like to 
draw reader attention to a fine piece by 
AAU (American Association of Universi-
ties) President Hunter Rawlings, who 
argues that higher education is not a 
commodity and should not be treated 
like one.  Originally published in the 
Washington Post and available for free 
online, the essay is a must-read for any-
one who would like to persuade legisla-
tors, deal with supervisors and trustees, 
or otherwise free the pursuit of 
knowledge from the mantras of work-
force development and “affordability.” 

ALEXANDRIAN READER               

GALLAGHER IDENTIFIES                

ENLIGHTENING COLUMN  

SHORTS TRAVEL SCRATCHES MULTI-CITY ITINERARIES 

Shorts Travel scuttles multi-city itinerary option 

A G Monaco discovers URO 

hovering over benefits office 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/posteverything/wp/2015/06/09/college-is-not-a-commodity-stop-treating-it-like-one/


 18 

 Witty, cerebral, and constructively irreverent, NOLA.com and New Orleans Times-Picayune journalist 
and columnist Bob Mann is always looking for ways to bring the case for higher education to a large,     
media-savvy audience.  Mann’s latest event: presiding over the Louisiana debut of a major new documen-
tary (produced by genuine Hollywood moguls) that exposes the assault on higher education by an assort-
ment of heavily-funded neo-conservative foundations and think tanks.  Entitled Starving the Beast, the 
quick-paced but sobering film explores the harsh ideologies of the Koch Foundation, the educational ideas 
of Texas Governor Rick Perry and his henchmen, and the machinations of a rag-tag group of think-tank 
dependents around the country.  Festooned with most of the features of a west-coast premier (alas, how-
ever, no red carpets or limos or megaphone-toting directors in knickers), Mann’s unveiling attracted a full 
house and included post-screening commentary from senior, balding bigwigs such as political machine 
operator James Carville and celebrity-magnetized King Alexander.  True, the film has a few drawbacks—it is a little bit too committed to 
big names and talking heads and looks rather like an extended, somewhat angry version of a Discovery Channel documentary—but, all in 
all, it should provide a fine focal point for persons seeking to peer into the mischief underway in American higher education.  Thanks go 
out to Bob Mann for the application of his inexhaustible ingenuity to the support of higher education. 

NICHOLSON GATEWAY PROPOSAL DRAWS GRIMACES,  

TRIGGERS “PRESIDENTIAL MOMENT” 

Louisiana universities prize 
little as much as bizarre aesthet-
ics.  The LSU in Eunice campus, 
out in the middle of farmlands, 
sports a Victorian clock tower 
that plays the Westminster 
chimes; Nicholls State abounds 
in Roman columns that disap-
pear under live oak trees that would perish in a Mediterranean climate.  
The latest outbreak of aesthetic inflammatory disease is erupting along 
Nicholson Boulevard, adjacent to the LSU A&M campus.  At the May 6th 
LSU Board meeting, the architects revealed and the Supervisors ap-
proved the plan for the Nicholson Gateway development, a gigantic ren-
ovation of a blighted area between LSU and downtown Baton Rouge 
that, its proponents claim, will confer a new visual identity on LSU while 
uplifting incoming campus visitors.  Reactions to the plan among edu-
cated audience members were less than enthusiastic.  Looking at the 
colossal, utterly unoriginal imitations of the faux-Italian barracks that 
comprise the LSU campus, one wit commented that the aggressively flat 
main buildings resembled nothing so much as a nineteenth-century Aus-
trian military academy.  Other words heard included “gulag” and 
“penitentiary” (the overall development includes fenced recreation yards 
reminiscent of San Quentin).  For their part, the architects bragged 
about having harvested “elements” from the campus: about the studious 
avoidance of originality.  Perhaps the strangest moment involved an 
enthusiastic endorsement from King Alexander, who had previously 
critiqued campus architecture but who now seems to have flipped.  Al-

exander slammed campuses where 
monumental buildings “didn’t look like 
anything else on the campus” and 
singled out for abuse the highly crea-
tive Weisman Art Museum on the 
campus of the University of Minneso-
ta, a structure created by renowned 
postmodernist architect Frank Gehry.  
Well, it looks like a long time before 
LSU will get out of the “big house” 
mentality. 

MANN PRESIDES OVER HIGHER ED DOCUMENTARY DEBUT 

Bob Mann introduces Starving the 

Beast 

TIP OF THE MONTH: BISTRO ITALIA 

Although folks in Louisiana like 
to boast about the selection of 
dining venues and the overall high 
quality of deep-south chefs, the 
Italian dining experience in the 
Baton Rouge metro area has al-
ways been somewhat less than 
stellar.  There is north Louisiana 
import Monjuni’s, where the diner encounters overly 
sweetened tomato sauce; there is the old-fashioned at-
mosphere of Gino’s, with its godfather-meets-Dean-Martin 
theatricalism; there is the Little Village, which competes 
with Gino’s for the nostalgia market; there is Nino’s, which 
is long on flavors but short on service and seating space;  
and then there are the innovators who have gone out of 
business (for example, the wonderful Oscar’s Pizza Joint, 
where the fresh and Euro-evocative ingredients seemed to 
jar the local palate).  Now a fresh new entrant in the Italian 
derby, Bistro Italia (11903 Coursey Boulevard), has come 
along, indeed appears to be entering its second year.  
Located in the admittedly grim strip-mall wasteland along 
Coursey Boulevard, Bistro Italia offers a compact but 
sound menu featuring a reasonable assortment of both 
Italian classics and excerpts from the evolving book of 
Italo-American cuisine.  Ingredients are fresh, sophisticat-
ed (both the feta cheese on the salads and the pepperoni 
on the pizza resonated with pleasingly complex flavor and 
tickled with texture), and properly distributed (no pizzas 
with stifling piles of meat on them here).  Although it is 
impossible to overcome completely the coldness that 
comes with a glass storefront, the proprietors, who seem 
young and enthusiastic, have done a superb job in creat-
ing a modern, design- and art-rich environment that ap-
proximates an urban bistro.  Customers at Bistro Italia 
evidence remarkable diversity given that the area remains 
notorious for its conservatism.  Hop in and enjoy first-rate 
pizza, wraps, salads, or pasta! 

Nicholson Gateway facility (or correctional 

center?) lauded by King Alexander 

Breathtakingly original University of 

Minnesota art museum slammed by LSU 

http://www.starvingthebeast.net/
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   —Continued from page 16 

 

Much of the film’s appeal lies in several excellent performances.  
The best is one that requires me to offer as radical an aesthetic revalu-
ation as I have ever made:  for, prior to watching The Big Short, I would 
have said that, if there was one prominent actor in the world who was a 
total waste of space, it was Steve Carell.  After all, Carell, among other 
atrocities, was in large part responsible for taking one of the most bril-
liant television comedies of all time—Ricky Gervais and Stephen Mer-
chant’s great BBC series, The Office (2001-2003)—and transforming it 
into the almost unwatchably banal NBC show of the same title (2005-
2013).  But here, having gained some weight and not even immediately 
recognizable from his television role, Carell is absolutely superb as 
Mark Baum, a profane and independent-minded Wall Street financier.  
Once a brilliant schoolboy in a Jewish religious school who disconcert-
ed the rabbis by ingeniously seeking inconsistencies in the word of 
God, the grown-up Baum has lost none of his skepticism toward au-
thority.  Throughout the film, he becomes increasingly appalled as he 
realizes how fraudulent the US financial system is and how essentially 
criminal are the big banks and their enablers at the rating agencies.  
Like the film’s other heroes, he sees that the mortgage-backed securi-
ties—hugely profitable financial instruments that represent the bundling 
of thousands of ordinary home loans—on which the American economy 
has come increasingly to depend are certain to collapse eventually, 
because too many of the underlying mortgage loans can never be re-
paid.  So he performs “the big short”:  that is, he shorts (bets against) 
the housing market (in effect, against the US economy) by purchasing 
hundreds of millions of dollars’ worth of credit default swaps and other 
financial policies that will pay off if and when the mortgage-backed 
securities crash.  When they do, he gains vast profits but no joy, for he 
knows how much human misery the crash is causing. 

Nearly as good as Carell is Christian Bale as Dr. Michael 
Burry, the very first person to grasp the truth of things.  A medi-
cal doctor who no longer practices, Burry is an eccentric financial 
genius who turns up at the office of the hedge fund he manages 
wearing shorts, a T-shirt, and sandals, and who spends much of 
the workday listening to death metal and beating on things with a 
pair of drumsticks.  It is at Burry’s request that credit default 
swaps are invented.  As he visits the offices of one giant bank 
after another, atypically wearing a business suit and asking to 
purchase extremely expensive policies that will pay off only when 
mortgage-backed securities lose their value, the bankers with 
whom he meets can hardly believe that they are hearing what he 
says.  Nobody has ever bet against the housing market before, 
for it would be—they are certain—an insane bet.  Defaults on 
home loans are extremely rare; if there is one bill that even the 
most financially strapped homeowners generally manage to pay, 
it is the monthly mortgage note.  Why would anyone expect de-
faults to occur on a scale that could threaten the integrity of the 
mortgage-backed securities on which the banks have been mak-
ing vast sums?  Has Burry, who is known to be a weirdo, finally 
lost his mind completely?    Still, if Burry is offering to pay the 
banks huge premiums that the bankers are confident can 
amount to nothing but pure profit for them, why should they say 

no?  If he wants credit default swaps, then credit default swaps 
he shall have.  But Dr. Burry’s crucial act of genius here has con-
sisted largely in doing something very simple that, however, no-
body else had ever thought, or bothered, to do:  He has actually 
read through the thousands and thousands of pages of unspeak-
ably dry legalese that record the mortgage loans which have 
been bundled into mortgage-backed securities.  In this way, he 
knows that the financial pyramid on which so much of the Ameri-
can economy depends is rotten in its foundation and so must 
collapse sooner or later.  He cannot know exactly when the 
crash will come—and it requires nerves of steel to ignore the 
almost unanimous consensus that the enormous sums his fund 
is paying on the premiums for the credit default swaps amount to 
money down the drain—but he is rightly confident that come it 
must and will. 

There are other notable performances as well.  Ryan Gosling 
plays Jared Vennett, a smooth and impeccably groomed official 
of Deutsche Bank who, apparently alone among the bankers that 
have sold credit default swaps to Dr. Burry, sees that Burry, far 
from being a lunatic perversely determined to throw money 
away, is actually onto something.  Vennett also serves as the 
film’s sometime narrator, occasionally informing us of points at 
which the screenplay has (or has not) taken small liberties with 
the historical record.  Somewhat less prominent but perhaps 
more memorable is Brad Pitt as Ben Rickert.  Once a big-time 
Wall Street trader who has grown disgusted not only with the 
financial system but with modern capitalist civilization as a 
whole, Rickert is retreating to a rustic Thoreauvian existence, 
eating vegetables that he grows in his own garden.  But he 
comes out of retirement to help two young friends of his, who run 
a ridiculously small hedge fund, to get rich after they stumble on 
the big short entirely by accident.     

Whenever the hero or heroes of a movie attempt a difficult 
job, the audience naturally roots for the job’s success, however 
morally dubious it may be.  Perhaps the most classic instance 
occurs in Hitchcock’s Psycho (1960).  When Norman Bates 
cleans up and covers up after the murder of Marion Crane, we 
want him to succeed.  Our heart stops when Marion’s car at first 
fails to sink completely into the swamp where Norman has driven 
it; and we breathe easy again when, a few seconds later, it does 
sink after all.  In a film about finance, we want the heroes to 
make money—which, here, they do.  But some of the heroes 
themselves caution us against being too happy for them: for their 
success depends on the human disaster of the 2008 crash, with 
its massive destruction of people’s jobs and homes and security.  
Ben Rickert at one point dampens his protégés’ enthusiasm by 
informing them (and us) that 40,000 Americans die for every 
percentage point that the unemployment rate rises.  For all its 
comic turns and sometime high spirits, The Big Short is a deeply 
sad movie:  sad not for its central characters, who do very well 
for themselves, but for you and for me.  For we, of course, are 
the ones who have really been shorted. 

The Newsletter staff will be on a brief hiatus over the summer.  But, fear not, loyal 

readers, the Newsletter staff shall return with a brand new issue scheduled for 

release on September 30, 2016. 


