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Ben Mezrich's Bringing Down the House is a captivating narrative that delves into the world of high-stakes
gambling, the intricacies of MIT's secret card-counting team, and the thrilling rise of a group of students who
turned the tables on Las Vegas casinos. Published in 2002, this non-fiction book not only chronicles the
exploits of these young card counters but also provides profound insights into the nature of risk, intelligence,
and the American Dream. Through Mezrich's engaging storytelling, readers are drawn into the glamour and
danger of gambling, making it a compelling read for both enthusiasts and casual readers alike.

Overview of the Book

Bringing Down the House tells the story of a group of MIT students who, under the guidance of their math
professor, became adept at card counting and devised a sophisticated strategy to win millions in Las Vegas.
The book centers on the character of Kevin Lewis, a fictionalized version of the real-life player Jeff Ma, and
chronicles his journey from a bright but underprivileged student to a member of an elite gambling team.

Key Themes

Several prominent themes emerge throughout the book, including:

1. Intelligence and Education: The students leverage their academic backgrounds in mathematics to gain an
advantage over the casinos, illustrating the power of knowledge and education in practical applications.
2. Risk and Reward: The narrative explores the balance between taking calculated risks and the potential for
substantial rewards, a central concept in both gambling and life.
3. The American Dream: The pursuit of wealth and success drives the characters, demonstrating both the allure
and consequences of the American Dream.
4. Friendship and Loyalty: The bond between the team members is tested as they navigate the challenges of their
secretive lifestyle and the pressures of their double lives.

The Real-Life Inspiration Behind the Story

While Mezrich’s book is rooted in reality, it takes several creative liberties to enhance the storytelling
experience. The real-life MIT Blackjack Team did exist and was active during the late 1970s and early 1980s.
Comprised of students and alumni, they used their mathematical prowess to beat the casinos at their own game.

Key Figures

- Jeff Ma: The real-life inspiration for Kevin Lewis, Ma was a key member of the team and played a significant role
in their success.
- Micky Rosa: A fictional representation of a composite character, Micky serves as the mentor to the students,
guiding them through the intricacies of card counting and casino strategy.
- The MIT Team: The collective group of students, each bringing unique skills and perspectives, who come
together to create a formidable gambling operation.

The Card Counting Strategy



At the heart of Bringing Down the House is the sophisticated strategy employed by the MIT Blackjack Team.
Card counting involves tracking the ratio of high to low cards remaining in the deck to determine when the odds
are in the player’s favor.

Basic Principles of Card Counting

1. High Cards vs. Low Cards: High cards (10s, face cards, and Aces) are favorable to the player, while low
cards (2-6) are advantageous to the dealer.
2. The Hi-Lo System: This popular counting method assigns values to cards:
- 2-6 = +1
- 7-9 = 0
- 10-Ace = -1
3. Betting Strategy: Players increase their bets when the count is high (indicating more high cards are left in the
deck) and decrease their bets when the count is low.

The Thrill of Gambling

As the story unfolds, readers are transported into the vibrant and often perilous world of Las Vegas
gambling. Mezrich captures the excitement, tension, and uncertainty that accompany each game of blackjack.

The Las Vegas Experience

- Glamour and Glitz: The allure of Las Vegas is palpable throughout the book, with its flashing lights,
elaborate casinos, and the promise of wealth.
- The High Stakes: The risks involved in gambling are ever-present, as the team navigates the fine line between
winning big and losing it all.
- The Consequences: The thrill of victory is often shadowed by the dangers of getting caught by casino
security, leading to intense moments of anxiety and suspense.

Impact and Legacy

Bringing Down the House not only became a bestseller but also had a profound impact on popular culture. The
story inspired the 2008 film "21," which brought further attention to the world of card counting and the MIT
Blackjack Team.

Cultural Significance

- Gambling in Popular Culture: The book helped to change perceptions of gambling, showcasing it as a strategic
endeavor rather than pure chance.
- Inspiration for Others: Following the release of the book, many aspiring gamblers sought to learn and apply
card counting techniques, increasing interest in blackjack and casino games.

Criticism and Controversy

Despite its popularity, Bringing Down the House has faced criticism regarding its accuracy and portrayal of
events. Some former members of the MIT Blackjack Team have expressed concerns about how Mezrich represented



their experiences.

Points of Contention

1. Fiction vs. Non-Fiction: Critics argue that the blending of fact and fiction can mislead readers about the
realities of card counting and gambling.
2. Character Representations: Some individuals believe that their personalities and contributions were not
accurately depicted, leading to misunderstandings about their roles in the team.

Conclusion

Ben Mezrich's Bringing Down the House remains a seminal work in the realm of gambling literature. With its blend
of thrilling storytelling, mathematical intrigue, and personal drama, it captivates readers and provides a
unique glimpse into the world of high-stakes blackjack. The book serves not only as an entertaining narrative
but also as a reflection on the complexities of risk, intelligence, and the pursuit of success. Whether one is a
gambling enthusiast or simply seeking an engaging story, Bringing Down the House offers valuable insights and
an unforgettable journey through the glitzy but dangerous landscape of Las Vegas.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main premise of Ben Mezrich's 'Bringing Down the House'?

'Bringing Down the House' tells the true story of a group of MIT students who used their mathematical skills
to win millions in Las Vegas casinos by counting cards in blackjack.

How did 'Bringing Down the House' impact public perception of card counting?

The book popularized the concept of card counting, making it more widely known and leading to increased
scrutiny and countermeasures by casinos against players who employed these strategies.

What role did Ben Mezrich play in the adaptation of 'Bringing Down the
House' into a film?

Ben Mezrich was the author of the book, which served as the basis for the 2008 film '21', where he consulted
on the screenplay and was involved in the film's promotion.

What themes are explored in 'Bringing Down the House'?

The book explores themes of intelligence, risk-taking, the allure of gambling, the ethics of cheating, and the
clash between academic brilliance and the casino world.

What impact did 'Bringing Down the House' have on the gambling industry?

The book contributed to a surge of interest in card counting and gambling strategies, prompting casinos to
enhance their security and develop new tactics to counter skilled players.

Who are the main characters in 'Bringing Down the House'?

The main characters include Kevin Lewis, the protagonist and MIT student, along with his fellow card



counters, who form a team to exploit the system in Las Vegas.

What is the significance of the title 'Bringing Down the House'?

The title refers to the team's efforts to 'bring down' the casinos, winning large amounts of money and
disrupting the gambling establishment's expected profits.

Is 'Bringing Down the House' a purely factual account?

While 'Bringing Down the House' is based on real events, it does contain dramatizations and fictionalized
elements to enhance the narrative and engage readers.
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