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Preface 

When did science fiction first cross over from genre writing 

to the mainstream of American literature? Almost certainly it 

happened on October 19, 1953, when a young Californian 

named Ray Bradbury published a novel with the odd title 

of Fahrenheit 451. In a gripping story at once disturbing and 

poetic, Bradbury takes the materials of pulp fiction and 

transforms them into a visionary parable of a society gone 

awry, in which firemen burn books and the state suppresses 

learning. Meanwhile, the citizenry sits by in a drug-induced 

and media-saturated indifference. More relevant than ever a 

half-century later, Fahrenheit 451 has achieved the rare 

distinction of being both a literary classic and a perennial 

bestseller. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What is the NEA Big Read? 

A program of the National Endowment for the Arts, NEA Big 

Read broadens our understanding of our world, our 

communities, and ourselves through the joy of sharing a 

good book. Managed by Arts Midwest, this initiative offers 

grants to support innovative community reading programs 

designed around a single book. 

A great book combines enrichment with enchantment. It 

awakens our imagination and enlarges our humanity. It can 

offer harrowing insights that somehow console and comfort 

us. Whether you’re a regular reader already or making up 

for lost time, thank you for joining the NEA Big Read. 

 

  

Table of Contents 

Fahrenheit 451 

“You don’t have to 
burn books to 

destroy a culture. 
Just get people to 
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file://///artsdc02/data/CA%20client%20files/5x5/15-001%20Big%20Read/BigRead_template_wr_avn5.docx%23_Toc421204020
file://///artsdc02/data/CA%20client%20files/5x5/15-001%20Big%20Read/BigRead_template_wr_avn5.docx%23_Toc421204021
file://///artsdc02/data/CA%20client%20files/5x5/15-001%20Big%20Read/BigRead_template_wr_avn5.docx%23_Toc421204022
file://///artsdc02/data/CA%20client%20files/5x5/15-001%20Big%20Read/BigRead_template_wr_avn5.docx%23_Toc421204023
file://///artsdc02/data/CA%20client%20files/5x5/15-001%20Big%20Read/BigRead_template_wr_avn5.docx%23_Toc421204024
file://///artsdc02/data/CA%20client%20files/5x5/15-001%20Big%20Read/BigRead_template_wr_avn5.docx%23_Toc421204025
file://///artsdc02/data/CA%20client%20files/5x5/15-001%20Big%20Read/BigRead_template_wr_avn5.docx%23_Toc421204026


 
NEA Big Read      The National Endowment for the Arts 

 
3 

Introduction to 
the Book 

The three main sections of Ray 

Bradbury's Fahrenheit 451 all 

end in fire. The novel focuses 

on Guy Montag, a fireman. In 

the first section, we discover 

that Montag is a professional 

book burner, expected to start 

fires instead of putting them 

out. For years he has done his 

job obediently and well. Then 

one day, he is called upon to 

burn the books of a Mrs. Hudson, who prefers to die rather 

than leave her library. Furtively, Montag pockets some of her 

books, haunted by the idea that a life without books might 

not be worth living after all. 

As Montag begins to read deeply for the first time in his 

life, Fahrenheit 451's second section traces his growing 

dissatisfaction with the society he is paid to defend. He 

seeks out the counsel of an old man named Faber, whom he 

once let off easy on a reading charge. Together they agree 

to copy a salvaged Bible, in case anything should happen to 

the original. 

Montag's boss at the firehouse, Beatty, senses his 

disenchantment and interrogates him until their 

confrontation is interrupted by a fire call. Responding to the 

address, Montag is expected to start a conflagration 

considerably closer to home. 

Fahrenheit 451's final section finds Montag seizing his own 

fate for the first time. He avenges himself on Beatty and 

strikes out for the countryside. There he finds a resistance 

force of readers, each one responsible for memorizing—and 

thereby preserving—the entire contents of a different book. 

As they bide their time in hope of a better future, a flash 

appears on the horizon: While society was staring at full-wall 

television screens and medicating itself into a coma, the 

largest fire yet has broken out. 

The book's three holocausts expand concentrically. The 

death of a stranger by fire in the first third becomes the 

destruction of Montag's own house in the second. The 

implication is that, had Montag paid greater attention to his 

neighbor's plight, he might not have found himself in the 

same predicament soon afterward. Trouble down the street 

leads to trouble at home, and trouble at home to trouble 

abroad. For a book once pigeonholed as science fiction, this 

structural savvy is one more proof that Bradbury started out 

writing for the pulps and wound up writing for the ages. 

Literary Allusions in Fahrenheit 451 

Walden by Henry David Thoreau 

A precursor to Granger's philosophy in Fahrenheit 

451, Thoreau's classic account of the time he spent in a 

cabin on Walden Pond has inspired generations of 

iconoclasts to spurn society and take to the wilderness. 

Gulliver's Travels by Jonathan Swift 

Swift's satirical 1726 novel follows the journey of Lemuel 

Gulliver to a series of fanciful islands, none more improbable 

than the England he left behind. The Bradburian idea of 

using a distant world as a mirror to reflect the flaws of one's 

own society doesn't originate here, but this is one early 

expression of it. 

"Dover Beach" by Matthew Arnold 

Arnold's enduring poem about a seascape where "ignorant 

armies clash by night" has also lent lines to Ian McEwan's 

novel Saturday, and provided the title for Norman 

Mailer's Armies of the Night. 

The Republic by Plato 

The deathless allegory of the cave, where men living in 

darkness perceive shadows as truth, is unmistakably echoed 

in the world of Fahrenheit 451. 

 

  

About the Book 
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Ray Bradbury (1920-
2012)   

Ray Douglas Bradbury was born on 

August 22, 1920, in Waukegan, 

Illinois into a family that once 

included a seventeenth-century 

Salem woman tried for witchcraft. 

The Bradbury family drove across 

the country to Los Angeles in 1934, 

with young Ray piling out of their 

jalopy at every stop to plunder the 

local library in search of L. Frank 

Baum's Oz books. 

In 1936, Bradbury experienced a 

rite of passage familiar to most 

science-fiction readers: the 

realization that he was not alone. At 

a secondhand bookstore in 

Hollywood, he discovered a handbill promoting meetings of 

the "Los Angeles Science Fiction Society." Thrilled, he joined 

a weekly Thursday-night conclave that would grow to attract 

such science-fiction legends as Robert A. Heinlein, Leigh 

Brackett, and future Scientology founder L. Ron Hubbard. 

After a rejection notice from the pulp magazine Weird 

Tales, he sent his short story "Homecoming" 

to Mademoiselle. There it was spotted by a young editorial 

assistant named Truman Capote, who rescued the 

manuscript from the slush pile and helped get it published in 

the magazine. "Homecoming" won a place in The O. Henry 

Prize Stories of 1947. 

But the most significant event for Bradbury in 1947 was 

surely the beginning of his long marriage to Marguerite 

McClure. They had met the previous April in Fowler Brothers 

Bookstore, where she worked—and where at first she had 

him pegged for a shoplifter: "Once I figured out that he 

wasn't stealing books, that was it. I fell for him." 

In 1950, Bradbury's second book, The Martian 

Chronicles, took the form of linked stories about the 

colonization of the red planet. As always in his writing, 

technology took a back seat to the human stories. 

Bradbury wrote Fahrenheit 451 on a rental typewriter in the 

basement of UCLA's Lawrence Clark Powell Library, where 

he had taken refuge from a small house filled with the 

distractions of two young children. Ballantine editor Stanley 

Kauffman, later the longtime film critic for The New 

Republic magazine, flew out to Los Angeles to go over the 

manuscript with Bradbury, plying the sweet-toothed 

perfectionist author with copious doses of ice cream. 

The book came out to rapturous reviews. To this day it sells 

at least 50,000 copies a year and has become a touchstone 

around the world for readers and writers living under 

repressive regimes. 

Continuing to write during his final years, Bradbury also 

made public appearances that inspired all ages across the 

country. At many of those celebrated appearances, he 

exhorted his fans to "Do what you love and love what you 

do!" He did just that, until his death at age 91. 

An Interview with Ray Bradbury 

On January 5, 2005, Dana Gioia, former Chairman of the 

National Endowment for the Arts, interviewed Ray Bradbury 

in Los Angeles. An excerpt from their conversation follows. 

 

Dana Gioia: How did you come to write Fahrenheit 451? 

Ray Bradbury: In 1950, our first baby was born, and in 

1951, our second, so our house was getting full of children. 

It was very loud, it was very wonderful, but I had no money 

to rent an office. I was wandering around the UCLA library 

and discovered there was a typing room where you could 

rent a typewriter for ten cents a half-hour. So I went and 

got a bag of dimes. The novel began that day, and nine days 

later it was finished. But my God, what a place to write that 

book! I ran up and down stairs and grabbed books off the 

shelf to find any kind of quote and ran back down and put it 

in the novel. The book wrote itself in nine days, because the 

library told me to do it. 

DG: What was the origin of the idea of books being burned 

in the novel? 

RB: Well, Hitler of course. When I was fifteen, he burnt the 

books in the streets of Berlin. Then along the way I learned 

about the libraries in Alexandria burning five thousand years 

ago. That grieved my soul. Since I'm self-educated, that 

means my educators—the libraries—are in danger. And if it 

could happen in Alexandria, if it could happen in Berlin, 

maybe it could happen somewhere up ahead, and my 

heroes would be killed. 

DG: Decades after Fahrenheit 451, do you feel that you 

predicted the world, in that sense, fairly accurately? 

RB: Oh, God. I've never believed in prediction. That's other 

people's business, someone like H.G. Wells with The Shape 

of Things to Come. I've said it often: I've tried not to 

predict, but to protect and to prevent. If I can convince 

people to stop doing what they're doing and go to the library 

About the Author 

Ray Bradbury selling 
newspapers on the 
corner of Olympic and 
Norton, Los Angeles, c. 
1938. 
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and be sensible, without pontificating and without being self-

conscious, that's fine. I can teach people to really know 

they're alive. 

DG: Did you think of this book from the beginning being 

about the growth, the transformation of Montag's character? 

RB: Never for a moment. No. Everything just has to happen 

because it has to happen. The wonderful irony of the book is 

that Montag is educated by a teenager. She doesn't know 

what she is doing. She is a bit of a romantic sap, and she 

wanders through the world. She's really alive though, you 

see. That is what is attractive about her. And Montag is 

attracted to her romantic sappiness. 

DG: What do you think the turning point is in this novel, in 

terms of making Montag come into his new life? 

RB: Well, when Mrs. Hudson is willing to burn with her 

books. That's the turning point, when it's all over and she's 

willing to die with her loved ones, with her dogs, with her 

cats, with her books. She gives up her life. She'd rather die 

than be without them. 

DG: If you joined the community that appears at the end 

of Fahrenheit 451 and had to commit one book to memory, 

what book would that be? 

RB: It would be A Christmas Carol. I think that book has 

influenced my life more than almost any other book, 

because it's a book about life, it's a book about death. It's a 

book about triumph. 

DG: Why should people read novels? 
 

RB: Because we are trying to solve the mystery of our loves, 

no matter what kind you have. Quite often there's an end to 

it and you have to find a new love. We move from novel to 

novel. 
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The Life and Times  
of Ray Bradbury 

 

1920s 

 1920: Ray Bradbury is born on August 22. 

 

 1921: Yevgeny Zamyatin completes his influential 

science-fiction novel We. 

 1926: First issue of Amazing Stories comes out. 
Bradbury will be among its early subscribers. 

1930s 

 Bradbury starts writing his own Buck Rogers stories. 

 1938: Orson Welles delivers “War of the Worlds” 
broadcast. 

 Nazis burn books across Germany; newsreel footage 
appalls teenage Bradbury. 

1940s 

 1947: Bradbury marries Marguerite McClure and 
publishes his first book, Dark Carnival. 

 1947: House Un-American Activities Committee 
investigates the movie industry. 

 1949: Orwell’s 1984 published. 

1950s 

 Bradbury publishes The Martian Chronicles in 1950 
and Fahrenheit 451 in 1953. 

 1954: Kurt Vonnegut breaks in with Galaxy magazine. 

 Cold War imperils writers’ civil liberties in the U.S. and 

their lives in the Soviet Union. 

1960s 

 1962: Bradbury receives an Oscar nomination for 

animated short Icarus Montgolfier Wright. 

 The Twilight Zone, Outer Limits, and Star Trek hook a 
new generation on science fiction. 

 1966: Truffaut’s film Fahrenheit 451 opens, starring 
Oskar Werner and Julie Christie. 

1970s 

 1971: Apollo 15 crew names Dandelion Crater for 
Bradbury’s Dandelion Wine. 

 1977: Bradbury awarded lifetime World Fantasy 
Award. 

 1977: Star Wars opens, the last time anyone will think 
of science fiction as a cult genre. 

1980s 

 Bradbury receives PEN Center USA West Lifetime 
Achievement Award. 

 William Gibson pioneers science-fiction subgenre 
cyberpunk. 

 Fifteen more books from Bradbury, including horror 
collection The Toynbee Convector. 

1990s 

 1992: Bradbury writes his memoir Green Shadows, 
White Whale about scripting Moby Dick. 

 Many science fiction magazines shift to online format. 

 1999: Bradbury suffers a near-fatal stroke. He 
polishes his first mystery while in the hospital. 

2000s 

 More honors: National Book Award for Distinguished 

Contribution to American Letters, the National Medal 

of Arts, and a Pulitzer Prize–Special Citation. 

 2003: Bradbury’s wife dies. 

 2005: Sam Weller’s biography, The Bradbury 

Chronicles, appears. 

 2012: Ray Bradbury dies in Los Angeles on June 5, at 

age 91. 

 

 

 

Historical and Literary Context 
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Literature and Censorship 

"The paper burns, but the words fly away." These words 

about book burning from the martyred rabbi Akiba Ben 

Joseph appear on one wall of Ray Bradbury's beloved Los 

Angeles Public Library—itself the survivor of a horrific 1986 

fire. They also underscore a truth too often ignored: 

Censorship almost never works. Banning or burning a book 

may take it out of circulation temporarily, but it usually 

makes people even more curious to read the work in 

question. Under Joseph Stalin and his successors, Russia 

banned questionable books and killed or imprisoned their 

authors, yet underground or samizdat editions passed from 

hand to hand and ultimately helped topple the Soviet 

system. Adolf Hitler exhorted his followers to burn books by 

Jewish or "subversive" authors, but the best of those books 

have outlasted Nazi Germany by a good sixty years. In an 

added irony, accounts of Nazi book burnings helped inspire 

Fahrenheit 451, one of the most haunting denunciations of 

censorship in all literature. 

How ironic, too, that Bradbury's own indictment of 

censorship has itself been repeatedly censored. Fourteen 

years after Fahrenheit 451's initial release, some educators 

succeeded in persuading its publisher to release a special 

edition. This edition modified more than seventy-five 

passages to eliminate mild curse words, and to "clean up" 

two incidents in the book. (A minor character, for example, 

was changed from "drunk" to "sick.") When Bradbury 

learned of the changes, he demanded that the publishers 

withdraw the censored version, and they complied. Since 

1980, only Bradbury's original text has been available. As a 

result, some schools have banned the book from course 

lists. For all these attempts to sanitize or banish it 

completely, Bradbury remained diligent in his defense of his 

masterpiece, writing in a coda that appears in some editions 

of the book: 

"Do not insult me with the beheadings, finger-choppings or 

the lung-deflations you plan for my works. I need my head 

to shake or nod, my hand to wave or make into a fist, my 

lungs to shout or whisper with. I will not go gently onto a 

shelf, degutted, to become a non-book." 

 

 

 

 

 

Other Frequently Censored Books 

The Grapes of Wrath 

Consistently ranked among the most often banned books in 

the American literary canon, John Steinbeck's 1937 novel 

has faced countless challenges from library systems and 

school districts. Among the most common complaints are its 

depictions of rural people as, to quote one petition, "low, 

ignorant, profane, and blasphemous." 

To Kill a Mockingbird 

The Committee on Intellectual Freedom at the American 

Library Association has listed Harper Lee's 1960 book as one 

of the ten most commonly challenged. Many school districts 

have banned it for its racial slurs and the occasional mild 

swear word. 

A Farewell to Arms 

Ernest Hemingway's third novel (1929) was a popular and 

critical success, though authorities in America and abroad 

disagreed. The book initially appeared as a five-part series 

in Scribner's Magazine, which Boston city officials banned as 

obscene. In Italy, it was deemed unpatriotic for its 

unflattering, and accurate, account of the Italian Army's 

retreat from Caporetto. 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn  

The Concord Public Library in Massachusetts proscribed Mark 

Twain's enduring masterpiece as "trash suitable only for the 

slums" when it first came out in 1885. The National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People 

demanded its removal from New York City high schools in 

1957 for a new reason: alleged racist content. 
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Bradbury and His Other Works 

Ray Bradbury published more than eighty books. His first 

one, Dark Carnival (1947), established him as a striking new 

voice, and three years later The Martian Chronicles made 

him a crucial one. A collection of linked short stories, 

Chronicles represents a typical Bradbury reversal: Rather 

than a story about a fireman who starts fires, it's a classic 

invasion scenario, except that Earthlings are the ones 

invading Mars. Some critics have interpreted it as a shrewd 

allegory for the suburbanization of Bradbury's Los Angeles 

and the West, and rank it above Fahrenheit 451 for subtlety 

and grace of language. 

In 1951 Bradbury completed The Illustrated Man, his second 

story collection. Much like Chronicles, this book has a 

framing device that brings these pieces together: a man 

whose myriad tattoos each become a separate narrative. 

While his novels still get most of the attention, Bradbury was 

also a master of short fiction. For example, his short story “A 

Sound of Thunder” (1952) is probably Bradbury’s single 

most influential story, with its parable of a carelessly 

squashed prehistoric butterfly that has history-altering 

consequences. Were it not for Fahrenheit 451 (1953)—itself 

an expanded short story—he might well be regarded less as 

a novelist with several fine stories to his credit than as a fine 

writer of stories who sometimes dabbled in book-length 

fiction. 

After the success of The Martian Chronicles and Fahrenheit 

451, Bradbury left the science-fiction world, if only part time, 

to write Dandelion Wine (1957). For twelve years he wrote 

almost daily about his childhood, and this novel was the 

result. Set in Green Town, a fictionalized version of his 

native Waukegan, Illinois, the book centers on twelve-year-

old Douglas Spaulding and the summer he spends growing 

up and recording his life in writing. Dandelion Wine, while 

vastly different from Bradbury's fantasy work, highlights his 

ability to branch out from the genre for which he remains 

best known. 

Well into his eighties, at an age when many writers are 

content to tally their royalties and relax, Bradbury was still 

working. Through the first years of the new millennium, 

Bradbury steadily published new fiction alongside several 

anthologies of his older stories, poems, and essays. The 

short-story collection The Cat's Pajamas appeared in 2004. 

With a collection of essays right behind it, writer's block was 

never a problem for Bradbury. Surrounded by grateful 

inheritors, he produced new work in a reading landscape 

already transformed by his passage through it. Like the 

butterfly from "A Sound of Thunder," Bradbury's influence 

will only increase with time.  

Selected Works by Ray Bradbury 

 Dark Carnival, 1947 

 The Martian Chronicles, 1970 

 The Illustrated Man, 1951 

 The Golden Apples of the Sun, 1953 

 Fahrenheit 451, 1953 

 Dandelion Wine, 1957 

 Something Wicked This Way Comes, 1962 

 I Sing the Body Electric!, 1969 

 Death Is a Lonely Business, 1985 

 Ray Bradbury Collected Short Stories, 2001 

 The Cat's Pajamas: New Stories, 2004 

 Farewell to Summer, 2006 

 Summer Morning, Summer Night, 2008 

 We'll Always Have Paris, 2009 

 

Some of Bradbury’s Literary 
Influences 

The Gods of Mars by Edgar Rice Burroughs 

Bradbury's inheritance from Burroughs goes well beyond 

their shared fascination with the red planet. In The Martian 

Chronicles and the Tarzan books, both writers show a 

preoccupation with the process of civilization—its obvious 

benefits and its less acknowledged cost. 

The Stories and Poems of Edgar Allan Poe 

With such short fiction as "The Tell-Tale Heart" and his 

classic novella of exploration, The Narrative of Arthur 

Gordon Pym, Poe became another key influence on 

Bradbury. The legacy comes across especially in Bradbury's 

own expeditionary collection, The Martian Chronicles. 

Bradbury's and Poe's shared ability to treat important 

themes while still telling a propulsive story marks them 

across the generations as kindred spirits. 

20,000 Leagues Under the Sea by Jules Verne 

One of Verne's most successful novels, this adventure pits 

the resourceful Professor Aronnax against a mysterious 

undersea beast. Bradbury would later write an introduction 

to the book, drawing a characteristically audacious 

comparison between Verne's Captain Nemo and Melville's 

Ahab. 

Other Works/Adaptations 
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Bradbury and Film 

Ever since his mother took him at the age of three to a 

matinee of Lon Chaney's Hunchback of Notre 

Dame, Bradbury was an avid moviegoer. Long before he 

cracked open his first book, hardly a week went by without 

an outing alongside his mother to the local theater. Indeed, 

Bradbury's early love of literature can likely be traced to the 

intuitive grasp of storytelling that a steady preschool diet of 

silent movies nurtured. 

It took a long time for film technology to catch up with 

Bradbury's chosen genre, and some would say it still hasn't. 

But before the advent of computer-generated imagery, 

science fiction and fantasy were even harder to adapt on 

film than they are today. For every success, many highly 

original, vividly imaginative novels never reached the 

screen. Fahrenheit 451, like such other dystopian novels 

as A Clockwork Orange that focus more on character than 

on epic scope, lent itself well to film in those pre-CGI years. 

Director and cowriter François Truffaut's 1966 version of the 

novel renders Bradbury's future as a dull, almost colorless 

world. The film, starring Oskar Werner as Montag and Julie 

Christie in a dual role as Clarisse and Montag's wife, 

alienated some original viewers for departing from Truffaut's 

previous New Wave aesthetic, but revisionist critics have 

mostly proven kinder to it. 

Truffaut's film is one of several movies based on Bradbury's 

work, though by far the best known. Other adaptations 

include 1969's The Illustrated Man, 2005's A Sound of 

Thunder, and 1983'sSomething Wicked This Way 

Comes, which had Bradbury as screenwriter—a role he filled 

often in both movies and television. From his version of 

Melville's Moby Dick for John Huston's 1956 film to his work 

on his own writings, including 1969's The Picasso 

Summer and the 1993 children's movie The Halloween 

Tree, Bradbury proved himself an able adapter of fiction. His 

stories also appeared many times on such television 

programs as The Twilight Zone and Alfred Hitchcock 

Presents. His short animated collaboration with science-

fiction writer George Clayton Johnson about man's age-old 

compulsion to fly, Icarus Montgolfier Wright, was nominated 

for an Academy Award in 1962 as best short subject. 

Of all the pictures taken of Bradbury over the years, perhaps 

the one that captures him best was snapped on the set 

of Something Wicked This Way Comes. He's pointing out 

something in the distance to his friend, the great stop-

motion animator Ray Harryhausen. The scenery around 

them perfectly captures the Midwest of Bradbury's youth, 

and one gets the feeling that this great storyteller has 

somehow succeeded in art—directing his own childhood. 

Bradbury has already lived, written, and now dramatized the 

emotions that the camera is about to record. Not 

surprisingly, the look on his face captures not just joy but 

pure, serene confidence. He's finally in the movies—a place 

he's felt at home since that matinee in Waukegan nearly 

sixty years before. 

Films based on the works of 
Bradbury 

 A Sound of Thunder, 2005 

 The Wonderful Ice Cream Suit, 1998 

 The Halloween Tree, 1993 

 Something Wicked This Way Comes, 1983 

 The Illustrated Man, 1969 

 The Picasso Summer, 1969 

 Fahrenheit 451, 1966 

 The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms, 1953 

 It Came from Outer Space, 1953 

Screenplays by Bradbury 

 The Halloween Tree, 1993 

 Something Wicked This Way Comes, 1983 

 The Picasso Summer, 1969 (written under the 

pseudonym Douglas Spaulding, his alter ego 

from Dandelion Wine) 

 Moby Dick, 1956  
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1. Montag comes to learn that "firemen are rarely 

necessary" because "the public itself stopped 

reading of its own accord." Bradbury wrote his 

novel in 1953: To what extent has his prophecy 

come true today? 

2. Clarisse describes a past that Montag has never 

known: one with front porches, gardens, and 

rocking chairs. What do these items have in 

common, and how might their removal have 

encouraged Montag's repressive society? 

3. "Don't look to be saved in any one thing, person, 

machine, or library," Faber tells Montag. "Do your 

own bit of saving, and if you drown, at least die 

knowing you were headed for shore." How good is 

this advice? 

4. One of the most significant of the many literary 

allusions in Fahrenheit 451 occurs when Montag 

reads Matthew Arnold's poem "Dover Beach." What 

is the response of Mildred's friends, and why does 

Montag kick them out of his house? 

5. It may surprise the reader to learn that Beatty is 

quite well read. How can Beatty's knowledge of and 

hatred for books be reconciled? 

6. Unlike Mrs. Hudson, Montag chooses not to die in 

his house with his books. Instead he burns them, 

asserting even that "it was good to burn" and that 

"fire was best for everything!" Are these choices 

and sentiments consistent with his character? Are 

you surprised that he fails to follow in her 

footsteps? 

7. Beatty justifies the new role of firemen by claiming 

to be "custodians of [society's] peace of mind, the 

focus of [the] understandable and rightful dread of 

being inferior." What does he mean by this, and is 

there any sense that he might be right? 

8. How does the destruction of books lead to more 

happiness and equality, according to Beatty? Does 

his lecture to Montag on the rights of man sound 

like any rhetoric still employed today? 

9. Why does Montag memorize the Old Testament's 

Ecclesiastes and the New Testament's Revelation? 

How do the final two paragraphs of the novel allude 

to both biblical books? 

10. Are there any circumstances where censorship 

might play a beneficial role in society? Are there 

some books that should be banned? 

11. If you had to memorize a single book or risk its 

extinction, which book would you choose? 

  

Discussion Questions 
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Works about Bradbury and 
Fahrenheit 451 

 Aggelis, Steven L, ed. Conversations with Ray 
Bradbury. Jackson, MS: University Press of 
Mississippi, 2004. 

 Bloom, Harold, ed. Ray Bradbury's Fahrenheit 451 
New Edition (Bloom's Modern Critical 

Interpretations). Philadelphia: Chelsea House 
Publications, 2008. 

 Eller, Jonathan. Becoming Ray Bradbury. Urbana, 
IL: The University of Illinois Press, 2011. 

 Weist, Jerry. Bradbury, An Illustrated Life; A 
Journey to Far Metaphor. New York: William 
Morrow, 2002. 

 Weller, Sam. The Bradbury Chronicles: The Life of 
Ray Bradbury. New York: William Morrow, 2005. 

 Weller, Sam. Listen to the Echoes: The Ray 
Bradbury Interviews. Brooklyn, NY: Melville House, 

2010. 

 Weller, Sam, ed. Ray Bradbury: The Last Interview: 

And Other Conversations. Brooklyn, NY: Melville 

House, 2014. 

 Weller, Sam and Mort Castle, ed. Shadow Show: All-
New Stories in Celebration of Ray Bradbury. New 

York: William Morrow, 2012. 
 

Website 

 www.raybradbury.com 

The official website on Ray Bradbury, maintained by 

HarperCollins Publishers. 

 

 

  

Additional Resources 

http://www.raybradbury.com/
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