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Introduction

Death Be Not Proud chronicles Johnny Gunther's gallant struggle against the malignant brain tumor that
killed him at the age of seventeen. The book opens with his father's fond, vivid portrait of his son—a
young man of extraordinary intellectual promise, who excelled at physics, math, and chess, but was
also an active, good-hearted, and fun-loving kid. But the heart of the book is a description of the
agonized months during which Gunther and his former wife Frances try everything in their power to halt
the spread of Johnny's cancer and to make him as happy and comfortable as possible. In the last
months of his life, Johnny strove hard to complete his high school studies. The scene of his graduation
ceremony from Deerfield Academy is one of the most powerful—and heartbreaking—in the entire book.
Johnny maintained his courage, wit and quiet friendliness up to the end of his life. He died on June 30,
1947, less than a month after graduating from Deerfield.

Gunther concludes the memoir with selections from Johnny's letters and diary and with a short essay by Johnny's mother in which she
probes the meaning of her son's death as "part of some great plan beyond our mortal ken." This deeply moving book is a father's memoir
of a brave, intelligent, and spirited boy in his fight to overcome a dreadful disease that doctors had then only begun to understand.

Questions for Discussion

1. This book is a memoir, a true story of a boy's illness and death, but it is also a carefully crafted narrative. Discuss the techniques and
strategies that Gunther used to create characters, to make Johnny come alive for us as readers, to involve us so deeply in the story.
Why is this book so compulsively readable?

2. Many of us read this book in high school or junior high, and then returned to it as adults. Talk about the experience of reading the
book at different times and different circumstances of your life—as a young person, as a parent, as a person who has experienced tragic
loss.

3. At one point Gunther asks, "what is a mind for except to reason with?" What insight does this shed on his approach to Johnny's illness?
What limitations does this approach impose on him as a man, a father, a participant in this tragedy?

4. Gunther grapples in an agonized way with the meaning and purpose of Johnny's life and untimely death. Do you find his thoughts here
satisfying? Do you think he has plunged into the heart of the issues here or do you feel he has somehow skirted the issue?

5. The mysteries of cancer are at the heart of the book. Discuss the ways in which Gunther tries to fathom and come to terms with this
disease. How has our understanding and treatment of cancer changed in the decades since Death Be Not Proud was written?

6. Gunther writes in a particularly searching, emotionally charged passage of the book: "A primitive to-the-death struggle of reason
against violence, reason against disruption, reason against brute unthinking force -- this was what went on in Johnny's head. What he
was fighting against was the ruthless assault of chaos. What he was fighting for was, as it were, the life of the human mind." Talk about
your reactions to this quote. Do you agree with this view of Johnny's disease? Does this in your opinion capture the essential meaning of
the story?

7. Johnny's death is the central event of the book, and yet when death comes it is very quiet and almost anti-climatic. Why did Gunther
choose to present the death scene in this way? What impact does it have on your experience of the book?

8. The book concludes with Johnny's letters and journals and then a brief word from his mother. How did the journal and letters alter your
views of Johnny's character and situation? Would the book have a different "feel" and different message if Gunther had simply ended with
his own description of the events?

9. Memoirs were certainly part of the literary scene when this book was published in 1949, but today they are arguably the dominant and
most compelling genre. Discuss the shift in taste, attitude, and literary approach that accounts for the current popularity of memoirs.
Talk about recent memoirs that this volume may have influenced. How has the memoir genre changed since Gunther wrote this book?

About the Author

John Gunther was born on August 30, 1901 on the North Side of Chicago. He was one of the best known and most admired journalists of
his day, and his series of "Inside" books, starting with Inside Europe in 1936, were immensely popular profiles of the major world powers.
One critic noted that it was Gunther's special gift to "unite the best qualities of the newspaperman and the historian." It was a gift that
readers responded to enthusiastically. The "Inside" books sold 3,500,000 copies over a period of thirty years.

While publicly a bon vivant and modest celebrity, Gunther in his private life suffered disappointment and tragedy. He and Frances
Fineman, whom he married in 1927, had a daughter who died four months after her birth in 1929. The Gunthers divorced in 1944. In 1947,
their beloved son Johnny died after a long, heartbreaking fight with brain cancer. Gunther wrote his classic memoir Death Be Not Proud,
which was published in 1949, to commemorate the courage and spirit of this extraordinary boy. Gunther remarried in 1948, and he and his



second wife, Jane Perry Vandercook, adopted a son. John Gunther died on May 29, 1970.
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