
 
 

 
 
Bad Bugs Bookclub Meeting Report: Annihilation 

by Jeff Vandermeer 
 

The aim of the Bad Bugs Book Club is to get people interested in science, 

specifically microbiology, by reading books (novels) in which infectious disease 

forms some part of the story. We also try to associate books, where possible, with 

some other activity or event, to widen interest, and to broaden impact. 

We have established a fairly fluid membership of our bookclub through our website 

In The Loop (www.sci-eng.mmu.ac.uk/intheloop), but we hope to encourage others 

to join, to set up their own bookclub, suggest books and accompanying activities to 

us, and give feedback about the books that they have read, using our website as the 

focus for communication. 

Our bookclub comprises both microbiologists and members of the general public. 

We felt that this would encourage some discussion on the science – accuracy, 

impact etc – as well as about the book.   

Annihilation is the first of the Southern Reach trilogy – all published in 2014. It 

describes the twelfth expedition into Area X, apparently an environmental disaster 

zone. The story is told by ‘the biologist’ in the expedition through the journal which 

she leaves to be found by later expeditions.  

Discussion 

We chose this book at our previous meeting – the author Jeff Vandermeer is a 

‘steampunk’ author and this would be our first steampunk book! Our reading group 

was thankfully particularly cross-disciplinary, and we learnt that the book is part of 

the ‘new weird’ genre, with the sublime, and ‘the other’ saturating the story. 

Discussions veered between the frustrations of the scientists in the group and the 

non-scientist/humanities members, who provided really valuable perspectives on 

those of us who were searching merely for ‘bad bugs’. Overall, there seemed to be 

little value in the book in simplistic terms of education/content for undergraduates or 

postgraduates in microbiology. However, the cross-disciplinary discussions were 

themselves educational, stimulating and provocative. Thus, suggested questions are 

heavily discursive. 

http://www.sci-eng.mmu.ac.uk/intheloop


One review described the book as a ‘mycological thriller’, and there is some 

indication that the entire area is now an fungal-driven ecosystem, with humans being 

subsumed within it (p51). There is some underlying life-force which drives the 

infection to expand. ‘Feed area X and do not antagonise it, and perhaps someone 

will, through luck or mere repetition, hit upon some explanation, some solution, 

before the world becomes area X’ (p159). We noted that some of the largest living 

organisms on the planet are known to be fungal mycelia. The reasons for the 

selection of the expedition members is unclear: this is an all-female team, and, as 

with previous expeditions, each has a role (linguist, anthropologist, psychologist, 

surveyor, biologist) but no name/identity. The biologist is an introvert, with research 

interests in ecosystems and succession (‘you are becoming more of what you have 

always been ‘ p127, 190). She and the other members of her team were trained, and 

seemingly conditioned by hypnosis, in advance of their expedition: part of her 

preparation was in the study of lichen and fungi. Previous expeditions, of which there 

had been apparently eleven (somewhat contradicted by the 15 foot high pile of 

handwritten journals), had fared differently, with some of the eleventh expedition 

(including the biologist’s husband; there was some annoyance at the introduction of 

the love story elements) returning to the normal world as depersonalised shells with 

terminal cancer.  

The first evidence of human intelligence in the ecosystem of Area X is the almost-

sense writing on the walls of the tower (a biofilm!), which progresses downwards and 

is apparently repeated over and over with minor changes (evolution/mutation?). ‘ We 

were exploring an organism that might contain a mysterious second organism which 

was itself using yet other organisms to write words on the wall’ (p51). The biologist 

inhales spores and describes changes in her perceptions and symptoms as the story 

develops. Other humans are very rapidly colonised and deteriorated by fungi. There 

are elements of microbiology, microscopy, cell biology, but all descriptions are 

abnormal. As one member noted:’ the whole thing is mycological and she has gone 

mental’. 

Thus, we are relying on the narrative of an infected individual, and are left to draw 

our own conclusions as to the ‘reality’ of the situation. The entire novel could be seen 

as a psychedelic trip/ platform game/fantasy/TV series ‘Lost’/a new Lovecraft. What 

can we believe? Some bookclub members described the sensation of this ‘body 

horror’ change and takeover as ‘creepy’: others were frustrated by the lack of 



explanation and an ending. Some were motivated to read the rest of the series – 

others most certainly weren’t! 
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