
 
 

 
 
Bad Bugs Bookclub Reading Guide: 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. The 

author is better known for his ‘steampunk’ work – he is also interested in aspects of 

biology. Annihilation is the narrative of the twelfth expedition into Area X, given by 

the biologist member of the team. Area X is an uninhabited area of America, which is 

going ‘back to nature’. An event thirty years ago was described, in a low key manner 

in the media, as ‘a localised environmental catastrophe stemming from experimental 

military research’. Local inhabitants had disappeared, and expeditions were sent by 

the Southern Reach organisations to investigate the area.  

During our bookclub meeting, we did not find that questions specific to microbiology 

were appropriate for this novel. Instead we concentrated on wider issues, 

demonstrated by the suggested discussion questions below. 

 

Questions for discussion 

 

1. Did you like the book? What type of book is it? 

2. What do you think had happened in Area X? 

3. What was the expedition trying to do? 

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


4. What characteristics of the biologist prepared her for the visit to Area X? What 

were the roles of the other members of the team, and why? Did you like any 

of the characters? 

5. What were the symptoms of the biologist’s infection? Does this affect the 

narrative? What happened to the other members of her team? What 

happened to previous expeditions? 

6. Is there a relationship between the tower and the lighthouse? How did you 

visualise the Crawler? 

7. The word ‘Annihilation’ first appears on p 124 – in what context? Does the 

psychologist explain anything to us/the biologist? 

8. Do you think that advances in knowledge/ science (particularly ecology and 

microbiology) are of interest to the author? 

9. Would you recommend the book? If yes, for what reason? 
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