
 

Bad Bugs Bookclub Reading Guide: The Body Farm by Patricia Cornwell 

 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.   

The Body Farm is the fifth book about Kay Scarpetta, written by Patricia Cornwell in 

1994.Within the plot, the use of a facility in Knoxville Tennessee to help solve a 

murder is described. This ‘Body Farm’ is an actual location where human bodies are 

allowed to decompose, usually in the open air, under specific conditions, to enable 

various parameters to be noted. The information gained can be used to help solve a 

range of crimes and problems relating to cause of death. The novel does not contain 

a significant amount of microbiology or forensic science despite its title. Information 

on the Body Farm can be found on the Internet, with film that can be used to 

illustrate discussion. 

There are a number of aspects that can be used for discussion. 

Questions 

Do you typically read this type of novel? How does this novel compare with others In 

the series? Other authors? Which authors of this type of novel do you prefer, if any? 

Will you read more of this series, or similar novels? 

Did you like the book? Characters?  Plot? Writing style? How do you picture the 

characters? 

If this is a ‘bad bugs bookclub’, how much microbiology is in this novel? Directly, or 

indirection? 

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


Was there sufficient forensic/scientific content to sustain interest and focus for the 

aims of a ‘bad bugs bookclub? Or perhaps for a bookclub focusing on forensic 

science? 

Did you find the technology dated or current? Are there comparable technological 

developments currently receiving attention? Is the use of technology to identify 

criminals, or individuals generally, intrusive? (eg DNA databases?) 

How similar is fictional forensics to real forensics? Is the relationship useful or 

misleading? How might students on forensic courses view the subject before 

applying/during study/after graduation. 

Do the novel and the documentary provide a useful focus for discussion? 

How valuable might this type of novel be (Kathy Reich, Patricia Cornwell, Jefferson 

Bass etc) in discussion relating to scientific aspects of forensic science studies? 
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