
 

Bad Bugs Book Club Reading Guide: The Calcutta Chromosome by Amitav Ghosh 

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 Calcutta Chromosome was published in 1996. The main focus for the plot is the 

work of scientist Ronald Ross, who made the discovery that mosquitoes transmit 

malaria – for which he received the Nobel Prize in 1902. However, the novel adds 

additional fictional layers onto this account, encompassing Indian mysticism, 

chromosome/personality transfer, immortality, aspects of Indian culture and 

Colonialism. The novel tells several stories separated in time, but linked through the 

characters/incarnations of the characters. 

World Malaria Day 

We held the bookclub meeting on April 25th, 2010, World Malaria Day, as part of a 

larger public engagement event, funded by the Society for Applied Microbiology. The 

application for this funding was unique in that it combined interests of microbiologists 

and musicians/artists (Single Cell Collective) to produce an afternoon of 

performance, activities and information aimed at raising awareness of malaria. The 

Manchester Beacon for Public Engagement helped facilitate the event. We entitled 

the project ‘what malaria means to Manchester’, provocatively considering global 

dimensions of a disease that is not endemic in this country, but that could affect 

families and friends abroad, travellers, and residents in the future. 

The event itself was preceded by a ‘conversation’ a few weeks earlier. The Collective 

brought some questions about malaria, its history, pathogenesis, epidemiology, 

control – and about reasons for its continued existence, future potential and 

relationship with humanity. These points were discussed with scientists, and the 
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proceedings were recorded, providing initial ideas for the artists to research and 

create their performances. 

At the event, Prof Verran, gave a powerpoint presentation overviewing the reasons 

for the event, and provided additional information about malaria: children’s 

information (from the WHO) and pictures for colouring (mosquitoes and infected 

cells); a quiz based on the information available, including information sheets 

provided by the Society for General Microbiology; presenting artwork created by 

science students at MMU illustrating different aspects of malaria; microscope and 

slides; prizes. She also organised the production of two 2 x 1m giant microscope 

slide images to illustrate the work of a current Wellcome-funded project being carried 

out at MMU developing training packages for African countries to assist in diagnosis 

from blood films. Laura Tatum, the PhD student doing the research, was on hand to 

demonstrate and explain her project. 

Over 80 people attended ‘Malaria Migrations’ at Nexus art café in the Northern 

Quarter of Manchester. It was a perfect venue for a Sunday afternoon, with an open 

layout enabling movement of the audience to all corners to view the scientific 

demonstrations, musicians, information, and visuals. After an initial introduction by 

Prof Verran, the musicians introduced their compositions. Each had been inspired by 

the previous conversations, entailing considerable research and time. All music was 

accompanied by visuals that enhanced the message of the music. Songs 

encompassed the beauty of the landscape for pioneers to other countries (and the 

disease within), the death of Byron from malaria, the pulsing of drums and dramatic 

film illustrating the effects of high fever, and of medicine, including lyrics by Alphonse 

Laveran. The poet, Davey Mallone provided eloquent reflections and poems about 

his experience of malaria. The final musical pieces were from Caulbearers, and from 

Tanante, a drum collective who lost a member to malaria while he was in Africa 

working on new rhythms and patterns. The quiz encouraged the audience to read 

the information, and the whole event cannot failed to have raised awareness of the 

global problem of malaria. The beautiful World Music from Tanante provided a gentle 

and thoughtful end to the events. A collection raised £65, which was split between 

the charities Roll Out Malaria and the African village in which the Tanante drummer 

was working.  

The Bookclub 

Initially we all agreed that the novel is easy to read - in that the language is 

accessible. However, the plot is complex, darts across time, introduced some 

strange concepts (for some of us the rationale for the chromosome/immortality 

theory was not clear), with the ending being particularly unsatisfactory. Members 

expressed different levels of enjoyment of the novel. Perhaps the fact that it could be 

read quickly meant that focus was not sufficient (that was the case for me – I did not 

much enjoy reading the novel, and did not have the motivation to try harder!). The 

environs of Calcutta were very well described – there are some particularly graphic 



descriptions of some unhygienic areas. We felt that we all needed the discussion to 

get more from the novel – each of us seemed to have derived different points of 

interest – symbolism (the lantern); being part of a large unknown experiment; links 

between malaria, insanity, personality, hallucination throughout the novel etc. 

In terms of using the novel as a discussion focus for microbiology, it is the historical 

aspects, encompassing the work of pioneer microbiologists and their work in 

associating a pathogen with a given infection that is of interest. The microbiology 

described  is fascinating, making it almost inevitable that the (microbiology) reader 

investigated more about the transmission of malaria, the work of Ross and other 

pioneers, the relationship between malaria and syphilis – using malaria to treat 

syphilis (and possibly cerebral malaria, general paralysis of the insane – syphilis - , 

the brain and personality in the novel), between birds in the novel and in Ross’ work 

using them as a model for his transmission studies (as well as using people – some 

consideration of ethics might be appropriate). Malaria treatment for syphilis 

continued into the 1950s. One of the readers said that she would have liked to plot a 

time line to help her get to grips with the plot. This might map nicely on to key steps 

in research on malaria. There is however no real mention of epidemiology of malaria, 

thus little to link the novel to current interest in the disease - aspects of global 

citizenship, endemicity amongst poorer countries etc. The public engagement event 

was more successful in that context. 

Joanna Verran 


