
Bad Bugs Bookclub Meeting Report: Dorian by Will Self

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.

Dorian by Will Self was written in 2002, and is variously described on its jacket as 
brutal, savage, chilling, tasteless, haunting, and ‘a Gothic thriller complementing and 
enriching its original’. Indeed, its complete title is Dorian: An imitation. The novel is 
based upon Oscar Wilde’s novel ‘A Picture of Dorian Gray’ in which the beautiful but 
dangerous Dorian remains unchanged by his behaviour and age, whilst instead a 
portrait displays the degeneration. In 2002, the picture is a video installation, and 
Dorian again remains unsullied by his behaviour, but more overtly spreads the 
corruption due to HIV infection.

World AIDS Day

We held the bookclub meeting on World AIDS Day, December 1st. 2009. In order to 
raise awareness of the Day, a number of events were held at Manchester 
Metropolitan University. Whilst students were collecting for AIDS charities, an 
exhibition was staged within the foyer of the Science and Engineering building. 
Thanks to funding from the Society for General Microbiology (SGM) Public 
Engagement with Microbiology fund, a banner was produced that depicted the words 
‘respect and protect’, one of this year’s themes, embroidered on the background 
using cross (kiss) stitches and AIDS ribbons. The banner was created by Lynn 
Setterington, and the funding was awarded to Lynn and Joanna Verran. Lynn took 
the banner to several community groups, and in all over 100 individuals contributed 
to the quilt. It was completed at the bookclub meeting, and will be donated for display 
to an appropriate venue. Sahrish Mir, a final year biomedical science student 
produced a series of posters that acted as a backdrop to the work, with information 
on HIV, World AIDS Day, quilting and the banner.

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


In addition, we screened the 2007 TV documentary ‘HIV and me’ that had been 
presented by Stephen Fry. Ed Wilkins, an HIV consultant who featured in the 
documentary kindly agreed to answer questions and update on the issues addressed 
in the programme.

SGM also provided funding for refreshments at the bookclub meeting, and for 
framing the banner.

There are ample additional activities to complement the book reading. Will Self has 
produced an audio book that would have an added impact; Matthew Bourne has 
directed a contemporary ballet, Dorian Gray’ – and of course the book can be read 
alongside Oscar Wilde’s original novel. Screening of the 1945 movie (or the 2009 
version) would provide additional discussion points.    

The BookClub 

The book starts rather uncompromisingly, with the language of the first paragraph 
setting the scene for subsequent behaviour and dialogue. Some members of the 
club said they would not have continued the book if it weren’t for the bookclub. 
However, we were reminded that the shock of Wilde’s original novel on its release 
was much more significant.

Other than swear words, the language is very complex, with many long words that 
often need some referencing. The ‘vernissage’ is a key event in the story, apparently 
the incident where the characters are particularly exposed to HIV – but what is a 
vernissage (without looking it up)? Self’s vocabulary is impressive! One member 
commented on the brutality of the language and the content, citing Irving Welsh as a 
comparison. Another felt it was rather anti-women (certainly anti-Princess Diana), 
where all women were not represented particularly well (and two were very badly 
treated by Dorian). 

The novel begins rather similarly to Oscar Wilde’s original, with the same three 
characters – Basil the artist, Henry the aristocrat and Dorian – and some similar 
scenes (the book is entitled ‘Dorian: an imitation’). Henry, as in the original novel, is 
prone to speaking epithets, but some of the group thought it rather clumsy. He was 
the bookclub’s favourite character, self effacing, witty and satirical. 

Members of the bookclub were again (as in Year of Wonders, previous book) 
unhappy with the epilogue, and there was some discussion about this. The story 
appeared to have been an account written by Henry, with the manuscript then 
passed to Dorian, who seemed to be a most noble and innocent character – until he 
reveals his true self, and dies, as in Wilde’s novel, and in Henry’s account (the 
imagery of Dorian being given a ‘new red tie’ by his murderer was rather vivid. Of 
course, Henry died, so could not complete the story of those who survived him, thus 
an epilogue was essential – but it was long, and slightly unsatisfactory.



In terms of linking the novel with HIV/AIDS, it took some time before any description 
of symptoms arose….a long incubation period in fact – although the behaviour of the 
characters at that time (bath-houses, orgies, saunas, injecting drugs) was the prime 
risk factor in transmission of the virus. The hospital scenes convey the awful 
situation pre-treatment, and mention is made of secondary infections particularly 
herpes, including cytomegalovirus and ‘mollusca’, and pneumonia. Henry becomes 
weaker and weaker, Basil is dead, and Dorian continues to pass on the virus 
(according to Henry’s narrative) to hundreds of others, men and women. Herbal 
treatments and other more specific antivirals are noted. An episode where Dorian 
and others were considering cryogenics as a means of preserving a future was 
discussed, and was considered an uncomfortable departure from the plot – although 
mortality is a key theme of course. 

The situation is very much of its time. It was interesting that some of the group had 
previously watched the Stephen Fry tv programme, and heard the comments made 
by Ed Wilkins. Nowadays, HIV/AIDS can be managed extremely well, and those 
affected can expect a normal lifespan, with men and women being able to have 
children who are not affected. 1994-5 was the turning point in dying from AIDS, or 
being treated. Thus it is diagnosis that is critical now, since that enables treatment 
and prevention of transmission. However, promiscuity is still the main factor for 
spread, through the heterosexual and homosexual communities, thus some 
behaviours have not altered, and many cases remain where the individual has no 
control over whether or not they become infected (eg children, sexual partners who 
are not told). Control is very much up to the behaviour and responsibility of the 
individual, as it always has been. There was some discussion about public 
information provided about AIDS, from the original rather vague ‘tombstone’ 
television advertisement, which skimmed all key issues that were known at the time 
regarding at-risk groups, to the AIDS quilt (Henry has his ‘quiltie’). Armistead 
Maupin’s novels were mentioned, again as of their time, with a more recent volume: 
the author had not imagined that the hero of the series would still be alive, once he 
was HIV positive. 

Thus in terms of information on HIV/AIDS infection and epidemiology, Dorian is very 
much of its time – the 1980s – where at-risk groups were homosexual rather than 
heterosexual. It is not a book that could be recommended to students without careful 
consideration as to their sensibilities! However, it could form the focus of an 
interesting interdisciplinary debate, perhaps in a small tutorial group scenario, with 
input across a range of subjects encompassing alcohol, promiscuity, drugs, 
epidemiology, social science etc. 

Joanna Verran




