
Bad Bugs Bookclub Reading Guide III: 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.

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.  

Dorian describes events around the beginning of the HIV pandemic, when cases 
appeared to predominate amongst homosexuals. The book parallels Oscar Wilde’s 
novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray, in that Dorian’s deterioration is hidden from his 
contemporaries (in effect HIV positive status) whilst a hidden video installation 
reveals the damage done by disease and corruption.

Some points for discussion are suggested below.

Discussion points:

The book

Did you enjoy it? Language? Content? First paragraph? Imagery?

Do you know anything about Oscar Wilde’s original novel, The Picture of Dorian 
Gray?

How well did Dorian parallel Oscar Wilde’s original? Is it a clever idea?

 (have you read it? Does it matter if you did or not?). 

In what ways was it similar/different to the original?

Useful for HIV/AIDS education? In what way (if yes, or no)

Regarding HIV infection and AIDS, were any parts informative?

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


Shocking?  

Characters

Some of the characters were also in the original novel.

How did you feel about the characters? Did you like/dislike anyone particular?

Were they real and believable? 

Did they change or evolve through the story?

Plot

The plot uses HIV and AIDS as a (rather obvious?) parallel between the deterioration 
of the picture of Dorian Gray. In this case, it is a video installation rather than a 
portrait.

Were you able to follow the plot?

There is one incident which affects all the key characters?

The epilogue?

Science and cultural events

The bookclub meeting was held on World AIDS Day. Does the message from the 
book inform about HIV/AIDS today?

Information on symptoms, treatment etc are provided – has the situation altered 
since the book was written (and since the setting of the novel?)
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