
 

 

 

 

Bad Bugs Bookclub Meeting Report: I am Legend by Richard Matheson 

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.   

I am Legend by Richard Matheson is a short novel, written in 1954, which has also 

been the inspiration for three movies. It describes the activities of an apparently lone 

immune survivor of a global plague, his search for an explanation of the origin, cause 

– and treatment – of the plague, and his mission to eliminate any other ‘infected’ 

survivors, who have some of the traits associated with vampire (although 

descriptions and movie portrayals were much more reminiscent of zombies). At the 

outset of our meeting, we wondered how such a horrific pandemic would be dealt 

with in 2011. Horizon scanning using social media tools might reveal emergence, but 

acceptance and action would inevitably be slower, particularly on a global scale. In 

fact, the next book, ‘World War Z’ by Max Brooks will address just that issue. 

This time, the bookclub meeting combined the interests of 3 bookclubs: the Bad 

Bugs Bookclub, the Manchester Science Fiction club, and the Manchester Graphic 

Novel club. It was coupled with screenings of the three films: The Last Man on Earth 

(1964) starring Vincent Price; The Omega Man (1971) starring Charlton Heston, and 

I am Legend (2007) starring Will Smith, on three consecutive nights, as part of 

MMU’s Trauma screening events (http://www.hssr.mmu.ac.uk/trauma/). The 

bookclub meeting took place after the first (oldest) film screening, and after the final 

film, we met again to discuss the portrayal of the films, and their different 

relationships with the book). These events were also used as trailblazers for the 

‘Science of the Undead’ theme for the 2011 Manchester Science Festival 

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


(http://www.manchestersciencefestival.com/), partially supported by the Society for 

Applied Microbiology. 

The Meeting 

Over 25 people watched the first film, and 8 attending the bookclub meeting 

(comprising members of Bad Bugs and Science Fiction clubs). Ten took part in the 

final discussion.  

Everyone enjoyed the book, and appreciated the slow pace, punctuated by key 

events in the story. His daily routine is disturbing: besieged by vampires at night, 

during the day he disposes of any of their corpses and kills many others as they 

sleep - he kills 47 in one day.  

Some felt that the language was a little dated, reflecting some prejudices of the time, 

but technologically, the breakdown of society would potentially have resulted in 

similar facilities being available irrespective of the decade. He plays records, but this 

was before cassette tape recorders, let alone CDs. The only branding (in contrast to 

later films) was the Willy’s station wagon. These were the first open market all steel 

station wagons (first SUVs), produced from 1946 – 1965 (so a mistake in his star-

gazing).  

Bad Bugs Bookclub members pored over the microbiology, searching for clarity in 

the aetiology and pathogenesis of the infection – a potential killer assignment for a 

keen student? Despite much searching, it was not clear what differentiated the ‘live’ 

from the ‘dead’ vampires in terms of disease progression. The Science Fiction 

bookclub members were less anxious about absolute accuracy, and thought it was 

probably absent!  

There had been a war, the bombings had caused the dust storms, and there were 

mosquitoes….flies, sand fleas, and lots of people ill. Was it a virus? Germ warfare? 

Reaction was slow and ineffective - we don’t know how quickly the event happened 

(the novel begin 5 months ‘later’), but it would have to be via inhalation as well as by 

contact for the speed of spread. 

We were impressed with how well he learnt microbiology from scratch, but he did 

have plenty of time, and in the 1950s, there would have been less information to find 

out. He acknowledges the ‘germ theory’ of infectious disease, and his thoughts are 

presented through plenty of science-style writing, although the content was not 

always accurate, and the explanations for the symptoms were of course science 

fiction! 

 Microscopy (p76) ..a bacillus, a tiny rod of protoplasm that moved itself 

through the blood by means of tiny threads that projected from the cell 

envelope.  

 These hair-like flagella lashed vigorously (wrong!) at the fluid medium and 

propelled the bacillus.  

 The bacillus was a spore former (likely if spread by dust)  



 ‘bacteriophages destroyed the bacteria’. ‘Bacteriophages are inanimate 

proteins that are also created when the system gets no blood’ – actually they 

are viruses of bacteria.  

 ‘The bacillus is a facultative saprophyte. It lives with or without oxygen. Inside 

the system it is anaerobic and sets up a symbiosis within the system. The 

vampire feeds it fresh blood, the bacteria provides the energy so the vampire 

can get more blood. The germ also causes the growth of the canine teeth. 

When air enters, the germ becomes aerobic and ...virulently parasitic. It eats 

the host. The stake lets air in and keeps the flesh open so that the body glue 

can’t function’.  

  

He interprets the myths associated with vampirism alongside what he knows about 

the epidemiology of the plague. He goes back to Bram Stoker’s Dracula to review 

the legends around vampires: some of them appear to be true – garlic (p49, no…but 

p118 ‘garlic was an allergen to any system to any system infected with the vampiris 

bacillus: they had to be exposed to the odour), the cross (p105, mass psychosis, 

reacting to different religions icons), running water (no, p54) mirrors (reluctant to face 

their own image), stake (didn’t matter where it went, p56, and air seemed to break 

down the body in some cases). 

  

It is Neville’s self-appointed mission to kill all the vampires, but p122 …he says to 

Ruth ‘three years now, and still there are some of them alive. As far as I know, they 

still lie in a coma during the day. But they’re not dead. What keeps them going?’ 

Neville is so driven to kill that he has never tried to understand what is going on, nor 

why there are always more vampires at his door. He smiles when he tells Ruth that 

he can kill without stakes – he is now the ‘baddie’. She is shaken by what he says 

(p135), and asks how he knows that the ones who are still living are not going to stay 

alive. He had ‘made antibiotics, injected dozens of them. You can’t make vaccines 

work when they’re already deep in the disease. Their bodies can’t fight germs and 

make antibodies at the same time. If I didn’t kill them, sooner or later they’d die and 

come after me’. Neville doesn’t think of mutation to a less virulent form until p146, 

when Ruth tells him about the survivors. A more symbiotic relationship between 

pathogen and host seems to have come about (a sub-clinical infection perhaps?): 

indeed such a changing virulence of pathogens is demonstrated in several different 

diseases. So might their combination therapy (as used in HIV-AIDS and other 

infections) medication (‘a pill combination of defibrinated blood – to feed the germs - 

and a drug – to prevent multiplication) be unnecessary? 

The new society of the ‘living’ survivor vampires is violent: they are now killing ‘dead’ 

vampires, with relish. Neville has to be killed in public. He is the last survivor of the 

old system and had killed their loved ones ‘an invisible spectre who had left for 

evidence of his existence the bloodless bodies of their loved ones’. The book 

provides an unexpected and thought provoking reversal of the hero.  

 

The films 



 

It was a challenge to watch three films based on the same novel on three 

consecutive nights, but this ensured that impressions remained fresh! In every case, 

the lone survivor was frugal (apart from a few famous artworks on walls in the latter 

two films), as distinct from the recent somewhat materialistic UK riots. The earliest 

film (set in 1967) is most true to the book, but generated mixed reaction amongst our 

audience – affection, boredom, amusement. We noted the low budget, poor acting, 

the ‘mirror shop’ and lack of product placement. The stereotypical hero (Robert 

Morgan) was a scientist who wore tweed out of the lab and a white coat (unbuttoned) 

in the lab; the vampires are stereotypical zombies, shambling and numerous. The 

disease was airborne from Europe (Cold War?).  His blood gives immunity (cures) 

Ruth, but he is nevertheless killed. 

Charlton Heston drives a sports car, shows his torso, dresses well, watches the 

movie ‘Woodstock’, plays his 8-track music tape and lives the life of a wealthy man in 

1975. Fashion, furniture, music, language and attitudes were very much of their time. 

He is a colonel, and was working on a vaccine: he is immune and his serum ‘cures’. 

In this case, the pandemic was a result of germ warfare during the ‘Russia-China 

war’. Death can occur in seconds – airborne transmission. This film had many 

religious undertones. The infected plague survivors had united to create a medieval 

world without technology, blaming the global devastation on these advances. Apart 

from fear of light, they seem to move normally (by night). There were allusions to 

Charlton Heston as God (!), particularly in his death scene, and the few unaffected 

survivors as a chosen people. We all thought it was a poor film, far removed from the 

book. 

Will Smith’s big budget movie ‘I am Legend’  blames the plague on a British Scientist 

(KV – Krippen Virus) who had genetically engineered measles virus into a vaccine 

for cancer. The virus becomes airborne. There is a butterfly symbolism. There is 

mention of the percentage of immune individuals, conversion to vampires and 

deaths. The vampires in this case are fast moving, and appear to be becoming more 

sophisticated as the film progresses – but this storyline fades away as the film 

departs from the book and the hero again develops a cure, giving it to other survivors 

to start a new world before he is killed – he becomes a legend.  

The novel allows critical exploration by students: finding and evaluating the 

microbiology, trying to explain the pathogenesis and spread of the plague, looking for 

similarity with other pathogens, 

The discussion around these films was stimulating, enriching the initial discussion 

that centred on the book, but we did not feel that the films could contribute much to 

the learning of science/microbiology over and above the book content.  

 

Joanna Verran 


