
 

Bad Bugs Bookclub Meeting Report: The Air we Breathe by Andrea Barrett 

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. 

Meeting Report 

This meeting was marked by the first e-readers in addition to the usual hardcopy 

versions of the novel.  

We found the book interesting, but preferred the first half, where the numerous short 

stories supplemented interesting character studies. The second half, focusing on a 

specific climactic event, was deemed to be over complex – the numerous characters 

involved did not help. 

There were plenty of characters for readers to like/dislike. Miles in particular received 

mixed reviews - initially the benefactor and philanthropist and latterly a distanced 

figure of self-proclaimed authority. Leo, whose attractiveness to women was not 
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easy to discern, other than his youth. The women presented an interesting range of 

characters – ambitious but empty Naomi, whose upbringing had affected her 

behaviour; Irene and Eudora, calm and interested learners.  

The discussion group grew to fill a significant void in the life of the sanatorium. It is 

apparent, but subtly so, that it is assisting recovery, and encouraging confidence 

amongst the members, recalling the current issues of Dignity in Care. However, the 

group latterly turns vindictively upon one of its past members: the book itself narrates 

the collective memory and confession of the remaining members of the group in the 

sanatorium, as they try to analyse their behaviour and purge their guilt, noting how 

key moments in the story could have altered the outcome. 

There is little specific information about TB other than detail on the treatment, the X-

ray images, and the overall symptoms of some of the residents of the sanatorium. 

Relapses and crises are common. Members of our bookclub were surprised that TB 

remains such a significant global problem, with multi-drug antibiotic resistance and 

dual infection with HIV being of particular concern. There is ample opportunity to 

explore further the microbiology of tuberculosis, and its impact on society past and 

present, although this would not directly related to the content of the book. Thomas 

Mann’s novel, The Magic Mountain’ provides a more lengthy/weighty and classic 

work on TB in a sanatorium pre-WW2 that could be compared with this lighter 

version – there are similarities in treatment and behaviour of the residents 

nevertheless. We noted the comparison with polio as Leo first displayed symptoms, 

and his contacts were unaware of the route of transmission of polio at the time, and 

feared that he might infect their children (as also noted in a previous reading, 

Nemesis, set in 1950). 



One member of the bookclub was particularly moved by Mendeleev’s rationale/rules 

for research, feeling that they were almost poetic, and a potential ethical guide for 

scientific research. The exploratory work being carried out in the X-ray laboratory 

reminded us of the dangers of early research in science. There was mention of 

industrial processes and pure scientific research throughout the novel , for example 

explosives, film, photography, X-ray film, bombs, cement and sugar. We felt that 

many parallel situations could be identified throughout the novel, but were not 

sufficiently informed/engaged to try: the effect of gas and tuberculosis on the lungs; 

the ethnic alliances in the sanatorium and in the war; the isolation of the patients 

from the world outside, creating their own wars; Leo’s isolation due to the disease 

and then his deliberate isolation by the other patients, etc..  

Overall, the book provided some points for discussion, but the microbiology was 

fairly deeply buried – extension work for students to assist learning would be 

essentially unrelated to most of the issues dealt with in the novel (other than the 

importance of sanatoria at the time). Indeed, were there a bookclub focusing more 

on chemistry, then this work might be of more value there! 

Joanna Verran.  


