
 

Bad Bugs Bookclub Reading guide: The Island by Victoria Hislop 

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 Island is Victoria Hislop’s first novel (2005). It describes the relationships within 

a Cretan family across 4 generations spanning the latter half of the 20th century. 

Their story is intertwined with that of Spinalonga, an island off the coast of Crete, 

which housed Greece’s lepers until the 1950s, when successful antibiotic treatment 

enabled them to be cured and ‘freed’ from the island.  

Some points for discussion 

1. Did you like the book and the plot? 

2. Did you like the characters? Did you feel that the actions of the different 

characters were believable? Describe examples.  How did the proximity of 

Spinalonga affect the behaviour of the characters?  

3. If lepers are ‘unclean’, how ‘clean’ were the characters without leprosy? 

4. The story is uncovered due to the interest of a contemporary historian. What 

contribution did her story make to the overall plot? Did it link the present with 

the past, or was it unnecessary? 

5. Did the novel convey much of the history and character of Crete? 

6. Have you been to Spinalonga? 

7. How much did you know about leprosy before you read the book? Did the 

book change any of your preconceptions about the disease? Were the 

symptoms of leprosy described in the novel as you would have imagined? 

What are the symptoms and pathogenesis of leprosy?  

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


8. Why do you think leprosy is so well known as an infectious disease? How 

common was it? How common were leper colonies in Europe and developed 

countries in the 20th century (and now)? 

9. Is leprosy still of global importance? 

10. How different is the prevention of leprosy from the prevention of other 

infectious diseases? 

11. How accurate was the science? (traditional medicine, treatment, diagnosis, 

clinical studies). How important do you think the impact of antibiotics was in 

the mid-20th century? What are our perceptions of antibiotics nowadays? 
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