
 

Bad Bugs Bookclub Meeting Report: The Painted Veil by W Somerset Maugham 

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. 

The Meeting 

In our meeting, we decided to combine our discussion of the novel with a screening 

of the 2006 movie. This was because there is little direct mention of cholera in the 

novel, although it is completely integral to the story, but there is more in the movie 

(2h long!). Even if members only saw the film, there was ample opportunity for 

discussion. 

The book, written in 1925 is set in China/Hong Kong (book) China/Shanghai (film), in 

the 1920s. Walter Vane is a bacteriologist investigating cholera. His wife is an 

attractive but superficial woman: she has an affair with the Assistant Colonial 

Secretary and Walter subsequently forces her to travel with him to a village in China 

where cholera is raging, as his revenge. He dies of cholera, she ultimately thrives, 

relishing the activity, space, beauty and reality (comparing previous experience of a 

‘duck-pond’ to that of ‘the sea’) – and the opportunity to work and reflect. There is 

evidence of some mutual understanding (book) and forgiveness (film), making the 

film more of a love story that the book. She returns (pregnant, unknown father) to 

London for the Bahamas with her father. 

The movie is very similar to the book initially, with many conversations and key 

phrases almost verbatim. However, cholera is considerably more prominent in the 

film – presenting symptoms, reasons for transmission, his laboratory for research 

(p49, 91). In the book, cholera is kept away from Kitty, almost as symbolic of 

Walter’s physical and emotional separation from her. We were able to talk about the 

epidemiology of cholera then and now – comparing the incidence of the disease in 

the developing and developed world at the time, and occasions when outbreaks 

arise (eg Haiti post-earthquake). Cholera and its transmission was the focus of work 
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by many prominent bacteriologists/epidemiologists – Koch, John Snow, and, more 

recently Rita Colwell, who demonstrated its presence in the marine environment. 

Indeed, Walter closes the water well to stop transmission as did John Snow in the 

mid 19th century. The laboratory is rudimentary, with the microscope the focus of its 

furniture – how was cholera diagnosed in the 1920s? Could it be seen in the 

contaminated water? What microorganisms were apparent in the title sequence 

(were they an accurate representation?)? 

The film also provided information about transmission (p66) incubation period (26h), 

loss of water, smell, use of beds with holes in the base for water loss, ‘fallen face’ 

(p162), cries of the suffering, treatment (fluid) and prevention by vaccine/inoculation 

p77, 87 (not especially effective and not done nowadays) and drinking clean water 

(Walter and Kitty taunt one another by eating salad p88). Very little information on 

symptoms – pain, groans, fallen face p162 

In both the novel and the film, Walter is seen as heroic and a saviour to the village 

where cholera is rife. However, in the novel, it is implied that he deliberately infects 

himself as part of his research (perhaps working on Koch’s postulates, where the 

pathogen is deliberately introduced into a host to reproduce the disease – still 

evident recently with the discovery of the causal agent of gastric ulcers), and the 

epidemic itself is on the wane as the temperature falls; in the film, he contracts 

cholera from a surge of refugees. There are occasions when he ‘might’ be infected – 

he pricks his finger, touches an infected child, but infection is primarily faecal-oral. 

His character in a more intimate setting is very restrained and lacking emotion . ‘I 

think I improve on acquaintance p22’, and he does not seem to be particularly 

attractive (p20), although initially he is passionately attracted to Kitty (why?).  

None of the characters are particularly appealing, other than perhaps Waddington. 

Colonial attitudes are often evident. The bacteriologist also is low down the pecking 

order ((‘no great shakes’, ;no great fry’) Kitty spends a lot of time thinking about the 

world and the relative importance of activities within it. What is the significance of 

Walter’s final words: ‘ It was the dog that died’ from Goldsmith’s elegy 

 

Overall, the book was not especially challenging to read, and the characters were 

well drawn. The film seemed a little more ponderous than the book, perhaps 

because all of the thinking throughout the book could not be presented in the movie! 

Although cholera underpinned the story, the disease itself was not particularly 

evident, and the book does not easily lend itself to enhancing understanding of 

infectious disease epidemiology. Nevertheless, we were able do discuss various 

aspects of the book, film and disease. 

 

Joanna Verran 


