
 

Bad Bugs Bookclub Reading Guide: 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. 

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 book (1925) is set in China/Hong Kong during the times of British colonialism. 

Walter Vane is the bacteriologist (‘no great shakes’, ;no great fry’) 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. 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’) – having opportunity to work, reflect etc – and returns 

(pregnant, unknown father) to London for the Bahamas with her father. 

There is not a lot of information about cholera in the book, so it might be useful to 

watch a movie alongside reading the book. (There has been more than one movie – 

the most recent in 2006 (2 hours). 

1. What did you think of the book/film? How do they differ? Did you have a 

preference?  

2. Why do you think there are differences in the plot between the book and the 

film? 

3. When do you think the book was set? What attitudes are evident? What was 

happening in the world/China at the time 

4. Did you like the characters? Were they well drawn? Somerset Maugham is 

well know for his portrayal of women – do you agree?  

5. There is much thought and philosophising by Kitty, who narrates the story. Did 

you find this interesting? Was this thoughfulness also captured in the movie? 

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


6. Why did Walter love Kitty? What did he look like (book/film)? How did he and 

Kitty’s feelings for one another alter (book/film)? 

7. How much cholera information is in the book? Film?  What is the impact of 

cholera on the story? 

8. What was known about cholera at the time? How much information could be 

found about cholera that was relevant then and now? How was/it 

prevented/treated?  
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