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	Alasdair Gray's novel "Poor Things" combines realistic and nonrealistic narrative in disorienting ways and does so in confrontations "uttered by different voices whose authority cannot be determined, so that they resonate against each other internally, perpetually and inconclusively."
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TURNING ONE BLIND EYE on nature and another on nurture, Poor Things has been nicely described as "An odd combination of Pygmalion and The Island of Dr. Moreau" (Henscher 32). With the book's allusions to Frankenstein, Hogg's Confessions of a Justified Sinner, Rider Haggard's She, and various nineteenth-century potboilers, Gray's protagonist is fully justified in asking (most self-reflexively), "What morbid Victorian fantasy has he NOT filched from?" (Gray 272-73). But the concluding scene, set in 1945, strangely recalls Sue Townsend's recent The Queen and I (1992). In Gray's novel the "queen" is Victoria, penniless, surrounded in her basement clinic by lame dogs and stray cats and offering soup to the poor and abortions to the needy. She has become a Miss Havisham cum Beatrice Webb, optimistically devoting her remaining days to the verse decorating the book's cover: "Work as if you live in the early days of a better nation." The irony of Lanork is not far away.

Nor are its metaphysical and narrative hijinks. That earlier novel's hero was "a displaced, memory-less, impoverished traveller...[who was] trying to grasp where he is, who he is, and where he's come from" (Gifford 230-32). So too with Bella Baxter. The earlier novel's central question, "persistently posed, and ultimately left unanswered...has to do with the relationship between its two halves" (Todd 126), and much the same can be said of Poor Things, though the division in question has significantly become biological: "Dr. Victoria McCandless was found dead of a cerebral stroke on 3rd December 1945. Reckoning from the birth of her brain in the Humane Society mortuary on Glasgow Green, 18th February 1880, she was exactly sixty-five years, forty weeks and four days old. Reckoning from the birth of her body in a Manchester slum in 1854, she was ninety-one" (Gray 317).

Like Lanork, Poor Things combines realistic and nonrealistic narrative in disorienting ways (Murray 220-21) and does so in confrontations "uttered by different voices whose authority cannot be determined, so that they resonate against each other internally, perpetually and inconclusively" (Todd 130). The reader of Poor Things puts down the book strangely unsure of how to put the pieces together. Given the ghoulish goings-on in the novel, this clumsiness reverberates uncomfortably, as does the spoof review that accompanies the book: in describing the novel as "another exercise in Victorian pastiche" the "review" implicitly raises questions of how, or why, these moldy bits of nineteenth-century fauna have been resuscitated. When they assume a consciousness of their own in the Victoria McCandless of the early twentieth century, a woman once intent on recovering a past but now intent on denying it, the reader is left pondering the monstrosity of this well-meaning anachronism or of her Creator.

Though she is accused of erotomania, Bella/Victoria claims that the one man she has ever loved is God. This is her nickname for her maker/patron Godwin Baxter and provides a running commentary on such theological questions as the Creator's dubious morality and faltering interest in humanity. But there is the further irony of this constant implied reference to William Godwin (1756-1836) whose wife died in giving birth to Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley. That father gave birth to a form of anarchy, reliant upon reason; that daughter gave birth to Frankenstein. In Poor Things Godwin gives birth to both. Such "unnatural" engendering continues in his "daughter," who surely becomes the New Woman so feared in late Victorian society, finally exulting that in her husband, McCandless ("without candle"?), she has "a very good wife" who will tend the home while she gives lectures on the Continent (303).

Gray knows his reader as well as he knows his Anatomy: few who follow Bella's development will find her unnatural. We follow her progress as we might have once followed Pilgrim's or Candide's. If the world spins madly around her and has schooled itself to ignore the misery it causes, she will tend her garden and help those she can. The one thing she truly regrets (and for which she takes personal responsibility) is the Great War. This is patently absurd and sentimental and invites examination of her entire philosophy. The one message she wishes to impart to British youth is contained in her slim volume A Loving Economy, wherein she recommends that families foster enough self-respect in their (one) child that he or she may "resist that epidemic of self-abasement" that leads to war (307). She writes, "the great task of the twentieth century" is "to make a Britain when everyone has a good clean home and is well paid for useful work" (307). Though she feels that "everything between 1914 and the present day [1945] has proved a hideous detour" (316), she dies happy in her perception that a newly elected Labour government will change all that. Gray lets the years since 1945 speak for themselves. The stories-within-stories, the assertions and denials of what actually happens, the various other metafictional devices of Poor Things suggest that Victoria's optimism (the subtitle of Candide, after all) is never fully justified, and certainly never the last word.

One suspects Gray's apparent obsession with pastiche has a great deal to do with his theme. Form follows function, and the architecture of the book mirrors the architecture of memory. As outrageous as McCandless's nightmarish version may be, the reader nonetheless suspects Victoria's sanitized account. This story of "a surgical genius [who] used human remains to create a twenty-five-year-old woman" was contained in documents "almost all salvaged from buildings scheduled for demolition" (vii). The papers, almost overlooked as inconsequential, are among those dealing with "families who had helped to shape the city in its earlier days" (viii). The city they have pieced together, one whose old theological college has been replaced with luxury flats, is now wondrously proclaimed the Culture Capital of Europe. But this is, surely, the same city that seems so ominous in Lanark.

For all the novel's pyrotechnic allusions to Gothic fiction, there are at least as many to books preoccupied with the social condition of Britain. Among the most prominent are Caryle's Sartor Resartus and Samuel Smiles's Self-Help in such chapters as "Making Me" and "Making Bella Baxter." The physical appearance of the book, with its intricate cover design, elaborate drawings, and wildly various typography, points in the direction of William Morris, the English poet, artist, craftsman, and socialist. And at the heart of Godwin Baxter's experiments that brought Bella to life was an essentially social concern. "Morbid anatomy," he explains, "is essential to training and research, but leads many doctors into thinking that life is an agitation in something essentially dead. They treat patients' bodies as if the minds, the lives were of no account" (17).

What we have in Poor Things is a late-twentieth-century nineteenth-century eighteenth century: an endlessly self-referential social experiment that views society as a sick body without a soul. Victoria McCandless, "a skillfully manipulated resurrection" (27), cannot accept her past. In the book's most compelling allusion she has become Faust, a self-creation that has lost its soul. She is, finally, Glasgow itself, tucked away in a basement clinic, content to be eccentric, victimized, and doddering rather than uniquely--if radically--renewed from within.
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