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INTRODUCTION: THE ENIGMATIC EARLY WORK OF A SCOTTISH MASTER

In the literary landscape of the late 20th century, few authors have managed to straddle the worlds
of mainstream fiction and science fiction with as much dexterity as Iain Banks. Before he became a
household  name for  his  Culture  series  under  the  name Iain  M.  Banks,  he  wrote  a  series  of
standalone  novels  that  established  his  reputation  for  dark  humor,  intricate  plotting,  and
psychological depth. Among these early works, Walking On Glass (1985) stands out as one of his
most  unusual  and  compelling  experiments—a  novel  that  defies  easy  categorization  and  demands
careful reading. This article provides a comprehensive analysis of Iain Banks Walking On Glass,
exploring its structure, themes, characters, and enduring significance in the author's oeuvre.

ABOUT THE NOVEL: WALKING ON GLASS IN CONTEXT

Walking On Glass was Iain Banks’s second published novel, following his acclaimed debut The Wasp
Factory  (1984).  While  his  first  book  shocked  readers  with  its  graphic  violence  and  unreliable
narrator,  his  sophomore  effort  took  a  different  path—one  that  blended  elements  of  psychological
realism,  surrealism,  and  science  fiction.  It  is  not  part  of  the  Culture  series,  nor  is  it  pure  literary
fiction. Instead, it occupies a middle ground that showcases Banks’s willingness to take risks early in
his career.
The novel’s title, Walking On Glass, evokes a sense of fragility and uncertainty, which perfectly
captures the experience of its three protagonists.  Published by Macmillan in the UK, the book
received mixed reviews upon release but has since been reassessed as a fascinating, if imperfect,
precursor to Banks’s later thematic concerns. For readers seeking to understand the full range of
Iain Banks Walking On Glass, it is essential to approach the text without preconceived notions of
genre.

Why "Walking On Glass" Matters in
Banks’s Bibliography
For fans of Iain Banks Walking On Glass, the novel represents a pivotal moment. It shows the
author moving away from the shocking, rural noir of The Wasp Factory toward the cosmic scales he
would later explore. The book also introduces motifs that recur throughout his work: the instability of
reality, the power of obsession, and the thin line between sanity and madness. These themes would
reappear in later novels such as The Bridge (1986) and Espedair Street (1987), but Walking On Glass
remains one of the most literal examples of Banks playing with multiple narrative realities.

PLOT SUMMARY: THREE STRANDS, ONE UNRAVELING REALITY

At its core, Walking On Glass weaves together three seemingly unrelated narrative strands. The
structure is deliberately disorienting, forcing readers to piece together connections as the story
unfolds.

Graham Park: A young man who becomes obsessed with a woman named Sara ffitch. His
story is grounded in contemporary Edinburgh, filled with everyday details of love, jealousy,
and mundane life. However, his obsession begins to take on surreal dimensions.
Quiss: A man trapped in a castle at the end of the universe. He must play an endless,
enigmatic game—one that involves moving counters on a board and solving complex riddles.
If he loses, he faces eternal torment.
Slater: A young art student dealing with the pressures of his academic life and a mysterious
figure known as "the gamekeeper." His reality seems to fracture as he encounters strange
occurrences.

As the novel progresses, these three storylines begin to intersect in unexpected ways. Banks uses a
technique of narrative misdirection that challenges readers to determine which storyline, if any,
represents the "real" world. The novel’s conclusion leaves many questions open, rewarding multiple
readings.  For  anyone  analyzing  Iain  Banks Walking On Glass,  understanding  this  tripartite
structure is key to appreciating its complexity.

THEMES AND SYMBOLISM IN WALKING ON GLASS

Reality and Perception
The most prominent theme in Iain Banks Walking On Glass is the subjective nature of reality.
Each protagonist believes their world is the true one, yet Banks provides clues that all three may be
constructs. The title itself—Walking On Glass—suggests a precarious surface that could shatter at
any moment. This theme is reinforced by the recurring image of mirrors, reflections, and games of
strategy. The characters are not merely walking on metaphorical glass; they are trapped in a hall of
mirrors where identity is fluid.

Obsession and Madness
Graham Park’s obsessive pursuit of Sara ffitch is arguably the most accessible storyline. His fixation
parallels  the  compulsive  nature  of  Quiss’s  game,  where  winning  becomes  everything.  Banks
explores how obsession can distort perception, leading characters to interpret random events as
significant.  This  aligns  with  the  psychological  realism found in  other  works  by  Iain  Banks,  such  as
The Crow Road, but in Walking On Glass the obsession is more abstract and metaphysical.

Games and Power
The game played by Quiss is central to the novel’s meaning. It is never fully explained, but it
involves complex rules, patience, and strategic thinking. The game becomes a metaphor for life, art,

and the search for meaning. Banks, who was known for his love of board games and puzzles, infuses
this strand with a playful yet sinister tone. The idea that we are all players in a game we cannot
understand resonates throughout Iain Banks Walking On Glass.

The End of the Universe
Quiss’s setting—a castle at the end of time—introduces a cosmic scale that contrasts sharply with
the  mundane  Edinburgh  flat  of  Graham  Park.  This  juxtaposition  is  typical  of  Banks’s  writing:  the
intimate  and  the  infinite  coexist.  The  novel  suggests  that  even  the  grandest  narratives  are
ultimately  human  constructs,  subject  to  the  same  fragility  as  glass.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS: QUISS, GRAHAM, AND SLATER

Graham Park
Graham is perhaps the most relatable character in Iain Banks Walking On Glass. He is a young
man in love, but his love borders on the pathological. Banks portrays his internal monologue with
dark  humor  and  pathos.  Graham’s  inability  to  see  beyond  his  own  desires  makes  him  both
sympathetic and frustrating. His story is the closest the novel comes to traditional realism, yet even
it has an eerie undercurrent.

Quiss
Quiss  is  the  most  enigmatic  figure.  He  exists  in  a  timeless,  sterile  environment  where  the  only
activity is the game. His backstory is hinted at but never fully revealed, leaving readers to wonder if
he is a prisoner, a volunteer, or a symbol. Quiss’s calm, analytical demeanor makes his predicament
all  the more unsettling.  Many critics argue that Quiss represents the artist  or  the intellectual,
trapped by their own creation.

Slater
Slater’s storyline is the briefest but arguably the most surreal. He interacts with characters who may
be hallucinations or projections. His experiences with the gamekeeper suggest that the boundaries
between the three narratives are breaking down. Slater’s role is to serve as a bridge between the
ordinary (Graham) and the extraordinary (Quiss).

LITERARY STYLE AND NARRATIVE TECHNIQUE

In Iain Banks Walking On Glass, the author employs a fragmented, non-linear style. The chapters
alternate between the three storylines, often without obvious transitions. This technique forces the
reader to become an active participant in constructing meaning—a feature that Banks would refine
in later works like Use of Weapons. The prose is sharp, with Banks’s characteristic wit evident even
in the darkest moments.
One notable aspect is the use of second-person narration in certain sections, a device that directly
involves the reader in the psychological  tension. Banks also plays with tense and perspective,
shifting  from  first  to  third  person  to  emphasize  the  instability  of  identity.  For  those  studying  Iain
Banks Walking On Glass, the narrative structure is as important as the plot.

RECEPTION AND CRITICAL ANALYSIS

Upon publication, Walking On Glass received a mixed reception. Some praised its ambition and
originality, while others found it confusing and unsatisfying. Over time, however, the novel has
gained a cult following among Banks enthusiasts. It is often compared to the works of J.G. Ballard
and Philip K. Dick, particularly in its treatment of reality as a fragile construct. In scholarly circles,
Iain  Banks  Walking  On  Glass  is  studied  as  an  early  example  of  postmodern  science  fiction,
blending  genre  conventions  with  literary  experimentation.
Fans of Banks’s later, more polished works may find Walking On Glass rough around the edges—but
that roughness is part of its charm. It captures the author at a formative stage, unafraid to take risks
and  challenge  readers.  For  anyone  interested  in  the  evolution  of  modern  science  fiction  or  British
literary fiction of the 1980s, this novel is a must-read.

LEGACY AND INFLUENCE

Although Walking On Glass is not as widely known as The Wasp Factory or Consider Phlebas, its
influence can be seen in the works of later authors who experiment with multiple realities. The novel
anticipated the rise of slipstream fiction—a term used for narratives that straddle the line between
mainstream and speculative genres. Today, readers often discover Iain Banks Walking On Glass
through recommendations for mind-bending, thought-provoking literature.
The book also serves as a testament to Banks’s versatility. He could write a shocking crime novel, a
galaxy-spanning space opera, and a metaphysical puzzle box all within the same decade. Walking
On Glass remains a hidden gem in his bibliography, waiting to be appreciated by new generations of
readers.

CONCLUSION: WHY READ WALKING ON GLASS TODAY?

Iain Banks Walking On Glass is not an easy read, but it is a rewarding one. It challenges our
assumptions about narrative, identity,  and the nature of reality.  In a world increasingly defined by
digital simulations and fragmented experiences, the novel feels surprisingly timely. For readers who
enjoy  puzzles,  philosophy,  and  darkly  comic  prose,  this  book  offers  a  unique  journey—one  that
shatters  like  glass,  leaving  behind  shimmering  fragments  of  insight.
Whether you are a longtime fan of Iain Banks or new to his work, Walking On Glass deserves a place
on your shelf. It is a reminder that great literature does not always provide answers; sometimes it
asks better questions. Step carefully, and enjoy the walk.
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