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The only map of glass that I can recall was a giant plexiglass screen that divided a red-lit, blackened compartment deep inside a large warship on which I served during the late 1950s. The screen was internally yellow lit and a pod of headphoned sailors continually wrote and erased notations upon it with iridescent wax crayons on one side - backwards - so that others on the opposite side could read, evaluate and send the information on to the ship’s bridge and elsewhere as needed. It was a map of glass that was a fluid, ever changing display of short-term data of navigational interest in peacetime; of tactical importance during battle. In the intervening half century and more, the world-wide web has made that map of glass obsolete and replaced it with a multiple capacity electronic internet that can convey the same kinds of information infinitely faster and to virtually any location on earth. Everyone with a smart phone or up-to-date desktop computer has at their disposal this capability which we know as the GPS, Global Positioning System; today’s practical map of glass. 
A map – any map – whatever material it is made of, is merely a device that enables us to relate ourselves to what it depicts: highways, cities, landscapes and the heavens being the most obvious. Jane Urquhart’s map of glass has in its own way something of the locational features of the modern GPS, but paints the quantitative data with a qualitative brush by inter-twining geography and history. She seeks to reach deeper into the lives of those affected by and affecting the geographical present through the area’s historical past. I will explore this concept further but first let’s look at the story she has to tell the reader. 
A disoriented old man wanders along the shore of eastern Lake Ontario in the depths of winter following a habit of exploring the landscape, but unable to remember the once-familiar words that defines it. He soon dies of exposure, alone, lying in the snow. His name is Andrew Woodman, a retired teacher who has devoted his life to understanding the geography and history of this part of Ontario Province. His death goes without notice until the early spring when his half-exposed frozen body, encased in an iceberg comes ashore on Timber Island and is discovered by an artist-in-residence, Jerome McNaughton, whose work involves manipulating landscapes and photographing how his intrusions change over time. Jerome is badly shaken by the experience and soon abandons his island project, returning to Toronto and his girl friend, Mira, who has been a wise and calming influence in his life now for more than two years. 
The finding of Andrew’s body is reported in a local newspaper and comes to the attention of a fifty-three year old woman, Sylvia Bradley, wife of Dr. Malcolm Bradley, a physician who had assumed her father’s practice and married her when she was in her twenties. Sylvia suffers from what appears to be a mild form of autism, perhaps Asperger syndrome, which is characterized by difficulty in social interaction, nonverbal communication

and repetitive behavior patterns. Malcolm seems to be a long-suffering care

giver and Sylvia a reluctant patient. He replaces her parents, the doctor-father who is unable to devote himself to her affliction and a mother resentful of her seeming abnormality. The marriage as depicted by Urquhart appears to be centered on therapy more than reciprocity or understanding. 
Sylvia reveals to Malcolm that she has had a 20-year love affair with the late Andrew Woodman, interrupted by a 7-year gap. She claims that he bought a car for her and taught her to drive so that she could travel the thirty miles from her home to the neglected cottage where their trysts took place, on the Woodmans’ ancestral lands, where a large house had burned to the ground and a summer hotel had been absorbed into the encrouching sand. As described by Urquhart, their love making was passionate and delightful; in sharp contrast to her brief and awkward encounters with her husband. It

was Andrew’s intense interest in his family’s past that seemed to resonate with her as well as the physical attraction; and his deep appreciation for the land and its many hidden historical and geological surprises. Malcolm is skeptical, indeed dismissive, that Sylvia could ever have established such an intimate relationship with another human being.
A year after Andrew’s death, Sylvia feels compelled to visit Toronto and to meet with Jerome to better understand the circumstances of his death and to tell him her story. She leaves without telling Malcolm where she is going, taking with her a small suitcase with a few essentials and a tactile map she has been making for her blind friend Julia. This is one of her skills: the ability to create from relatively mundane materials a sensory device that enables Julia to see in her own mind through her fingers the landscapes

that Sylvia devises to satisfy her friend’s avid curiosity about what she cannot see. 
She settles into a modest hotel and goes to Jerome’s studio residence, is cautiously invited in by Jerome, meets his companion, Mira, and arranges to return over the next several days to tell her story about Andrew and to share with them his notebooks. The pair become very found of Sylvia during this time and Jerome finds that her story awakens in him truths about his own childhood and his parent’s disfunctional marriage and his profoundly sad childhood. 
After a brief four days, Malcolm appears on the scene and Sylvia obediently returns with him to their home; much to the despair of Jerome and Mira. It seems unlikely that they will ever meet again. 
In between Sylvia’s arrival in Toronto and Malcolm’s appearance to reclaim his wife, Urquhart inserts a lengthy history Andrew has ferreted out of the Woodman family from the great grandfather’s immigration from England to Andrew’s generation. It begins with the crusty patriarch, Joseph Woodman, who thrived in the timber industry and ship building then moves on to his son Branwell, who had no interest in the firm and only wanted to paint landscape murals on the walls of local houses and inns; and to his son Maurice, known as Badger, who inherits his grandfather’s passion for competitive business and money making; then briefly to his son T. J. whose main purpose seems to have been to sire Andrew, the family historian and lover of Sylvia. This litany is relieved by the appearance of two women: Annabelle, Branwell’s sister, a homely, lame woman who relentlessly paints marine scenes of burning ships, but is clearly the humane and intellectual force of the family, and the beautiful French-Canadian orphan girl Marie, who bears Branwell’s son, Maurice, out of wedlock, but who through Annabelle’s tact, eventually marries Branwell and helps to bring much-needed legitimacy and joy into theWoodman household. 
When it became clear that young Branwell was not going to readily follow in his father’s footsteps and that he had serious artistic ambitions, it was arranged for him to spend a year in Paris to visit its museums and experience what art is all about. Toward the end of that sojourn, he visits Les Invalides and the Musee de L’Armee, where on the third floor of one of the buildings in that labyrinth, he ignores a “No Trespassing” sign and climbs the stairs to a vast attic room which he discovers filled with detailed models of France’s towns and villages that Louis XIV had ordered made for military purposes.

Models that served as seventeenth-century military precursers of our modern GPS devices. It is this experience and the realization that there was just too much of everything: art, architecture, history and war in Europe that caused him to rush back to the less cluttered,less sophisticated environment of his native Canada. 
Urquhart thus establishes a historical-geographical context through Andrew’s exhaustive genealogy and that is important, I think, for the over-arching theme of her story. She also introduces into this relationship the natural process of entropy, the inherent tendency of all things to decay, which devolves from the Second Law of Thermodynamics and is integral to both history and geography. 
A Map of Glass begins with a quote from the late Robert Smithson about the limitations of diagrams and maps in their ability to depict the real world. They may be factual but they are inevitably artificial and out of date; they can’t get beyond the surface of things nor can they keep pace with the relentless rate of change. 
Smithson wanted to do just the opposite, to achieve a kind of meaning through manipulating the earth’s surface. He was a minimalist artist who created several large and evocative man-made landscapes during his short life that established something that he felt could transcend diagramatic and temporal limitations. He died in a plane crash in 1973 while surveying sites for a proposed work near Amarillo, Texas. He was only 35 years old, but his huge earth-shaping pieces had attracted a lot of attention in the art world and he had written extensively about his artistic concepts. He is best know for “Spiral Jetty” (1970), a linear design that projects out into the Great Salt Lake and coils in upon itself, 6500 tons of basalt, earth and salt. A key feature of Smithson’s works is not just their size and impressive geometry, but what happens to his pieces over time as they age and are transformed by wind and weather and the ravages of time, graphic recordings of entropy in action. 
Toward the end of this book, Sylvia tells Jerome Andrew’s story of his grandfather Maurice’s pretentious manor house that burned to the ground and how he had sifted through the debris, finding shards of melted glass. Jerome responds: “The artist Robert Smithson would have been fascinated by that. I keep thinking all the time about a piece he made. It was titled Map of Glass, I’ve never known if he meant a map of the properties of glass, or if he was referring to a glass map, which would then be, of course,breakable. But even he…I don’t think even he would have thought about melted glass. A ballroom with a glass floor, on fire and then melting. That’s just wonderful.”
Smithson was preoccupied with the idea of entropy. This seems also to have had a profound effect upon Jerome and to be a significant part of Jerome’s efforts at Timber Island, where he dug coffin-like rectilinear shapes in the snow, digging down to the frozen sod surface, and then documented them over time as they melted, transformed by the early spring thaw. Unfortunately, his work was cut short by the traumatic effect upon him of finding Andrew’s corpse. 
Andrew, as well, deals with the entropic process through the fate of the Woodman family and their land holdings; but from what Urquhart tells us, his main interest resides in the inter-relation of history and geography.
Indeed, he is identified as a historical geographer. And Sylvia has in her possession not only Andrew’s two notebooks, but his last gift to her, a book titled: The Relations of History and Geography. This may be the book with that title by H. C. Darby (1909 - 1992), University College, University of London, whose work was widely discussed in academic circles in the 1950s and 60s, when Andrew would have been developing as a scholar. Urquhart does not provide a bibliography and her acknowledgements make no mention of the source. As a matter of fact, there are a number of works

of similar title, the most popular of which appears to have been The Relations of Geography & History by the Reverend H. B. George, M.A., Fellow of New College, Oxford, published by Clarendon Press in three editions: 1901, 1907 and 1910. The only relevant York Powell I could find, who is quoted on page 93, was a British historian of the late 19th, early 20th century, who wrote mainly on the influence of Norse culture in early
Medieval Britain. 
Surfing the internet on this topic brought me to studentsfriend.com, a guide to teaching world history & geography, which contained several quotes of interest. Among them, the National Standards for History succinctly states that “The historical record is inextricably linked to the geographic setting in which it developed”. And, the Educational Resources Information Center of the U. S. Department of Education expands on this concept further, telling us that “Key concepts of geography, such as location, place and region are tied inseparably to major ideas of history such as time, period and events.

Geography and history in tandem enable learners to understand how events and places have affected each other across time…” 
Space, time and the entropic process are interwoven by Urquhart in a tale that is told by Sylvia’s recollection of a clandestine romance, not witnessed by anyone else; and her telling of this story to Jerome and Mira, who were unknown to her prior to Jerome’s discovery of Andrew’s body on the frozen shores of Timber Island. 
After Malcolm and Sylvia have left, Jerome and Mira are saddened by her departure, Jerome becomes distraught. He then tells Mira a story that he now recalls his father had told him when life was happier in the McNaughton household. It is a story about a lone canoe that floats eastward through the Great Lakes and meanders northeast up the St. Lawrence River and on to an unknown destiny somewhere beyond Quebec City and the Gulf of St. Lawrence. I am reminded of Thomas Cole’s four allegorical paintings titled “The Voyage of Life” (1842). The first, Childhood, shows an infant

emerging from a cave seated in a small vessel on a river that he will travel through the American landscape through Youth, Manhood and Old Age. The seasons change as he ages but he is accompanied by a guardian angel who, in the final scene leads him to eternity. 
The similarity between Jerome’s childhood canoe story and Thomas Cole’s paintings is only superficial, of course, for Cole is confident in his paintings of a certain Christian destiny for his traveller, where Jerome’s metaphorical canoe’s end cannot be assumed. In today’s less devout world it is common for many to think that the human condition does not allow us to know our destiny. That, I think, is a large part of what Jane Urquhart wants us to grasp. Each of us has our own inherent Map of Glass, one that we shape in our minds to help reassure and guide us through life. It is – as is glass – a fragile thing, often hard to read, that constantly needs revisiting for our clarification

and partial understanding as we move through a space-time continuum where we seemingly cannot know what is to become of ourselves. In Andrew’s case, as his memory fades, he looses his map and dies disoriented and alone; in Sylvia’s case, she remains attached to her map by her ingenious and protective and somehow self-reassuring imagination. As she and Malcolm move slowly through the evening traffic of Toronto on their way home, Sylvia observes the graceful movements of a young man tossing

bags of garbage into a truck that has impeded the rush hour. She asks herself what if she and Andrew had had a son who would now be about the age of this agile worker and muses “Youth…How beautiful”. Her map of glass remains very much intact and now, perhaps, will welcome into it a new prospect for its enrichment. 
*************************************************************
Questions for discussion
1. Several Canadian reviewers found the Woodman genealogy to be too long

and digressive and that this book is essentially two books in one. What do you think about it? Is the genealogy essential to the main theme of this book? 
2. Malcolm is depicted as a detached, clinical, doctor of medicine seeking to

cure — or at least make less uncomfortable — Sylvia’s estrangement from her society. Is the role he assumes a plausible one? How do you perceived the relationship?

3. What evidence supports Sylvia’s claim that she and Andrew were lovers?
4. If they were, where did Sylvia keep the car that Andrew bought for her? 
5. This book was chosen because it represents the work of a Canadian author. What, in your opinion, makes this a Canadian novel as opposed to an American novel?
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