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Enter the SF Gateway …

In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’



Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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INTRODUCTION
from The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction

Robert Holdstock (1948–2009) was a British author, with an MSc in medical zoology from the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine. He spent 1971–1974 in medical research before becoming a full-time writer. He published his first short story, ‘Pauper’s Plot’ for New Worlds in 1968. He went on to write a number of pieces of short fiction before concentrating for most of his career on novels. Among the more notable stories of this period are the novelettes ‘Travellers’, a Time-Travel tale, and ‘The Time Beyond Age: A Journey’; some others are collected in In the Valley of the Statues (1982) (see below). After the mid-1970s his writing broke into two superficially incompatible categories.

Under the House Names Ken Blake and Richard Kirk, and as Robert Black, Chris Carlsen, Steven Eisler and notably as Robert Faulcon, he published at least twenty novels, novelizations and works of popular sf ‘nonfiction’ (these under his own name), almost all of them commercial efforts and most of them infused with a black intensity of action that gave even clichéd Sword-And-Sorcery plots something of a mythic intonation. Among the most interesting of these titles was the quasi-fictional Tour of the Universe: The Journey of a Lifetime: The Recorded Diaries of Leio Scott and Caroline Luranski (1980) with Malcolm Edwards, which describes a 26th century tour of the local galaxy.

At the same time, under his own name, Holdstock began to publish sf novels in which he accommodated the mythologizing of his dark fantasies within the frame of ‘normal’ sf worlds. For example in Eye Among the Blind (1976) (in which he explores the interplay between Aliens and alienation), Earthwind (1977) and Where Time Winds Blow (1981) (see below). The later sf approaches fantasy in intensity.

With the publication of Mythago Wood (1984), Holdstock’s two writing directions suddenly and fruitfully converged in a tale whose elaborate proprieties of rationale are driven by narrative energies and an exuberance of language previously most evident, crudely, in his Berserker novels, written as Chris Carlsen. Much expanded from his short 1981 fantasy with the same title, Mythago Wood is a central contribution to late 20th-century fantasy and is dense with fantasy tropes. It is fantasy rather than sf, perhaps because its cognitive premise – that it is possible to construct an ‘engine’ through which one might literally conceive racial archetypes – is much easier to convey in fantasy terms. The frame of the Mythago Cycle, which this tale initiates, is obdurately rational in tone, and the ‘mythagos’ discovered – and transmuted – by the contemporary protagonist are appropriate expressions of what might be called the unconscious tale of the race: they are that tale made animate, and each mythago bears a name or names – and enacts the nature – of those archetypes from whom flow the permutations of that tale. The wood from which they come – like the interior lands for which the protagonists of much British fantasy long – is a classic Little Big heartwood, huger inside than out, and more and more ancient the further one penetrates inwards. In describing this world Holdstock engages in language of a metaphoric density rarely encountered in marketable fiction, and through his language articulates a hard knotty pain of desiderium so many English people feel for an Ur-land that never existed but which seems still to pulse through what remains of the astonishingly dense world of Britain. Mythago Wood won the 1986 World Fantasy Award.

The next volume in the Mythago Cycle, Lavondyss: Journey to an Unknown Region (1988), only increases the intensity of the Chymical Marriage between rational discourse and desiderium or Sehnsucht (a term C. S. Lewis employed to describe the melancholy longing for ‘something that has never actually appeared in our experience’, and by which he meant to designate the impulse behind certain kinds of fantasy). The longing of the protagonists of Lavondyss to enter the ‘unknown region’ – Holdstock’s term here for the wood within (and prior to) the world – is absolute, and it gives the book much of its obdurate potency. ‘Toward the Unknown Region’ (1906) is a choral work by Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872–1958), a composer whose evocations of a longed-for Britain are refreshingly muscular; Holdstock’s citing of this piece of music is therefore heavily loaded (Vaughan Williams himself appears in the novel); and the obdurate Sehnsucht of his music conveys to most listeners what Holdstock at his best conveys: a sense that the Matter of Britain is a Story that can be told.

The title novella in The Bone Forest (1991), and the title novel in Merlin’s Wood: Or, The Vision of Magic (1994), continue the Mythago Cycle in modes closer to conventional fantasy, as do The Hollowing (1993) and Gate of Ivory, Gate of Horn (1997). Holdstock’s further singletons are also fantasy, as is the Merlin Codex sequence. Comprising Celtika (2001), The Iron Grail (2002) and The Broken Kings (2006), the Merlin Codex is a complex and hauntingly surreal reworking of some central motifs from the Mythago Wood tales into a rendering of European mythology as a whole into a kind of temporal labyrinth, with lines of story interweaving through time. The central drama whose ramifications echo through the worlds of the series is the conflict between Jason and Medea, underlier figures who shape the complex epic. The central character, an immortal Merlin, serves as both victim and guide, whose quest for a primordial riven family – Jason’s abducted children – knits the sequence together.

In his last completed book, Avilion (2009), Holdstock returns directly to the central knot of story of Mythago Wood and Lavondyss, continuing the Huxley family tale through deaths and resurrections that amount in the end to a grave-song for England, though the wood continues.

Of the novels reprinted here, Earthwind utters slow but moving hints of the powers of a ‘chthonic’ atavism pulsing deep in the blood of all that lives universe-wide. It is a portrait of a planet colonised by humans, who can scarcely comprehend the multifaceted nature of a world they were not born to. Where Time Winds Blow, the other novel in this volume, is much more complex. On a world riven by literal winds, a conflicted cast is caught up in an ornate narrative which gradually reveals to them some of the plumbings of the structure of time, through which time winds blow, depositing valuable artefacts, which are coveted by all. The stories assembled in In the Valley of the Statues, which is the final volume presented here, includes not only the brilliant novella that became Mythago Wood, but also a trove of stories whose techniques and topics range across Holdstock’s entire career to that point. They are stopping points in the Holdstock geography, they are good places for us to stop.

For a more detailed version of the above, see Robert Holdstock’s author entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: http://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/holdstock_robert_p

Some terms above are capitalised when they would not normally be so rendered; this indicates that the terms represent discrete entries in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.



As one with the knowledge and magic of the source
Attuned to the majesty of music
They marched as one with the earth

Jon Anderson,
The Ancient: Giants Under the Sun




PROLOGUE

Some of them died in the cave, died of cold or of hunger, unable to find the spiritual strength to carry on through the winter. Others died out on the snow-covered plateau as they hauled fragments of the ruined ship into the barren cavern in the middle of this ice wilderness; instinctively they knew that they were high on the side of a mountain. When the snow clouds occasionally dispersed they could see into the distance, and though ice crystals stuck their eyelids together, and made blue-skinned statues of them, they could see the green of the lowlands.

A woman led the way, a woman who had once been important to the group, and who was now just a name. They followed her blindly, those who had decided to leave the remains of the crashed ship. Others stayed behind, secure in the vacant mountain cave, slowly starving.

Those that went had already forgotten what the ship meant to them – they had forgotten what they were and who they were, where they had come from and where they had been going; the blinding, driving snow chased these memories from them, but nothing mattered now, nothing but the green lands below them.

And the pattern in their minds, the bizarre and frightening alien image that began to haunt them …


RITUAL
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‘NO OTHER AUTHOR HAS SO

SUCCESSFULLY CAPTURED THE
MAGIC OF THE WILDWOOD’
MICHAEL MOORCOCK
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