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The Road to Corlay

On the Eve of the Fourth Millennium a slowly-building civilisation, struggling out of the rubble of the Drowning, was crushed beneath the sceptre of a powerful and repressive Church. But, as if in counterpoint, the sound of a magical pipe was heard, and the air was filled with songs of freedom and enlightenment. Then the Boy appeared, bringing the gift of sacrilege, a harbinger of the future – heralding the arrival of the White Bird of Dawning, and with it the coming of a New Age.

A Dream of Kinship

They came to destroy! The treacherous Falcons, uniformed in the black leather tunics of the fanatic Secular Arm, descended on Corlay to burn and kill. Commanded by Lord Constant, ruler of the Seven Kingdoms, they were determined to crush the religious heresy of Kinship. But a new dream rose from the ashes. When four Kinsmen escaped the carnage of their beloved land, each helped to fulfil the miracle that had been foretold: the coming of the Child of the Bride of Time.

A Tapestry of Time

Twenty years have passed since the time of the Boy-piper. Twenty years in which the movement of Kinship has challenged the tyranny of the Church Militant in Britain’s seven island kingdoms. Now a new figure arises: the boy, Tom – perhaps himself imbued with the spirit of the White Bird – wandering Europe in company with the girl, Witchet. But disaster, and the thirst for vengeance, will lead Tom down a perilous path, which will force him to face the possibility of breaking his Vow of Kinship, and challenge him to understand the true nature of the wild White Bird.


Richard Cowper
SF GATEWAY OMNIBUS

PIPER AT THE GATES OF DAWN
THE ROAD TO CORLAY
A DREAM OF KINSHIP
A TAPESTRY OF TIME

[image: image]

www.sfgateway.com



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

Richard Cowper was a pseudonym of UK author John Middleton Murry Jr (1926–2002), son of the famous critic. Cowper also published four non-SF novels as Colin Murry, beginning with The Golden Valley (1958); and as Colin Middleton Murry – Colin being an early nickname, though in later life he preferred to be addressed as John – two autobiographical volumes, One Hand Clapping (1975), which deals mainly with his relationship with his difficult, intense, eccentric father, and Shadows on the Grass (1977).

After working for some years as a teacher, and finding his non-SF novels to be only moderately successful, Murry adopted the Cowper pseudonym for his first SF novel, Breakthrough (1967). Not conventional Genre SF, being more richly characterized and romantic than is usual, its story of ESP and a kind of reverse Reincarnation is sensitively told and given unusual reverberations by its use of a leitmotif from Keats. It remains one of Cowper’s finest works, and its romantic theme – it is a meditation on the power of the mind to sense Parallel Worlds, and upon the flimsiness and limitations of the reality of our own world – crops up often in his novels, sometimes in images of déjà vu; as does its venue, a Near-Future Southern England on the cusp of transformation. These characteristics also feature in many of the short stories assembled in The Custodians (1976) and later collections, the title story being much praised in America and nominated for several awards.

In these works, Cowper clearly takes off from and comments sensitively upon H. G. Wells’s often reiterated conviction that England was so irretrievably muddled that only a radical (perhaps fantastically sudden) transformation could save her in the end; this sense also informs what is generally considered his best singleton, The Twilight of Briareus (1974). In this tale England has been transformed, through a disruption in world weather caused by a supernova explosion, into a snowbound Arcadia; from the same apparent source later come psychic influences which lead to complex interaction between humans and Aliens. The story – like all of Cowper’s best work – is charged with a strange, expectant vibrancy; its explorations of human Perception demonstrate an openness not unlike that described in John Keats’s remarks about ‘negative capability’ – remarks that Cowper has quoted in print. Keats’s plea was for a kind of waiting expectancy of the mind, which should be kept free of preconceptions. Cowper does not usually link telepathy with the idea of the Superman, as is more normally found in US SF uses of the convention; instead, it can be seen in his work as an analogue of ‘negative capability’.

Although the air and style of Cowper’s SF is a long way from traditional Hard SF, it frequently makes use of traditional themes. Kuldesak (1972) deals with an underground Pocket Universe hidden beneath a Post-Holocaust Ruined Earth, and one man who finds the surface against the will of an all-powerful Computer. Clone (1972), which saw Cowper’s first real breakthrough into the US market, is an amusing near-future Satire. Time Out of Mind (1973), like the earlier Domino (1971), rather mechanically applies Psi Powers to thriller-like plots involving Time Travel and the rescue of a future UK from the totalitarian implications of the twentieth century. Worlds Apart (1974) is a not wholly successful comedy, burlesquing several SF Clichés in a story of an alien world on which an SF novel is being written about Urth, while back on Earth an SF writer writes about the alien world. Profundis (1979) places Cowper’s now-expected mild-mannered telepathic Christ-figure Under the Sea in a huge submarine which has survived nuclear holocaust and is being led around the world by dolphins anxious to keep human violence at bay. Cowper conducted his writing career with very considerable reticence and dignity, and seems to have felt that after publishing his Corlay sequence between 1976 and 1982 (see below) he had said what he had wished to say about the fate of Britain, for he wrote little more, with the exception of Shades of Darkness (1986), an elegiac ghost story. In a surprisingly large number of memorable tales, which Corlay climaxes but does not eclipse, he did though accomplish what seems to have been his goal: to address the Matter of Britain; to speak with quiet but unswerving eloquence about the way we are going to live tomorrow.

There can be no doubt, all the same, that Cowper rightly remains best known for his Corlay sequence, which comprises ‘Piper at the Gates of Dawn’ (1976), The Road to Corlay (1978), A Dream of Kinship (1981) and A Tapestry of Time (1982), and which is presented here in its entirety. The essential parts of the sequence take place in a warmly depicted Ruined Earth England, a thousand years after changing sea-levels have inundated much of the South-West, creating an archipelago-like venue which hearkens back to Richard Jefferies’s After London, or Wild England (1885), and which also clearly resembles the West Country featured in Christopher Priest’s coeval A Dream of Wessex (1977). (Cowper could not of course have known how rapidly, in the twenty-first century, parts of England would already be facing inundation.) In this land, an oppressive theocracy is threatened by the solace offered through a young lad’s redemptive visions of a new Religion, whose emblem is the White Bird of Kinship. Throughout, a sweet serenity of image and storytelling instinct – Cowper has always been a gripping teller of tales – transfigure the epic of his hero’s life in this drowned England into a clement vision of an England redeemed, and at peace. It is a vision which catches the heart.

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

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.
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Among the twenty-two books which comprise the Avian Apocrypha, the one which has been called by certain scholars ‘Old Peter’s Tale’ and by others ‘The Book of Gyre,’ has always occupied a place somewhat apart from the rest.

Recent close textual and stylistic analysis by Professor P. J. Hollins and others would appear to have confirmed the presence of no fewer than three distinct contributing hands, at least two of which have been confidently identified with the anonymous authors of ‘The Book of Morfedd’ and ‘Orgen’s Dream.’

In electing to offer to a wider public this new version compiled from the three earliest extant manuscripts I have purposely eschewed the two titles by which the work is generally familiar and have chosen instead that under which the story appears in the ‘Carlisle m.s.’ (circa AD 3300).

 

R.J.C.
St Malcolm’s College,
Oxford.
June, 3798.
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