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A Cinematic Succession
Jacob was thinking about getting up, but his eyes remained closed. 
Because, the last time he looked, a one-eyed, bull-headed guy, with the body of a griffin (lion-mixed-up-with-an-eagle) sat in the corner of the room and had been staring intently at him.
“Fuckin’ Ray Harryhausen’s[footnoteRef:1] cheese dream better not still be there or I’m gonna complain about these med’s”, he shouted, in the hope of scaring the thing away, which hadn’t worked before, or attracting the attention of that nurse with the soft warm hands who he had developed a fondness for. [1:  American-British animator and creator of special effects. Inventor of “Dynamation” – a form of stop motion model animation that successfully, for its time, integrated live action footage with model animation.] 

How does Jacob know that the creature waiting, intently, in the corner of his hospital room is male? Well, it’s probably a trial to put on pants when you have a lion’s tail and eagle-clawed front legs, and sitting on its considerable rump, legs splayed to balance the enormous golden-feathered wings that spread out against the pastel green walls, its masculinity, and intention, was clearly visible.
“I see how Ray used up all his extra plasticine, big fella”, Jacob had sniggered, the first time Stanley had appeared there. Yes, Jacob had, in the weeks that followed, given the thing a name. Growing up, Stanley Klein had been the neighbourhood pervert, sitting in a faded striped deck chair on the fire escape of the building opposite and exposing himself to Jacob, his sister, and any of the other kids on the block who were inclined to look up when he whistled at them.
Anyway, Jacob had a plan, that he had been using the long, sleepless, nights to formulate and, this morning, he was ready to share it with Barbera. Sort out, once and for all, what was to be done with his empire. OK, their empire.
Jacob and Barbera Steinman had emigrated to London in early 1963. The Cuban Missile Crisis had been sending terrifying ripples through Communist activist circles since the previous October and, with their first child on the way, they had decided to flee to Europe, the mythical land, from where their grandparents had escaped poverty and persecution.
Childhood sweethearts. Variety magazine articles and interviews had always referred to them as “childhood sweethearts”. It was far from true but had served them well. The fact was that, in order to get back to the relative safety of his block from the Solomon Schecter High School of New York, young Jacob used to run for his life through the Italian neighbourhood that Barbera Benedetti was growing up in.
“I had the standard you-killed-our-saviour childhood, living where I did”, Jacob used to tell people.
One day as her younger brothers were going about beating the shit out of him again, Barbera had stepped in, saved his pimply ass, because he was kind of cute, and so fucking grateful; so, she took it on herself to task her siblings with escorting him home on a daily basis. She was scary then, she is scary now, and any empire that they had made was a result of her deciding to drag Jacob across the Atlantic, and her determination, brains, beauty, and a cold dead-eyed stare that she’d inherited from her Sicilian female ancestors. 
Jacob loved her more than he had ever dared express, and no amount of cocaine, Valium and Johnny Walker Black Label scotch whisky – and fuck, there had been more than anyone could ever imagine it was possible to snort, slurp or gulp down – could ever erase the fact that he felt he owed her his life and only hung on for her sake. Oh, and the kids. Their four London-born children. Their kids are idiots, and that is why he had been formulating his plan. The succession.
Ezekiel, the eldest, a forty year-old manchild, who’d inherited his mother’s leonine good looks and everything his father hated about himself, was expecting to take over the arthouse cinemas and lefty foreign language film distribution business his mother had worked so hard to create. Everyone knew that the guy couldn’t find his ass with both hands, but Barbera loved him, would kill for him – something Zekes’ blonde, green eyed Polish wife Agnieszka[footnoteRef:2] was abundantly clear on – and prized him over her other two sons, and her disrespectful plump over-confident daughter.  [2:  Agnieszka is the Polish version of Agnes, derived from the ancient Greek “hagnos,” meaning “pure or chaste,” and “agnus,” meaning “lamb.”] 

Yeah, and don’t call him Zekes when Barb’s around, or even in the same building, because she’ll know. I can’t tell you how, but she will, and you’ll be sorry. Future generations of your family will also know that sorrow, for which there can be no pardon or redemption gained. Fucking scary woman, like I said.
Jacob had been plotting, however. His coke addled, alcoholic, untranquilised thoughts had churned and swirled and, although he’d never quite grasped what Barbera’s dark mutterings about being between Scylla and Charybdis[footnoteRef:3] meant, he was pretty sure his plan was foolproof. [3:  An idiom, derived from Greek mythology, that advises choosing the lesser of two evils.] 

Richard had been his first choice for promotion. Richard Wrigley, a Somersetian, cricket loving, amphetamine fuelled, former anarchist turned anarcho-capitalist, who had been nurtured and encouraged by Jacob, to the best of his abilities, and was ready to take the step up from General Manager to run the whole business. To Jacob’s astonishment, Richard had declined the offer. An offer made at three in the morning, in the managers’ office of one of the cinemas, as Richard was trying to cash up after a late night double bill of Apocalypse Now and The Deerhunter. Trying to work out how much the minimum waged staff – his former friends – had stolen, and how best to cover it up. Jacob’s offer had been made while shaking Richard by the shoulders. His sweaty palms soaking through the t-shirt. The round, wire-framed spectacles that had become dislodged by Jacob’s furious scratching, trying to find words to express his vision for the future, frantically swung from his left ear. Coke sweat dancing on his top lip, and the whisky fumes belching forth.
Richard’s resignation letter, and refusal to work a notice period, mentioned how he was “no longer willing to be called a cocksuckin’ mother-humper, on a daily basis, by my employer”. Surely that can’t be it? Jacob had been like a father to him. Christ! But taking that job at the British Film Institute was unforgivable, so Jacob had come up with a better idea.
He was going to give the job to Dennis. Dennis Oag. Jacob’s successor-in-waiting. A gay South African entrepreneurial scheming workaholic. Dennis ran a transvestite members only bar in Earl’s Court, two restaurants in Camden Town, and the projectionists at the cinemas.
“A man after my own heart”, Jacob mused. 
Should have thought of that first, of course, but he hadn’t been thinking too clearly since the fall down the stairs at home that had put him in this hospital. Not been at his sharpest. The morphine, nice though it was, was dulling his instincts. A few lines of coke and four fingers of Johnny Walker would have put things into perspective. Never mind. He’d got there in the end.
Jacob could hear the monster in the corner of his room snoring.
“Wait ‘til Barbera get’s here”, he grinned happily. “We’ll retire to Cuba, and I’ll finish my novel. It’ll be fuckin’ great. Jacob has a plan, asshole!”
---:---
Barbera gently shook her son’s shoulder to wake him from his vigil. Ezekiel slept sprawled over the bright yellow armchair in the corner of his father’s private hospital room, as he had done every night since Jacob’s stroke. She gazed adoringly and her boy. The beam of his mother’s gaze warmed him, surging through him, as he shook his head to loosen his neck and clear the fog of his befuddled dreams. His first conscious thought, before opening his eyes, was the delicious scent of the quadruple espresso his mother was holding.
“Bad night, tesoro?[footnoteRef:4]” she murmured, gently sweeping his jet black hair from his eyes, so she could see his loving gaze, blinking back into wakefulness. [4:  Italian endearment, meaning treasure.] 

“Don’ know”, Ezekiel mumbled. “Pretty sure he yelled Fuck Off Stanley, at some point, but he seemed to be looking straight at me? I think he’s in pain.”
“The doctor’s said he might appear lucid at times, but you saw the brain scan, stellina[footnoteRef:5], and we both know that he doesn’t have long, so it’s good that you spend your nights here. I’m sure he appreciates your presence, even though, God knows he’d struggle to express it.” [5:  Italian endearment, typically reserved for children, meaning little star.] 

Barbera rested the back of her hand on Ezekiel’s cheek. Gently rubbing to erase the indentations of the chair’s upholstery, her hand slipping down to pick at the crusted drool on his chin with her burgundy varnished talons, while talking about her husband as if he was already dead.
“But angioletto[footnoteRef:6]”, she continued, “you have a job to do and, now that you’ve sacked Richard and Dennis, those baciannicchiu[footnoteRef:7], the business needs you more than ever and I’ll be there to hold your hand, so up and ‘at ‘em, huh?” [6:  Italian endearment, diminution of angelo, meaning angel. Used to show affection or tenderness to a child or pet.]  [7:  Vulgar Sicilian slang meaning stupid, or idiot. Etymology – from baciari (to kiss) + nicchiu (pussy, cunt, twat).] 

Ezekiel knew better than to argue.


Critical Commentary on “A Cinematic Succession”
My response to the Myth and Mythology module is a short work of fiction, inspired by the Chinese “Sage-Heir” myth. The basis of this myth concerns Emperor Yao, whose son Dan Zhu is an idiot and unworthy of succeeding him as emperor. Having been refused by Xu You, his first choice as a suitable successor, Yao appoints Shun as the next emperor.
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The three slides from Thomas Jansen’s lecture that, initially, inspired this piece.

Unlike classical Greek and Roman mythology, there is no single source that outlines all aspects of the story. Instead, multiple references to incidents, written across a wide timespan, each used to illustrate that writer’s point, shed light on the purpose of the myth, and why it has endured. As Sarah Allen says, “Ancient Chinese literature contains few myths in the traditional sense of stories of the supernatural, but much history.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Sarah Allen, The Heir and the Sage, Dynastic Legend in Early China (New York: State University of New York Press, 2016), p. XIII] 


These characters struck me as having timeless relevance and I chose to reimagine the tale in a late Twentieth Century London setting, using the short story form. This allows me to establish the characters’ back story, and develop the environment that we encounter them in, and gives me the opportunity to add my own twist, at the end.
[image: A statue of a creature with a bow and tail

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]This module also covered classical mythology. Tales that I am very familiar with and was first introduced to by the animation work of Ray Harryhausen. Particularly, Jason and the Argonauts, and I still visualise these myths through the lens of his Dynamation process.
I set out to tell the story from the point of view of the emperor character, who I based on a former employer (I was a supervising manager of an arthouse cinema in London in the 1980s), but with the intention of referencing, and incorporating elements of, classical Greek and Roman myths.

Medusa model from Clash of the Titans, c.1979 by Ray 
Harryhausen. Photography: Sam Drake (National Galleries
of Scotland)

I did this by making the empress, of whom, of course, there is no mention in the myth, Italian. Particularly, Sicilian. This, along with the central characters’ involvement with the film industry, allows me to blend classical mythology into the story.

At the heart of my telling of the story is the hallucinations of a bed-ridden, semi-comatose, stroke patient. 

I was the full-time carer for a stroke victim, and subsequent dementia sufferer, for seven years. I saw how vivid, how utterly real, the hallucinations they lived with are, when the brain is so torn apart by disease, yet how the human spirit adapts to this new environment and life continues. Not a happy and fulfilling life, in the context of what had gone before, and has been lost forever; but a life that loops, where new rules apply then change, strange things abound, and personal victories still happen. Almost always imperceptible to anyone looking on, and impossible to express coherently, but an inner life persists. For Jacob, the beast he calls Stanley is real, his solution to his perceived dilemma, and the future with Barbera – living in Cuba and finishing the novel – will happen. Many times.
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Ruler and Refuser

A man who accepted all-under-heaven and was yet a man of
worth is Shun. ... A man who refused it and was yet a man of
worth is Xu You.

RZEMEBEEFFD. . . REFMEZEZFFEHT (Lushi chunqgiu
18/14a)

Shun and Xu You were both sages, although their conduct was
different.

s F BT M EES (Huainanzi 20/7a)
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Sage and the Heir

Yao had Dan Zhu; and Shun had Shang Jun; Qi had the Wu Guan; the Shang had Tai
Jia; Wu Wang had Guan and Cai. Those punished by these five rulers were all related
to them as father to son or younger to elder brother.

EERAMEERIIEE L RENFRITEERAT 2T
e B R Z Rt (Hanfeizi 17/8a)

Yao had ten sons; he did not give [the throne] to his sons, but bestowed it on Shun.

ZEF T AAEEFMITSE (Lushi chungiu 1/11b)

Yao and Shun were virtuous rulers. They both made men of worth their successors
and were unwilling to give [the throne] to their descendants.

ZRETFHE I BEAEZASEEFZ (Lushi chungiu 3/11a)
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