
 

 

Discovery Practice Essay Official 
 
Epistemological discoveries about the operation of social and spiritual superstructures in our 
world, and the complexities of character in the sense of tyranny and empathy invoke 
emotional and intellectual responses which catalyse us to renegotiate our deliberation on the 
future. The Tempest (1611), written in Shakespeare’s late-style, is theoretically considered 
William Shakespeare’s last play, and if this is to be, the celebrated composer departs the 
theatre with extraordinary and ambitious didacticism. The Tempest thrusts its characters and 
audience into a renegotiation of their understanding of governance and the sociocultural 
construction of political hierarchies through the almost literal deconstruction of theses 
hierarchies upon the island, which spoke to the usurper of the English throne at the time, 
James I, and the future of English politics. Ran (1985) directed by critically acclaimed 
composer Akira Kurosawa, is widely believed, too, to be its creator’s last film in that it 
exemplifies his final examination of the genre which he knew best, the samurai epic, before 
his industry deemed it obsolete. In a film which reverberates anxieties about the future of 
Japan, Kurosawa’s awareness of spectatorship allows for a soteriological meditation on the 
interplay of deities within the discourse of humanity, and the emotional responses invoked 
within the individual by the discovery of that destructive discourse lying within oneself. 

 
Great chains of being theorized by Aristotle and Plato are destabilized in a tempestuous 
disruption to the stringent political echelons of the Jacobean Era in The Tempest, dismantled 
to reveal the innate fallibility which permeates those edifices. The Tempest criticizes 
anthropocentric thought in its stripping of political capital, “What cares these roarers for the 
name of King?” one boatswain asks. It is the ship whereupon death becomes the equalizer 
by the hand of nature, and King and sailor can be drowned by the same storm. Instruments 
of the natural and spiritual world mock the court and satirize their easy disempowerment 
through the metonym of the banquet, an exquisite display of wealth and indulgence, and the 
taking away of it, suggesting the vulnerability of authority structures to the divine. 
Shakespeare’s awareness of the political milieu in which he wrote does nothing to tax The 
Tempest of didactics, speaking almost directly to James I. The monarch was, much alike 
Prospero, searching for an appropriate suitor to marry his daughter Elizabeth to, and the 
paratextual King’s future political machinations can be seen reflected in the metaphor of the 
chess game played by Miranda and Ferdinand. A game of rational decision, the image of the 
two youth represents a necessity for careful and considered governance exemplified by 
Prospero and James II’s youthful successors. Speculation about future political possibilities 
comes after characters have intellectually discovered the susceptibility of humanity and its 
contrived hierarchy to nature. In his final play, Shakespeare wishes for those in power to 
govern with sensibility, and a sensitivity to the constructed nature of our world after his 
departure from the stage.  
 
Conceived from a director who a decade before the film’s inception attempted to end his life, 
Ran is dashed with nihilistic intonations that, unlike The Tempest, insinuates the inability for 
deities to soteriologically intervene in life which ultimately leaves us susceptible to our own 
destruction. The film closes with Tsurumaru, a blind boy clutching onto the image of Amida 
Buddha to “protect” him as he stands atop a precipice at midnight alone. He accidentally lets 
the image of the deity fall to the depths of the abyss, and the true hopelessness of his 
position then is underscored by three progressive close ups. Ran reminds us of the 
powerlessness of the divine in human conflict and our constant teetering position upon the 
threshold of self destruction, personified by Tsurumaru who is so close to his demise yet 
inherently unaware. This final image is representative of the film’s paratextual angst and 
speculation about Japan’s future, produced within the post-Hiroshima period when religious 
divinities such as Kami belonging to Shintoism were undermined by the sudden introduction 
of the nuclear weapon. As we witness a gruesome bedlam unfold when Taro and Jiro’s 
forces ambush the final castle, Kurosawa removes all diegetic sound from the sequence and 



 

 

superimposes a phantasmagorical piece of music which positions the audience as literally 
deaf to the destruction. One soldier cries, “They see us killing each other… they can’t save 
us from ourselves,” in reference to deities, yet in this moment, Kurosawa thrusts audiences 
into the eye of God where ‘they’ becomes the viewer. We, as does God, stands to watch 
humanity within Ran destroy itself without the literal means to intervene. The process of 
intellectually discovering the unlikelihood of salvation by God is one of bloodshed in Ran.   

 
Despite these two epitomic texts being created within culturally and historically dissonant 
milieus, the titular implications created by the words ‘ran’ (Japanese for ‘turmoil’) and 
‘tempest’ suggest one trans-cultural thing: chaos. The representation of this universal human 
chaos within Ran and The Tempest is catalysed by the tyrannical Prospero and Hidetora, 
who both emotionally confront the megalomania within themselves. Prospero’s continual 
investment in the past serves to decorate his thirst for revenge; “the present business which 
now’s upon’s; without the which, this story were most impertinent,” as he justifies his anger 
for the court with memory. The realization of his own destruction and selfishness mimicking 
that of the betrayal which dispossessed him is underscored in, “this thing of darkness, I 
acknowledge mine,” in reference to Caliban. Prospero’s acknowledgement of the duality of 
light and ‘darkness’ within himself reflects the wider didactics of the play: that humanity too 
must acknowledge its own emotional hamartias onwards, “the rarer action” of humanity 
being “in virtue, than in vengeance.” Hidetora engages in a readjustment of his moral basing 
similar to Prospero’s through confrontations of his past. Hidetora meets Tsurumaru, who he 
gouged the eyes of during his ascension to power and who welcomes him with “hospitality of 
the heart,” and he ‘shelters’ within “the very ruins of the castle [he] burned,” when fleeing his 
sons conflicts. These confrontations are emotionally distressing and send Hidetora into 
madness, “I have no face to show you,” but they invoke the realization that his identity, or 
‘face’, has been defined by his legacy of cruelties for so long, which have manifested within 
his sons.  

 
At once, The Tempest and Ran come to antithetical conclusions about the weight of 
supernatural power within human dialectics, one disputing humanity’s vulnerability as the 
product of God, whilst the other says it is a product of His (or Her’s) absence. However, both 
texts suggest that the future is not bound to a set fate; what we do today may yet define us 
tomorrow. We must be continuous in our intellectual and emotional renegotiations if we are 
to cultivate and carry sensibility and benevolence into the political future. Otherwise, we may 
find ourselves, as Fitzgerald articulates so well, being, “borne back ceaselessly into the 
past,” (The Great Gatsby) 

 


