
 

 

How has your understanding of ambition and identity been informed by exploring the 

connections between Richard III and Looking for Richard? 

 
Ambition and identity are two contextually transcendent facets of the human condition. This becomes 

apparent through the comparison of Shakespeare’s King Richard III (RIII) and Al Pacino’s “Looking 

For Richard” (LFR) as both texts explore the dynamics of ego, villainy, self-identity and 

representation of gender, yet are structurally, technically and contextually unalike. RIII is an English 

play from the late sixteenth century written for the stage, whereas LFR takes the form of an American 

docudrama which reshapes these core values of RIII in a modern setting. My understanding of RIII is 

also supported by Dr. Ian Frederick Moulton’s paper “‘A Monster Great Deformed’: The Unruly 

Masculinity of RIII.” 

 

One aspect of identity employed by Richard to achieve his ambitions is gender identity. Richard’s 

own masculinity is exhibited as he indulges in a hubristic soliloquy after ‘winning’ Lady Anne: “Was 

ever woman in this humour wooed? Was ever woman in this humour won?” Anaphora and rhetorical 

questioning emphasises Richard’s growing ego and hypermasculine disregard of women. Richard 

further displays his masculine identity by feigning feminine vulnerability – using gender identity and 

the personification of ‘beauty’ as a means of manipulation: “Nay, do not pause, for I did kill King 

Henry, but ‘twas thy beauty that provokèd me.” Moulton expands on this, “By offering Anne his 

sword, [Richard] stages a calculated (and illusory) gender reversal”.  In LFR, director Al Pacino 

deliberately selects specific scenes from RIII to assess the relevance of Shakespeare in twenty first 

century America. In doing so, Pacino informs the audience of his own personal understandings of 

ambition and identity. For example, during Pacino’s portrayal of the scene with Lady Anne, 

chiaroscuro lighting casts shadow over one side of Richard’s face – a representation of the facade he 

chooses to present. As soon as he completes his Machiavellian task, the audience sees for the first 

time in that scene Richard’s true self and, symbolically, his fully illuminated face. By featuring this 

scene in his docudrama, Al Pacino acknowledges gender identity as important to his “quest”: “to 

communicate how I feel about Shakespeare to other people.” 

 

Feminine identity is also important in the ambitious struggles of RIII. Women’s strength is epitomised 

in their choric ability to detect feelings and motives, and to foresee the actions of those around them. 

Queen Elizabeth is aware of her reliance on men – “If he were dead, what would betide on me?” – but 

she is also aware of Richard’s malevolence and duplicity – “Richard Gloucester, a man that loves not 

me nor none of you.” This aspect of feminine identity poses a threat to the ambitions of Richard and 

plays a major role in his downfall. Moulton concurs: “In his relentless pursuit of power, however, not 

even so great a misogynist as Richard can afford to ignore women… women are crucial to male 

power.” This is explicitly reshaped in the context of LFR through actuality, when the cast take part in 

a reading of RIII. Frederic Kimball expresses his opinion of Queen Elizabeth in relation to the other 

female characters: “They’re trying to soothe her because she is an hysteric… I think it strengthens the 

incompetence of the others.” Kimball, however, is then opposed by Penelope Allen (who plays Queen 

Elizabeth): “But why should they be incompetent?” Allen argues that, since the women are at odds 

with Richard, their competence would increase the magnitude of his villainous ambitions: “By 

diminishing their importance, you diminish [Richard’s] actions.” This dialogue, conjoined by rapid 

pans, demonstrates how feminine identity in RIII can be interpreted differently by the modern-day 

actor compared to the modern-day actress. This has informed my understanding of it too: that female 

power and Richard’s struggle for power form an equilibrium in which an increase in one factor will 

boost the other. Hence, in the absence of a strong feminine identity, Richard’s ambitions become 

trivial. 

 

 

 

Another value portrayed in RIII that is reshaped in LFR is physical identity, which also influences 

ambition. Often in RIII, Richard is slandered for his deformity and, through metaphor and animalistic 

imagery, it becomes allegorical of his villainy. He is described as a “Lump of foul deformity”, a 



 

 

"Poisonous bunchback'd toad" and an "Elvish-mark'd, abortive, rooting hog!" (a dishonouring of his 

family emblem). This raises the question of whether Richard is “determinèd to prove a villain” due to 

this lack of love and acceptance, or whether his deformity is simply an excuse to conceal his 

intrinsically evil ambitions – an expression of his villainy. Moulton supports the latter: “Richard 

believes his deformity set him apart from others, but instead it is his aggressively masculine 

singularity that constitutes his monstrosity.” Parallels can be drawn here between Richard Gloucester 

and Al Pacino. Al Pacino is a highly acclaimed actor and, like Richard, has a strong sense of self-

identity (ego). “What, I need a per-? Why do I need a permit?” He asks the camera with a demanding 

gaze as his crew are told off by police for filming. Pacino is also American, which is often considered 

to be a handicap when it comes to performing Shakespeare. This is demonstrated in LFR through the 

juxtaposition of scholarly interviews with British academics surrounded by bookshelves and New 

York vox pops in which most respondents are ignorant of Shakespeare. One who did seem to have an 

understanding of Shakespeare admitted “an American audience gets intimidated” when they hear 

names like “Hamlet” or “Shakespeare”. Both Richard’s identity as an invalid and Pacino’s identity as 

an American make their respective goals more difficult to achieve, thus affecting the level of their 

ambition required for success. 

 

In conclusion, my understanding of ambition and identity has been greatly informed through the 

analysis and comparison of RIII and LFR. I have found that a fundamental dynamic exists between 

masculine, feminine and physical identity, and power, villainy and ambition, which shifts based on 

contextual factors. By comparing the two texts, therefore, I have gained a deeper understanding of this 

dynamic and, hence, a deeper understanding how human nature was explored by Shakespeare. 


