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    Patricia Highsmith was an American novelist and short-story writer. She would become best known for her series of taut suspense novels, collectively referred to as the Ripliad, focusing on the criminal antics of the indomitable Tom Ripley, beginning with The Talented Mr Ripley (1955) and concluding with Ripley Under Water (1991). Highsmith’s 1952 novel The Price of Salt, initially published under a pseudonym, would also come to be known as one of the first lesbian novels with a happy ending, and was re-published under Highsmith’s real name in 1990 as Carol. Many of her works have been adapted for stage, screen and radio, most famously by Alfred Hitchcock (British film director, 1899-1980) in his 1951 film of Strangers on a Train starring Farley Granger (American actor, 1925-2011). Although Highsmith enjoyed a long and successful career as a fiction writer until her death from lung cancer in 1995, her early novels of the 1950s remain her most respected, and are still widely read to this day.

  


  
    THE TALENTED MR RIPLEY


    PATRICIA HIGHSMITH’S MASTER-CLASS IN NAIL-BITING SUSPENSE


    
      	Genre: thriller


      	Reference edition: Highsmith, P. (1999) The Talented Mr Ripley. London: Vintage.


      	1st edition: 1955


      	Themes: murder, obsession, identity, love triangles, sexuality

    


    The Talented Mr Ripley was Patricia Highsmith’s third novel. Published in 1955, it spawned four sequels based around the same eponymous protagonist, and in 1999 was adapted into a film of the same name starring Matt Damon (American actor, born in1970) and Jude Law (British actor, born in1972). The narrative follows the criminal machinations of Tom Ripley, an eccentric outcast who murders his friend, Dickie Greenleaf, and proceeds to steal his identity. Living and moving through Italy as Dickie, and with the propulsion of Dickie’s bank account, Tom must out-manoeuvre the police and confound the efforts of Dickie’s sweetheart, Marge, to find out what happened to him. Following the dictates of the moment, Tom must switch back and forth between identities, now Dickie, now Tom, depending on who is asking. Finally, in the interests of self-preservation, Tom must give up his new and favoured identity, and return to being Tom Ripley.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    NEW YORK CITY


    At the beginning of the novel, Tom Ripley is living as a small-time conman in New York City. While out one night, Tom is approached in a bar by Herbert Greenleaf, a middle-aged shipping magnate who recognises Tom as one of his son Dickie’s acquaintances. Believing Tom and Dickie to be close friends, Herbert confides in Tom that Dickie is refusing to return home from Italy, where he is living as an artist. Herbert’s wife, Dickie’s mother, is very ill, and Herbert wants his son to take over the family business. Herbert proposes that if Tom were willing to go out to Italy, for the purpose of persuading Dickie back, the Greenleafs would cover all his costs. In actual fact, Tom Ripley barely knows Dickie Greenleaf, and has only met him once at a party. Nevertheless, Herbert’s offer of a free trip to Italy intrigues him.


    The next evening, Tom has dinner with the Greenleafs at their house, and invents a rich and entirely fabricated history for himself, in which he attended Princeton and is now working in advertising. He accepts the task of bringing Dickie back, along with the offered funds, and despite himself is moved by the parents’ devotion to their son.


    Tom makes his preparations and sets sail on a ship to Europe.


    MONGIBELLO


    Tom arrives in the small seaside town of Mongibello; he finds Dickie and Dickie’s close friend Marge bathing on the beach, and pretends to meet them by chance. Dickie can barely remember ever meeting Tom, and is deeply irked when Tom alludes to his parents and their desire for his return. The three of them have lunch together, and although everyone remains civil, Dickie is clearly unimpressed at Tom’s intrusion.


    Tom regroups after this first setback, and a few days later invites Dickie to his hotel. He reveals more to Dickie about his deal with Herbert, including the fact that Herbert is paying Tom’s way. Dickie is amused, both at his parents’ desperation and at Tom’s opportunism in accepting their offer. Tom and Dickie are strangely bonded by this: they suddenly become firm friends. They decide to take a trip to Naples together, and Dickie invites Tom to move in with him.


    Tom’s interest in Dickie is obsessive, and no longer has anything to do with the wishes of the older Greenleafs. He is quick to sideline Marge, arranging for them to take their trip to Naples while she is unavailable. On their way there, Tom and Dickie bump into an American friend of Dickie’s, Freddie Miles, who Tom immediately takes against. Tom and Dickie’s gentle day out in Naples soon turns into a 24-hour bender around Rome, where they have dinner, take in a show and get uproariously drunk.


    Tom is perfectly satisfied with his and Dickie’s life in Mongibello, while Marge grows increasingly jealous and frosty. Dickie finally becomes concerned and goes to see her, and Tom, following secretly, spies them kissing through Marge’s window. Infuriated, Tom goes back to Dickie’s house and dresses up entirely in his friend’s clothes, mimicking and miming Dickie in the mirror. Dickie enters, and hits Tom with the accusation that Marge believes he is ‘queer’, which Tom strenuously denies.


    Tom and Dickie continue to live together, but Tom can feel their friendship slipping. Herbert’s funds will soon run out, and Dickie seems fixed on staying in Mongibello with Marge. Dickie shoots down Tom’s idea of going to Paris, but finally agrees on a short trip to San Remo.


    SAN REMO


    Dickie and Tom take the train up to San Remo, stopping at Cannes on the way. The trip is a bitter one for Tom, as he can feel that Dickie has already checked out: he has chosen Marge over him, and there will be no more trips like this one. By degrees, Tom hatches a plan to murder Dickie and steal his identity. Once in San Remo, the pair rent a motor boat and sail it away from the shore. Finally, after getting Dickie to slow the motor, Tom hits him over the head with an oar and beats him to death. He steals Dickie’s rings and a cologne bottle he had purchased for Marge, before throwing the weighted body overboard. In doing this, however, he trips the motor and falls overboard himself. Terrified of water, Tom very nearly drowns before managing to turn off the motor and clamber back into the boat. He takes the boat to a nearby cove, where he weighs it down with stones to sink it, and then comes ashore himself: a new man.


    ROME


    With the blood cleaned from his clothes, Tom returns to Mongibello to collect Dickie’s things. He presents Marge with the bottle of cologne and tells her that Dickie has decided to move to Rome indefinitely, with the instructions that Tom pack up and send on his things. Marge is deeply alarmed, and fears that Dickie and Tom mean to live together there. She soon receives a letter from Dickie (forged by Tom) which says that he needs some time away from her.


    Having reached Rome, Tom sets about impersonating Dickie and imitating his mannerisms. He takes up Dickie’s correspondence keenly, writing letters to Herbert and reading Marge’s letters to Dickie, in which she denounces Tom Ripley. He travels to Paris, and on the way back to Rome stops in Lyon, Arles, Marseille, Cannes, Nice, and Monte Carlo. He is living it up, and finally feels happy as Dickie.


    Just as Tom is preparing for a trip to Spain, there is a knock on his door: it is Dickie’s old friend, Freddie Miles. Tom immediately switches back into Tom Ripley mode, telling Freddie that he is only visiting Dickie himself, and that Dickie is just having lunch at a restaurant down the road. Freddie remains suspicious, but goes back downstairs. Tom overhears Freddie speaking with the landlady, who insists that Mr Greenleaf is in his room. Freddie heads up again, and as he enters, Tom hits him with an ashtray and kills him. Later that night, Tom carries the body downstairs and out the front door, supporting it as if he were carrying a drunken passed-out friend. He puts the body in Freddie’s car and drives out to a quiet cemetery, where he leaves the dead man, after filching his wallet, before parking the car outside a nightclub.


    The next day Tom is phoned by the police, who have found the body and wish to speak with him, believing him to be Dickie. They question him about when he last saw Freddie Miles, which he says was around five or six o’clock the previous evening. He also reads an item in the newspaper about a bloodstained boat discovered just outside San Remo.


    The police speak to him again the next day, this time asking about the potential disappearance of Tom Ripley. Tom, as Dickie, assures them that he saw Tom once in Rome, after the San Remo trip. He obtains their permission to travel to Palermo, and is spurred on in his journey southwards by news of Marge’s arrival in Rome.


    PALERMO


    Tom arrives in Palermo anxious that he might have been found out, but he manages to install himself in a hotel without any problems. He has a quiet, solitary week in Palermo, slowly coming to terms with the unwelcome fact that he must give up Dickie’s identity and become Tom Ripley again. He sends his things on to Venice and decides to buy a car, pretending that Tom Ripley has been travelling in Italy by himself for the past few months, without hearing any of the recent news.


    VENICE


    Once in Venice, Tom presents himself to the police as Tom Ripley, even fooling a Roman police tenente who had met him once before as Dickie. He implies that Dickie and Freddie were both in love with Marge, thus providing the police with a potential motive.


    Tom continues life in Venice, forging a will which leaves Dickie’s estate to himself, and writing to Herbert in a letter that he fears Dickie has taken his own life. Marge finally visits him and the two spend an evening together in which she questions him about Dickie’s feelings towards her. Herbert arrives the next day and announces that he has hired a private eye to help track down Dickie. Tom plays the supportive and caring friend, while again implying that he suspects that Dickie has committed suicide.


    While staying with Tom, Marge discovers a box containing Dickie’s rings. Confronted with them, Tom improvises the lie that Dickie gave them to him for safekeeping. At this moment, Marge seems suddenly ready to believe that Dickie really did take his own life.


    Finally confident that neither Marge nor Herbert, nor Herbert’s private investigator, are on his trail, Tom feels confident enough to mail Dickie’s forged will to Herbert. But as he prepares to leave Venice for Greece, Tom hears news that Dickie’s trunks have been discovered in Venice, at the American Express. Certain now that his fingerprints on Dickie’s luggage will catch him out, he boards the boat to Greece, fully expecting to be met by police upon disembarking. There are policemen waiting on the pier in Greece, but they are not there for him. He reads in the newspaper that the fingerprints from the luggage were matched to those in Dickie’s apartment in Rome: they are therefore ostensibly Dickie’s. He also receives word from Herbert Greenleaf, who means to honour the contents of Dickie’s will and forward Tom the money.
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