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Will the Real Mr. Ripley Please Standup?

During the 1970’s there was a popular TV game show called “To Tell the Truth”.  This game show featured 3 panelists all pretending to be the same person.  The contestant was required to guess which panelist was telling the truth.  Reading the book “The Talented Mr. Ripley” the reader is required to figure out whom the real Mr. Ripley is.  The author, Patricia Highsmith, wrote the character of Tom as a very complex individual that played many roles:  the Tom who was concerned as how he was seen by others, the Tom who is a murderer, the Tom playing the role as Dickie Greenleaf, the Tom who was never satisfied as Thomas Ripley, and the Tom who was always looking over his shoulder for the authorities.  I believe that the character of Tom couldn’t have completed everything in this story unless he had all of these roles just waiting for their opportune time to emerge.

It is quite difficult to separate the different roles of Thomas Ripley, he often played a role to be seen by others.  While onboard the ship to Europe, “he began to play a role on the ship, that of a serious young man with a serious job ahead of him” (37).  That same day he bought a hat in the ship’s haberdashery and he changed his role to that of a young man not long out of Princeton, he also bought a pipe.  About midway through the book, after murdering Dickie and scuttling the boat, Tom needed to get back to the hotel in San Remo.  Many people would be out eating in sidewalk cafes, peering at people passing by.  Tom wanted to have his persona to look just like, “… he was an athletic young man who had spent the afternoon in and out of the water because it was his peculiar taste, being a good swimmer and impervious to cold, to swim until late afternoon on a chilly day”(107).  These roles Tom played were minor in comparison to the role he played as a murderer.

Tom would do anything necessary to achieve his goals, even murder.  During the train ride from France back to San Remo, Tom formed his plan, “if he killed him (Dickie) on this trip … he could become Dickie Greenleaf himself” (98).  Tom thinks to himself where and how to kill Dickie.  After killing Dickie, Tom now has many things to concern himself with in order to cover up the murder, two of the more immediate issues were Dickie’s belongings and Marge.  Tom returns to Mongibello, tells Marge that Dickie plans on staying in Rome, packs up Dickie’s belongings then boards a train back to Rome.  During the train ride back to Rome he considered a more permanent way of dealing with Marge; “…Tom composed the letter to Marge so carefully that he memorized it in the process, and when he got to the Hotel Hassler he sat down at Dickie’s Hermes Baby, …and wrote the letter straight off” (115).  Tom did not want Dickie’s friends to be able to track him so he found an apartment in Rome and hardly ever took anyone back to it.  Unexpectedly Freddie shows up at the apartment and Tom doesn’t think that Freddie is accepting his explanations.  Tom has very little time to decide what next to do, “he tried to think just for two seconds more: wasn’t there another way out” (137)?  After killing Freddie in the apartment, Tom disposes of the body and hopes to leave Rome before the body is found.  The Italian Polizei show up at what they believe to be Dickie’s apartment, Tom again acting as Dickie skillfully answers their questions.  Tom knows that the Italian newspaper will publish Dickie’s address information in their next edition.  After answering the Polizei’s questions, Tom moves into a hotel to keep from being contacted by any of Dickie’s friends.  That afternoon as he lay on the bed in the hotel and he started to daydream a nightmare.  “Tom saw Dickie smiling at him, dressed in the corduroy suit that he had worn in San Remo” (158).  Tom was truly starting to feel something about having committed two murders now.  Before Tom can depart on his voyage the Polizei return to question him about a missing Thomas Ripley, the boat in San Remo had been found with bloodstains on it.  Tom decides that leaving the country was now out of the question and asks the inspector when he will be cleared to depart on a trip to Sicily.  He is cleared to leave Rome the next morning.  His visit to Sicily was pretty much uneventful until Dickie was requested to return to Rome for questioning.  Tom decides to abandon the role of Dickie, for a while, and live as Thomas Ripley.  Thomas emerges in Venice as a tourist and announces that he is the missing Thomas Ripley; the same two officers that had questioned him in Rome question him in the disappearance of Dickie Greenleaf and the murder of Freddie.  He skillfully answered their questions then prepared for a visit from Marge or Mr. Greenleaf.  Marge arrived in Venice and stays at Thomas’s apartment, which turned into a longer stay than Tom had wanted.  One night Marge discovers Dickie’s rings in the box where Tom had stored it.  In a split second Tom devises a strategy to murder Marge, “…hit her with the shoe, then haul her out by the front door and drop her in the canal” (237).  Marge didn’t know it but she saved her own life when she said, “Then he (Dickie) was going to kill himself” (237).  After Mr. Greenleaf and Marge had departed Venice Tom accepted an invitation to Peter Smith-Kingsley’s house.  Peter invited Tom to return to Ireland with him but Tom refused, “Some quality of his relationship with Dickie flashed across his mind like the memory of a nightmare, …it was because the same thing could happen with Peter,… Except that he didn’t look enough like Peter” (258).  “Tom thought of how differently things could have turned out, “if he only hadn’t put on Dickie’s clothes that day” (259).  There were many hurdles that Tom had to overcome in order to hide the murders he had committed, one of those hurdles was the continuing role he played as Dickie.

Tom hated his life as a nobody; initially he saw this trip to Europe as a good thing, a fresh start.  Once in Italy he started obsessing over things that he could never obtain as Thomas Ripley.  Dickie and Tom joined together with a good relation but as with all of Tom relationships, things went sour.  Tom begins to want to be Dickie and he even tries on Dickie’s suit and prances in front of a mirror.  They had made plans to see many places together and Tom thought he was going to live the life of the upper crust for a very long time.  Once Tom sees them starting to separate, Tom wants more and more to be Dickie Greenleaf, on the train from France back to San Remo Tom decided to really make it happen.  After killing Dickie, “he stopped and yanked at Dickie’s green ring…he took a keychain with three keys … silver lighter, a pencil stub, the alligator wallet, and several little cards…” (102).  Tom thought that if he had all of these objects he could play the role of Dickie Greenleaf and people would treat him like they treated Dickie.  When leaving on the train from San Remo, “Tom had an ecstatic moment when he thought of all the pleasures that lay before him now with Dickie’s money, other beds, tables, seas, ships, suitcases, shirts, years of freedom, years of pleasure” (108).  After the messy police investigation about Freddie, Tom began to realize that he could never be the outgoing playboy that Dickie was because he would surely be seen by some of Dickie’s friends.  The night he arrived in Sicily Tom was walking around dreaming of the experiences he was going to have.  “Anticipation! It occurred to him that his anticipation was more pleasant to him than his experiencing” (171).  He dreamed of visiting Greece but not as Tom, “he wanted to see Greece as Dickie Greenleaf with Dickie’s money, Dickie’s clothes, Dickie’s way of behaving with strangers … the idea of going to Greece, trudging over the Acropolis as Tom Ripley, American tourist, held no charm for him at all” (171).  Once he received the summons, Dickie’s, to appear back in Rome and answer more questions, Tom’s dreams of this lifestyle were dashed.  Tom cashes some travelers checks to enable Thomas Ripley to continue his exploitations in Europe, at least for a short while longer.

Tom now sees that he must resolve himself to the role of Thomas Ripley.  After taking the boat back to Naples, Thomas heads for northern Italy to emerge in Venice.  The story is setup to tell how Thomas had been traveling from place to place and didn’t know that the authorities were looking for him.  In order to make this a plausible story Thomas went to a small town in northern Italy to purchase a second hand vehicle in his own name.  Waiting in his hotel room, after 6 hours and no one came for him, “He began to feel happy even in his dreary role as Thomas Ripley” (183).  To get the feel for the role he even slept in the car over night, and then he drove to Venice.  Thomas must live more modestly in Venice than he had hoped for and initially selected a hotel called Costanza.  The hotel was somewhere in-between the luxury hotels and the ones of the back streets of Venice.  Once inside his room Thomas began imagining the conversation about Dickie with the Polizei, “I saw him in Rome… Of course I’m Tom Ripley! (He would give a laugh.) …I’m afraid I haven’t any idea where he (Dickie) is, but I saw him about three weeks ago” (185).  Tom expanded on the role of Thomas, “he could stoop a little more, he could be shyer than ever, he could even wear horn-rimmed glasses and hold his mouth in an even sadder, droopier manner to contrast with Dickie’s tenseness”, (187).  He thought that he should wait a while before contacting the Polizei, at least until he had seen a large article in the newspaper about his being missing, something that would undoubtedly catch his attention.  The next morning there was a small article in a prominent newspaper and Thomas decided to identify himself as Thomas Ripley.  “He was not afraid, but he felt that identifying himself as Thomas Phelps Ripley was going to be one of the saddest things he had ever done in his life” (189).  The same two investigators that he talked to in Rome questioned him in Venice.  Once clear of the Polizei Thomas attends a few parties; his notoriety allows him entrance to some of the upper crust parties but he finds most of them to be boorish.  Thomas now prepares for a visit from Marge and possibly Mr. Greenleaf.  Playing the role of a friend to Dickie he convinces Marge, Mr. Greenleaf and his investigator from the United States that Dickie is either living under an assumed name or has committed suicide.  After seeing Marge and Mr. Greenleaf off Thomas decides to make use of the money he has left seeing all of the sights the money can provide.  Thomas is setting sail for new adventures and new sights, but his past will always follow him.

There are many times that Tom’s finds himself being sought by someone looking to arrest him.  The first line in the story tells us that Tom is looking over his shoulder, “Tom glanced behind him and saw the man coming out of the Green Cage, heading his way… there was no doubt the man was after him”(9).  Tom inevitably found someway to be an outcast, always on the run from someone.  This entire story tells the reader about how Tom is on the run but in plain sight.  Yet once in Venice Tom marveled at his own ingenuity to persuade everyone that everything is as Tom says it is, “He could have flown—like a bird, out of the window… The idiots!  All around the thing and never guessing it… Tom Ripley, was safe”(198).  But as the story closes Tom once again finds himself looking over his shoulder.  While finally on his dream trip to Greece Tom is expecting the Police around every corner or as he imagined his arrival in Crete, “he saw four motionless figures standing on the imaginary pier, the figures of Cretan policeman waiting for him” (273).  

Thomas Ripley, Dickie Greenleaf and the other roles played out in the story are all an integral part of the principal character Tom in “The Talented Mr. Ripley”.  Tom couldn’t exist without all of these personas waiting for their time to emerge in the story.  Obviously Tom’s character alone would have eventually been captured if not for one of his quick thinking alternate characters came to bail him out.
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