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Mr. Ripley’s Renaissance: Notes on an Adaptable Character 

 
“I’m a creation. I’m a gifted improviser. I lack your conscience and, when I was 

young, that troubled me. It no longer does. I don't worry about being caught because I 

don't think anyone is watching. […] The one thing I know is that we’re constantly 

being born.” 

- John Malkovich in Ripley’s Game (2003) 

 

This speech, given by Tom Ripley (John Malkovich) midway through Liliana Cavani’s 

adaptation of Patricia Highsmith’s novel, Ripley’s Game (2003), puts forward the idea that 

fictional heroes enjoy the privilege of living multiple lives, and nobody’s fate illustrates this 

better than Tom Ripley’s own. Ripley’s renaissance on screen during the past decade not only 

saw him reenter the public consciousness, but also presented the viewers with a unique case 

of a serialized (anti-)hero: Unlike James Bond, with whose cinematic career Ripley shares 

some interesting similarities,1 Ripley’s on-screen embodiments hardly show any stable 

parameters, presenting the audience with a new version of masculinity each time an actor took 

on the character. No screenwriter, director or actor has ever worked on the character more 

than once, and none of the Ripley films have been located during the same period, in the same 

setting, or genre, though all of them resort to Highsmith’s constellation of an American 

impostor who is taken with European culture, a kind of “sociopath Jay Gatsby” (Oates 47) 

who never ages and who usually manages to get away with his horrendous crimes. 

By focusing on Ripley’s flexible masculinity, I will not only argue that his gender 

performance transcends the hierarchical relationship between original and copy in a Butlerian 

fashion (as his masculinity cannot be reduced to a stable core), but also that it challenges 

traditional categories of adaptation such as fidelity, for it puts the very idea of the original into 

question. By pointing out similarities between the rhetoric of adaptation and of the gender 

debate, I will also propose a link between adaptation studies and on-going research into 

masculinities. 

 

Mr. Ripley’s Spectacular Comeback 

                                                           

1 Casino Royale (1954), the first Bond novel by Ian Fleming, was published one year before The Talented Mr. 

Ripley (1955). Both novels were quickly adapted by American TV stations in the form of teleplays, and the 

much more well-known cinematic debuts of both characters followed only a few years later (Dr. No, 1962; Plein 

Soleil, 1960). 
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More than sixty years have passed since Ripley saw the light of day in Highsmith’s third 

novel, The Talented Mr. Ripley (1955). Judging from the most recent film adaptations which 

move his story to quite different settings, he not only remains a “perverse condensation” of 

the other-directedness characteristic of the postwar American company man, i.e. someone 

who always mirrors “the needs and performance of others” (Hatmaker and Breu 

[forthcoming]), but he can also be read as a symptom of a larger, more contemporary 

phenomenon: the current revival of impostor characters in films (cf. Schwanebeck 

[forthcoming]). Located at the heart of most of these (male) characters (in films such as 

Steven Spielberg’s Catch Me If You Can or Steven Soderbergh’s The Informant!) is a void 

which manifests itself in a readiness to perform whatever the situation requires. In their 

attempts to pass for successful businessmen, playboys, doctors, spies, or family men, 

impostors have to adapt and to blend in so as to avoid suspicion and to escape the law, be it 

that of the state or that of the father (in a Lacanian sense). By constantly escaping detection, 

Ripley has proved an adaptable chameleon—a highly flexible character whose popularity 

amongst screen villains is only rivaled by Thomas Harris’ likable monster, Hannibal Lecter. 

The existing seven film and TV adaptations of Ripley novels (three of which were produced 

during the past decade) are as much testament to his popularity as the recent stage versions2 

and the BBC radio serial of all five novels (2004). Ripley’s legacy must not be limited to 

these cinematic treatments of the source novels: Ripley’s shadow has emerged in films such 

as Wim Wenders’ The Million Dollar Hotel (2000)3 or Match Point (2005) by Woody Allen, 

not just because the latter’s pivotal scene—the protagonist tosses a ring into the Thames—

bears a striking resemblance to the climax of Ripley Under Water (1991),4 Ripley’s final 

appearance in Highsmith’s œuvre (cf. Water 247).5 In addition, a TV series centered on a con 

woman named Miss Ripley premiered in South Korea in 2011, and British author Tim Parks 

paid homage to the Ripley books with his Morris Duckworth stories (Cara Massimina, 1990; 

Mimi’s Ghost, 1995). Evidently, the 1990s and the early 2000s offered sufficient proof that 

Ripley could be born time and again, and that he was more than capable of remaining 

incognito. Some of these Ripley adaptations were hardly recognizable as such and did not 

                                                           

2 Phyllis Nagy’s play premiered in Watford in 1998, two German productions were staged in Berlin (2011) and 

Frankfurt (2013), respectively. 
3 See Horst Fleig’s interpretation of The Million Dollar Hotel, in which he demonstrates that there are various 

parallels between Ripley and the character of Tom-Tom (199-200 and 250-1). 
4 Though she does not focus on the connection with the last Ripley novel, Elisabeth Bronfen has analysed Match 

Point as an adaptation of The Talented Mr. Ripley (114-9). 
5 I will use the following short forms when citing the Ripley novels: Talented (The Talented Mr. Ripley), Ground 

(Ripley Under Ground), Game (Ripley’s Game), Boy (The Boy Who Followed Ripley), and Water (Ripley Under 

Water).  
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draw attention to themselves; moreover, even those recent adaptations that are directly based 

on the Ripley stories (and which use the names of the source novels, unlike the 

aforementioned adaptations of the same books) have provoked rather hostile reactions 

amongst admirers of Highsmith’s books.6 

Though the idea of a genuine, stable source text is not to be overstated (least of all in the case 

of Highsmith’s elusive creation), the Tom Ripley of Highsmith’s first novel is indeed a far cry 

from psychopathic, mature embodiments such as John Malkovich’s dandy thief. The first 

novel chronicles the protagonist’s rise from a New York-based petty thief who feels “bored, 

god-damned bloody bored, bored, bored” (Talented 14) to a cold-blooded murderer and bon 

vivant. The plot sees him jump at the chance of travelling to Europe, where he not only falls 

in love with the luxurious lifestyle of Dickie Greenleaf, the young man he has been tasked to 

follow, but also with Dickie himself, though Ripley vehemently denies any suggestion that he 

may be gay: “No, not that!” (77) Anthony Minghella chose this aspect as his point of 

departure for adapting the novel in 1999: his Ripley (played by Matt Damon) is a tragic 

figure, a closeted homosexual not at one with himself. The film is wholly sympathetic to its 

main character and his fear of a homophobic environment, frequently showing him in hiding, 

standing in the shadows, or as a distorted reflection. Ripley’s desire leads him into becoming 

as ‘guiltlessly guilty’ as the prototypical tragic hero, and his murder of Dickie does not arise 

from a cunning scheme (like in the book), but occurs in the heat of the moment, as a reaction 

to the humiliation he has to suffer from Dickie (played as an abominable yet strangely 

magnetic pseudo-bohemian by Jude Law) when Ripley admits his feelings for him. The film 

thus draws a link between its main character’s sexuality and the violent acts he commits, 

which qualifies it as one of the first examples of mainstream cinema’s affiliation with Queer 

Cinema (cf. Benshoff), but also invited some heavy criticism. Many critics pointed out that 

Minghella’s film proposes a rather dubious connection between homosexuality and the serial 

killer-motif, with the subtext containing a quasi-Freudian emphasis on paranoia as a symptom 

of closeted homosexuality.7 Moreover, several reviewers argued that Minghella provided a 

simplified interpretation of the character as someone whose identity, though confused and 

                                                           

6 The most severe reactions were directed against the best-known of all the films, Anthony Minghella’s The 

Talented Mr. Ripley (1999). To name but a few examples: In his analysis of Highsmith’s pedagogy of violence, 

Marco Abel criticizes Minghella’s film for having falsified the novel’s elementary conflict (244); a claim shared 

by Slavoj Žižek. Katherine Golsan takes issue with Minghella’s whole approach towards adaptation (32) and 

calls the film’s identity politics a “vulgarization[]of post-modern identity issues” (31). 
7 Freud famously postulates in his analysis of the 1903 memoir of Judge Daniel Schreber, who suffered from 

dementia paranoides, that Schreber was, in fact, expressing his closeted homosexuality by turning his love for 

another man into hatred: “Ich liebe ihn ja nicht – ich hasse ihn ja – weil er mich verfolgt.” (‘But I don’t love him 

– I hate him – because he is following me.’ Freud 187, my translation) 
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hidden behind masks (“I always thought it’d be better to be a fake somebody than a real 

nobody.”), remains firm. This controversy hints at one key problem in adapting Highsmith’s 

novels for the screen. Since nearly all of the books use Ripley as an elusive third-person 

focalizer whose inner feelings are never accessible to the reader—a quality which not only 

renders the source material highly ambiguous, but also allows for extremely diverse 

incarnations of its hero—they also remain secretive about his sexuality and many other 

aspects of his contradictory personality. Unlike Alain Delon’s lustful upstart in Plein Soleil 

(1960), who always has (at least) one eye on Marge (Marie Laforêt), and unlike Matt 

Damon’s friendly nerd, who remains on amicable terms with women (as long as they do not 

suspect him), women never become interesting in the novels. Whilst Ripley remains a 

virtuoso when it comes to adapting a diverse array of archaic, respectable masculinities, 

women remain a mystery to him: their emotions remind him of “a circular chaos, a ring of 

little fires, and if he successfully extinguished one, the woman’s mind leapt to the next” 

(Game 203). When female sexuality appears on the margins of the focalization, Ripley is 

either grossed out (like when he is confronted with Marge’s underwear, cf. Talented 215) or 

triggered into immediate flight (like when a prostitute approaches him, cf. Ground 224). Since 

the reader is not privy to Ripley’s mind-frame, and since the most major transformation that 

he goes through in the course of the novels happens ‘off-stage’, as it were (when we catch up 

with a more successful, self-assured Ripley in Ripley Under Ground, published 15 years after 

The Talented Mr. Ripley but set only a few years after its events, he has settled down as a 

married man in Northern France), our reading of his desire(s) can, at best, amount to a 

guessing-game. There is no introspection (i.e. no passages to exploit the privilege of internal 

focalization) when it comes to his sexuality, so that we are forced to accept that someone who 

is almost sick when faced with male-female intimacy (Talented 232) later adapts to regular 

(though passionless) intercourse with his wife, Héloïse.8 The bonds of married life remain a 

joke to Highsmith, who is unrivalled in her darkly satirical portrayal of bourgeois lifestyles—

as a married man, Ripley adapts to the heteronormative value system without betraying any 

true emotion: “solid, loved, or whatever one was supposed to feel.” (Boy 159) 

As Marion Gymnich argues in her study of the gendering of fictional characters, this degree 

of ambiguity is a lot more difficult to produce in audiovisual media than it is in literature. 

                                                           

8 In Ripley Under Ground, Ripley’s feelings when sleeping with his wife are described thus: “he felt detached 

half the time, and as if he derived pleasure from something inanimate, unreal, from a body without an identity” 

(147). In The Boy Who Followed Ripley, the Ripleys’ love-making is characterized as infrequent, for Tom 

“couldn’t have borne a woman who made demands several times a week: that really would have turned him off, 

maybe at once and permanently.” (119) 
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Inevitably, films must always offer a degree of embodiment which the mode of showing helps 

to avoid in narrative texts (Gymnich 521). So whereas some characters in the book articulate 

the feeling that “[Ripley] isn’t normal enough to have any kind of sex life” (Talented 118f.), 

this lack of clearly articulated desire cannot easily be reproduced in the language of film, 

which usually reconciles the desire for the object—what Mulvey terms the “scopophilic 

instinct” (65)—with the demands of heteronormative ideology. So whilst it may be legitimate 

to argue that Matt Damon as Ripley is quite a departure from the novel, the most fervent 

critics of Minghella’s adaptation may be missing the point when they claim that Ripley’s true 

character “gets somehow lost in the film” (Žižek), as this line of argument insinuates that 

there is something like a true original which may be betrayed and corrupted. The identity 

politics of Highsmith’s novels suggest the exact opposite, opting for a poststructural 

infatuation with forgery (whose supplementary relationship with the allegedly genuine 

original is stressed) instead.9  

The impostor narrative demonstrates how a performance of assumed identities is, essentially, 

not much different from the process of adaptation. Both use gestures of transformation and 

subversion in order to reveal the concept of originality to be a myth. As Judith Butler argues 

in Gender Trouble, the performative nature of gender attributes suggests that “there is no 

preexisting identity by which an act or attribute might be measured; there would be no true or 

false, real or distorted acts of gender, and the postulation of a true gender identity would be 

revealed as a regulatory fiction.” (192) From the highly ambiguous source text of Highsmith’s 

novel, the adaptations thus produce an embodiment of Ripley which gives us the illusion of 

coherence, but which is as much a forgery as the corrupted and adaptable ‘original’ character 

in the book. Evidently, readings of Minghella’s film that invest in the idea of the forger 

Ripley as the epitome of adaptation (like Stella Bruzzi or Katherine Golsan) yield more 

productive results than those who criticize the films for ‘betraying’ the source material. Like 

gender performance, adaptation entails the possibility of “a transgression and a violation in 

the sense that it involves an identity takeover, or in a more figurative sense, a forgery,” and 

against this background, adaptation can be read as an act of “creative imitation” (Golsan 32, 

21). On a similar note, Shelley Cobb argues that the kind of language at work in the 

adaptation debate (‘fidelity’, ‘betrayal’) shows striking similarities with gendered diction, 

                                                           

9 This is addressed most openly in the second Ripley novel, Ripley Under Ground, in which Ripley develops his 

habits of forging and impersonating into artistic skills. 
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constructing “a gendered possession of authority and paternity for the source text within 

adaptation: the film as faithful wife to the novel as paternal husband.” (30)10 

One need not agree with Minghella’s idea of the Ripley character, but the fact that so many 

diverse embodiments of Ripley exist at least questions the idea of a given original which can 

be faithfully adapted. On the contrary, the elusive and flexible Mr. Ripley supports Butler’s 

observation that “a true gender is a fantasy instituted and inscribed on the surface of bodies” 

(186). Throughout his adventures, Ripley has enormous fun illustrating this idea, as he flirts 

with, forges and imitates a multitude of genres and styles, embodying masculinities from a 

huge inventory that includes clichéd and archaic images: Ripley oscillates between domestic 

life as a husband and the more liberal world of queer artists and bohemians in Ripley Under 

Ground, a novel which satirically examines the fragile relationship between original and copy 

on the level of both art and gender discourse and which ultimately sees Ripley reinvent 

himself as an almost mythical, Hermes-like deity. Following this adventure, he temporarily 

turns into a quasi-Western hero in Ripley’s Game (1974), toys with fatherhood and family-life 

and dons drag costume during a hostage situation in The Boy Who Followed Ripley (1980). In 

his final adventure, Ripley Under Water, he adapts the character of a tough vigilante and gets 

into fistfights with his opponent before settling down once and for all, symbolically 

extinguishing all traces of his past crimes.11 At the same time, the inner logic of the narratives 

dictates that Ripley ages by only a few years over the course of the novels, whilst the setting 

always corresponds to the time in which Highsmith wrote the books, i.e. the five volumes 

cover a span of more than 30 years. This allows Ripley to remain an impressible young man 

who moves through the decades like a free-floating signifier, witnessing the oppressive 1950s 

(The Talented Mr. Ripley), the apparently liberalized culture of 1960s Swinging London and 

its fashion’s discovery of the hermaphrodite (Ripley Under Ground), moving to disco rhythms 

in the gay milieu of Berlin during the 1970s (The Boy Who Followed Ripley), as well as 

offering the readers some early stirrings of globalization and neoliberalism (Ripley Under 

Water). 

Consequently, one can hardly imagine the individual film adaptations to be located within the 

same fictional universe. There is the larger-than-life beauty of Alain Delon in Plein Soleil, a 

film which has been criticized as a heterosexual misreading of an essentially queer novel, but 

                                                           

10 The same could be said of Robert Stam’s list of frequently used terms in the adaptation debate, which includes 

infidelity, betrayal, violation and bastardization (3). 
11 Ripley’s subversive masculinity performances and the elusive narrative perspective of these five novels are 

further examined in my PhD project, tentatively entitled The Adaptable Mr. Ripley: The Impostor as a Paradigm 

of Gender-oriented Literary Studies (supervisor: Prof. Dr. Stefan Horlacher), the first comprehensive study of 

Highsmith’s works to grant equal importance to all of the sequels, and not merely The Talented Mr. Ripley. 
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which insists so firmly on its protagonist’s ethereal beauty that it cannot but queer the 

conventions of the ‘male gaze’ (Mulvey) in the process, for Delon offers more ‘eye candy’ to 

the camera than any of his female co-stars (the cast of the film includes the glamorous Marie 

Laforêt and Romy Schneider). Delon’s playboy was succeeded by Dennis Hopper in Wim 

Wenders’ The American Friend (1976), a film that turns its anti-hero into a projection-screen 

for the director’s obsession with American culture, openly exploiting Hopper’s intertextual 

baggage as Billy in Easy Rider (1969). Jonathan Kent rounds off the first trio of Ripleys as 

the literal personification of Highsmith’s shadow (cf. Wilson 392) in the playful, 

metafictional semi-documentary A Gift for Murder (1982), where Ripley functions as the alter 

ego of Highsmith, who also appears in the film. Just consider the fact that all of these Ripleys 

are smokers, yet they all use their cigarettes in order to enhance quite different masculinity 

performances: when Alain Delon smokes, he is reminiscent of a tourist leaflet advertising la 

dolce vita in Europe, knowing that he looks even more handsome with a cigarette; Dennis 

Hopper does it in order to fulfill his director’s vision of the Marlboro Cowboy; and Jonathan 

Kent employs his cigarette in order to supplement the image of the dandyesque bohemian. 

The new millennium saw three new Ripleys, all of whom added different masculinities to the 

mix: “all-American golden boy” (Williams 54) Matt Damon (refashioned into an ugly 

duckling that could only blossom in disguise) was followed by John Malkovich, whose star 

persona as the charming monster added to a horrific black comedy of almost Jacobean 

proportions (“If [my watch] breaks, I’ll kill everyone on this train.”), in a film that oscillates 

“between a massacre and the Marx Brothers.” (Ebert 321) Ripley Under Ground, Highsmith’s 

most satirical and double-layered interrogation of authenticity and the fine line between 

original and fake, was the last book to be adapted so far. Yet whereas the novel, in terms of its 

gender politics, serves as a fitting illustration of Butler’s observation that the original can 

always be revealed “to be a copy, and an inevitably failed one, an ideal that no one can 

embody” (189), Ripley as played by Barry Pepper in the 2005 film is depicted as a dilettante 

upstart who may model himself on Richard III, the most cunning schemer in world literature, 

but who fails at every masquerade and merely has his sexual performance to rely on. It comes 

as no surprise that the film’s director, Roger Spottiswoode, has a James Bond film amongst 

his credits (Tomorrow Never Dies, 1997), for like in the Bond universe, the camera-eye is as 

much in love with scantily dressed women as it is with the surface value of exquisite objects 

(be they expensive cars, houses, sculptures, or food).  

 

Mr. Ripley’s Remarkable Reception 
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In spite of these diverse embodiments of the Ripley character, none of the adaptations can put 

a legitimate claim on the title of the most faithful one, for the source novels are much too 

elusive and conflicted in themselves. This has not prevented critics from accusing 

screenwriters, actors and directors of having been unfaithful to Highsmith’s books (cf. 

Bronfen 114 and Bronski 15). They even cite Highsmith herself as the major voice of 

authority, although the author’s own reactions to the Ripley films were often contradictory, 

and her own treatment of the character far from consistent: on seeing Dennis Hopper’s 

ecstatic reaction to the damage he has caused in the Wenders film, the author was far from 

amused (cf. Schenkar 519), yet her character exhibits similar behavior in the final Highsmith-

penned adventure (Water 210). 

It is in the light of this type of criticism that the debate surrounding the Ripley adaptations 

reveals some striking parallels to the rhetoric of gender discussions and masculinity studies. 

Both adaptations and gender performances depend on a contract between the performers and 

their audiences. The recipients are said to value the perpetuation of well-known structures 

over innovation and to react unfavorably to those adaptations (and gender performances) 

which defy expectations, i.e. which deviate from the generic form (cf. Hutcheon 113-40). The 

fierce debate on whether an adaptation has succeeded in capturing the ‘spirit’ of the original is 

reminiscent of the punitive mechanisms Butler describes at work within the heteronormative 

gender system: as (gendered) social beings, we tend to “punish those who fail to do their 

gender right” (190). Those who deviate from the norm are therefore accused of failure to 

adapt in a literal sense; and the same applies to adaptations of well-known books, for they are 

expected to comply: “The more popular and beloved the novel, the more likely the 

discontent“ (Hutcheon 127). Robert Stam argues that within a poststructural conceptualization 

of adaptation, the idea of a genuine original is “neither possible nor even desirable“ (4), which 

would make for a fitting epitaph to Butler’s reasoning, too. She stresses that the hierarchical 

relationship between original and copy should be reconceptualized, seeing as there is “no true 

or false, real or distorted acts of gender,” and the postulation of a true gender identity can be 

revealed “as a regulatory fiction” (192). 

This paradigm change is very much embraced by the Ripley novels and their subsequent 

adaptations, for—as Katherine Golsan argues—they involve a form of creative mimicry, 

which makes a strong case for the frequently derided techniques of forgery and copying (21). 

Thus, both gender performance and adaptation rely on forgery, and few films illustrate this 

claim as well as those belonging to the picaresque genre of the impostor film, which 

frequently mimics well-worn genres, “queer[ing] these genres’ conventions at the same time. 
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Thus, like the impostor, who tends to adapt names and respectable identities, the impostor 

film disguises itself behind the mask of other genres.” (Schwanebeck [forthcoming]) 

Similarly, the Ripley films not only embrace their own status as allegedly inferior films (often 

typified as mere remakes and sequels) but they also toy with citations and intertextual 

references in a highly elaborate fashion. Back in 1960, director René Clément was already 

criticized for having delivered an allegedly imposturous film, with Plein Soleil being derided 

as a pseudo-Nouvelle Vague, Hitchcock-infatuated finger exercise on its initial release (cf. 

Bickerton 36-7). Minghella’s film continues in this tradition and openly flirts not only with 

Hitchcockian techniques and motifs,12 but also pays homages to influences as diverse as 

Federico Fellini and Stanley Kubrick.13 Bruno Cesari’s Academy Award-nominated set 

decoration, a splendid reconstruction of 1950s Italy, even pulls off the unlikely trick of 

making the scenery look more ‘authentic’ than the original, which is in line with the inverted 

logic postulated by Butler and with the impostor narrative: Like Ripley in the role of Dickie 

Greenleaf (or Thomas Mann’s Felix Krull posing as the Marquis de Venosta), the 

performance challenges the perceived notion that all adaptations are merely “pale cop[ies] of 

the real thing” (Cartmell and Whelehan 3). 

What is interesting to note is how the marketing campaigns for the recent Ripley adaptations 

renounced these poststructural identity politics and tried to bridge the gaps and fissures 

between the films. The trailers and the poster campaigns for Ripley’s Game and Ripley Under 

Ground emphasize that they should be regarded as a continuation of Minghella’s film, 

announcing “The Talented Mr. Ripley” to be “back”, or simply stating: “Older. Wiser. More 

talented.” Similarly, the trailer for Ripley’s Game solemnly declares that “[Ripley’s] face has 

changed, but his talent remains the same.” The marketing campaigns thus suggest a degree of 

continuity (and indebtedness to the first installment) which the films themselves do not 

support.  

Once again, Tom Ripley will be sure to have the last laugh, for contemporary cinema has 

granted him amnesia and has welcomed him into its heteronormative gender order. This is 

quite a remarkable departure, especially given the contemporary state of criticism on Patricia 

Highsmith. Whilst not a forgotten author (especially in Europe, where she has always been 

more popular and enjoyed a better reputation as well as a bigger following than in the United 

States), she tends to be limited to her role as an icon of lesbian writing and queer fiction these 

                                                           

12 To name one example: Minghella admits in his audio commentary that he had Grace Kelly’s Hitchcock 

performances in mind when he cast Gwyneth Paltrow in the role of Marge. 
13 The dolce vita setting of the film invokes the atmosphere of Fellini’s late 1950s films, whereas the bathtub 

scene cites the famous ‘snails and oysters’ sequence in Spartacus (1960). 
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days,14 whilst the film adaptations of her Ripley novels tend to extinguish all queer traces, 

which demonstrates that the framework of the cinematic mainstream effectively renders her 

authorial signature obsolete. Superficially, the Ripley narratives seem to head in a similar 

direction, as Ripley adapts to the heteronormative order and to married life, but this reading 

can be easily rejected on two grounds: (1) in the light of all five novels, it becomes clear that 

after all his role-playing and his various costume changes, life as a married, heterosexual man 

who looks after his garden is nothing but another role for the impostor Tom Ripley, and (2) in 

Highsmith’s narratives, the depiction of domestic life always comes with an extra serving of 

irony, for instance when Ripley spells out the underlying economic contract: “The light in 

[Héloïse’s] hair was gold, however, which made Tom think of money.” (Game 8) His 

observation that “[a]ll life was a compromise” (Boy 18) similarly suggests that there may be 

quite a different kind of desire simmering beneath the surface. 

As the seductive performances of John Malkovich and Barry Pepper effectively get rid of the 

queer ambiguities of the source novels and (in Pepper’s case) present the viewers with a 

handsome gigolo whose sole talent seems to be his sexual stamina, Ripley has arguably not so 

much gone Under Ground as undercover, doing what he does best: blending in. If Ripley 

Under Ground proves to be the character’s swan song on screen, the development will have 

gone from exploring Ripley’s hidden desires in the homophobic environment of the 1950s to 

cinematic (and sexual) mainstream in the contemporary age, seemingly extinguishing his 

queer origins and escaping his persecutors.  
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