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The conclusion of Donna Tartt's novel "The Secret History" leaves readers with a mixture
of emotions, questions, and reflections on morality, friendship, and the consequences of
one's actions. Set in the backdrop of a prestigious liberal arts college in Vermont, the story
unfolds through the eyes of Richard Papen, who becomes entangled in the lives of an
enigmatic group of students studying ancient Greek under the charismatic professor Julian
Morrow. As the narrative progresses, the intricacies of friendship, betrayal, and the
weight of guilt come into sharp focus, culminating in an ending that invites deep analysis
and interpretation. In this article, we will explore the events leading up to the conclusion,
unpack the ending, and discuss the broader themes and implications of the story.

Understanding the Narrative Arc

Before diving into the ending, it’s crucial to understand the characters and the central plot
that leads to the climax.

Main Characters

1. Richard Papen: The protagonist and narrator, whose perspective shapes the entire
story.

2. Bunny Corcoran: Charismatic yet manipulative, Bunny's actions drive much of the
conflict.

3. Hedy: A quiet yet pivotal character whose relationships impact the group dynamics.

4. Camilla and Charles Macaulay: Siblings with a complex relationship, they add layers to
the narrative.

5. Julian Morrow: The enigmatic professor who influences the group’s intellectual
pursuits.



Plot Overview

The story begins with Richard moving to Vermont to attend Hampden College, where he
quickly becomes fascinated by a small group of eccentric students studying Greek. As he
integrates into their circle, he learns about their secretive and exclusive nature, leading to
a series of events that spiral into tragedy. The group becomes embroiled in a murder and
the subsequent cover-up, revealing the dark side of their intellectual pursuits and the cost
of their aesthetic ideals.

The Climactic Events

The climax of "The Secret History" is marked by the murder of Bunny Corcoran, who
becomes a liability to the group after he threatens to expose their secret. Richard and his
friends, in a moment of collective insanity fueled by their elitist ideals and the intoxicating
allure of their studies, decide to kill Bunny. This act sets off a chain of events that
ultimately leads to their unraveling.

The Murder of Bunny Corcoran

The decision to murder Bunny is premeditated, showcasing the moral decay of the group.
The murder itself is brutal and chaotic, reflecting the psychological turmoil within the
characters. Richard, who initially feels a sense of belonging and intellectual stimulation, is
left horrified at the lengths his friends will go to protect their secrets.

The Aftermath of the Murder

Following Bunny’s murder, the group experiences a range of emotions, from guilt and
paranoia to a distorted sense of freedom. Richard feels increasingly isolated, grappling
with the moral implications of his involvement.

Consequences of the Murder

1. Guilt and Paranoia: Each character deals with the aftermath differently, leading to
tensions that fracture their relationships.

2. Isolation: Richard’s initial sense of belonging is replaced by alienation as he recognizes
the darkness within his friends.

3. Moral Decay: The murder reveals the extent to which the characters are willing to go to
maintain their facade of superiority.



Explaining the Ending

The conclusion of "The Secret History" leaves readers pondering the fates of the
characters and the implications of their actions. Richard reflects on the events that
transpired, and the narrative hints at both a sense of inevitability and a warning about the
pursuit of beauty and intellect without ethical considerations.

Richard’s Transformation

By the end of the novel, Richard undergoes a significant transformation. Initially
enthralled by the group’s charisma and intellectualism, he emerges from the chaos as a
more self-aware individual, albeit burdened by guilt and regret. His reflections reveal the
internal conflict between his desire for belonging and the moral ramifications of the
group's actions.

The Fate of the Other Characters

The fates of Bunny and the remaining characters serve as a cautionary tale about the
consequences of their choices:

- Bunny: Ultimately, he pays the ultimate price for his betrayal. His murder is both a tragic
end and a turning point for the rest of the group.

- Camilla and Charles: Their fates are left somewhat ambiguous. Charles struggles with
addiction, while Camilla appears to distance herself from the group, showcasing a desire
for escape.

- Hedy: Her character’s fate is less explicitly detailed, but she symbolizes the emotional
toll that the murder takes on the group.

- Julian Morrow: The professor's role in shaping the group’s ideals is underscored, and his
absence after the murder leaves a void that further complicates their dynamics.

Broader Themes and Implications

The ending of "The Secret History" serves as a vehicle for exploring broader themes that
resonate beyond the narrative itself.

Morality vs. Aesthetics

The novel raises critical questions about the relationship between beauty, intellect, and
morality. The characters’ belief in their superiority leads them to commit heinous acts in
the name of preserving their intellectual ideals. Tartt invites readers to consider the moral
implications of pursuing aesthetic experiences at the expense of empathy and human life.



The Nature of Friendship

The intricate nature of friendship is central to the novel. The bonds formed within the
group are both deep and toxic, showcasing how loyalty can be twisted into complicity.
Richard’s journey highlights the fragility of these relationships, particularly when tested
by the weight of guilt and betrayal.

The Consequences of Secrecy

Secrecy plays a pivotal role in the narrative, illustrating how hidden truths can lead to
destructive outcomes. The characters' attempts to maintain their secrets ultimately result
in tragedy, serving as a warning about the dangers of living in a world where honesty is
sacrificed for the sake of appearance.

Conclusion

The ending of "The Secret History" is a complex tapestry woven from themes of morality,
friendship, and the consequences of one's choices. Through Richard's journey and the
tragic fate of Bunny Corcoran, Donna Tartt crafts a narrative that challenges readers to
reflect on the darker aspects of human nature and the cost of intellectual elitism. The
novel leaves us with lingering questions about guilt, redemption, and the true price of
beauty, ensuring that its impact endures long after the final page is turned.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main twist at the end of 'The Secret
History'?

The main twist reveals that Richard Papen, the narrator, has become deeply intertwined
with the group of elite students, leading to a tragic outcome where the consequences of
their actions come to a head, particularly with the murder of Bunny, which haunts them
all.

How does Richard's character evolve by the end of the
novel?

By the end of the novel, Richard transforms from an outsider seeking acceptance to a
person burdened with guilt and responsibility for the group's actions, ultimately feeling
alienated and haunted by his choices.

What themes are highlighted in the conclusion of 'The



Secret History'?

The conclusion highlights themes of guilt, morality, the nature of evil, and the allure of
intellectual elitism, as the characters grapple with the consequences of their deeds and
the cost of their ambitions.

What happens to the characters after Bunny's death?

After Bunny's death, the remaining characters face a moral and psychological unraveling;
they deal with paranoia, guilt, and the disintegration of their relationships, ultimately
leading to a sense of isolation and despair.

Is Richard ultimately punished for his involvement in
Bunny's murder?

While Richard does not face legal punishment, he endures a lifetime of emotional torment
and guilt, suggesting that his true punishment is the burden of his conscience and the loss
of his identity.

What is the significance of the final scene in 'The Secret
History'?

The final scene serves as a poignant reflection on the past, as Richard contemplates the
irreversible changes in his life and the enduring impact of the group’s actions,
emphasizing the novel's exploration of consequence and regret.
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