
william dean howells the rise of silas
lapham
william dean howells the rise of silas lapham stands as a seminal work in American
literature that vividly captures the complexities of social mobility, morality, and the
emerging capitalist ethos of the late 19th century. This novel, penned by William Dean
Howells, is often hailed as a pioneering example of literary realism, presenting an intricate
portrait of the titular character, Silas Lapham, a self-made businessman navigating the
challenges of success and integrity. The narrative explores themes of ambition, ethical
dilemmas, and the contrast between old aristocracy and new wealth in Boston society.
This article delves into the historical context, plot summary, major themes, character
analysis, and the novel’s lasting impact on American literature. By examining William
Dean Howells the rise of silas lapham in depth, readers gain a comprehensive
understanding of its significance and enduring relevance.
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Historical Context and Author Background
Understanding william dean howells the rise of silas lapham requires a grasp of both the
historical period in which it was written and the author's influential role in American
literature. Published in 1885, the novel emerged during the Gilded Age, a time marked by
rapid industrialization, economic growth, and stark social stratification in the United
States. William Dean Howells, an established literary figure and editor of Harper’s
Magazine, was known for advocating literary realism, a movement that sought to portray
life and society with truthful accuracy rather than romantic idealization.

Howells’ experience as a journalist and editor exposed him to contemporary social and
economic issues, which he artfully wove into his narrative. His commitment to realism is
evident in the detailed depiction of Boston’s social milieu and the nuanced portrayal of
moral conflicts faced by his characters. The novel reflects Howells’ belief that literature
should be a mirror of everyday life, emphasizing ethical complexity over sensationalism.



Plot Overview of The Rise of Silas Lapham
The rise of silas lapham chronicles the ascent and moral challenges of Silas Lapham, a
Boston varnish manufacturer who rises from modest beginnings to wealth and social
prominence. The story follows Lapham’s attempts to integrate into Boston’s established
upper class while grappling with the consequences of his business decisions and personal
integrity.

Major Plot Points
The narrative begins with Silas Lapham’s successful business ventures, which enable him
to purchase a grand estate in the prestigious Boston society. However, his newfound
wealth brings scrutiny and challenges, including strained relationships with his family and
social peers. The novel highlights Lapham's internal struggle as he confronts ethical
dilemmas, particularly regarding his business practices and interactions with other
characters such as Penelope and Tom Corey.

Plot Development and Resolution
The climax centers on Lapham’s decision to uphold honesty despite financial setbacks,
ultimately choosing moral integrity over material gain. The resolution portrays the
consequences of his choices on his social standing and family life, offering a realistic
portrayal of success and failure. This conclusion underscores the novel’s emphasis on
ethical behavior as paramount in the pursuit of the American Dream.

Thematic Exploration in The Rise of Silas Lapham
William Dean Howells the rise of silas lapham is rich with themes that reflect the societal
and moral issues of its time. The novel addresses the tension between wealth and virtue,
the nature of social class, and the challenges of maintaining personal integrity in a
capitalist society.

Social Class and Wealth
The novel explores the rigid social hierarchy of Boston, contrasting the established
aristocracy with the newly wealthy industrialists like Silas Lapham. Howells critiques the
superficiality and exclusivity of social status, while also highlighting the aspirations and
anxieties of those seeking acceptance.

Morality and Integrity
At the heart of the novel is the ethical struggle faced by Silas Lapham. His rise to wealth is
accompanied by moral challenges that test his character. The narrative emphasizes the
importance of honesty and personal responsibility, suggesting that true success is
measured by ethical conduct rather than financial achievement.



The American Dream and Capitalism
The novel offers a nuanced portrayal of the American Dream, acknowledging both its
opportunities and pitfalls. Howells presents capitalism as a system that can foster
ambition and innovation but also engenders moral compromise and social tension.

Character Analysis of Silas Lapham and
Supporting Characters
Central to william dean howells the rise of silas lapham is its detailed character
development, particularly the protagonist and those who surround him.

Silas Lapham
Silas Lapham embodies the self-made man archetype, characterized by hard work,
determination, and a desire for social acceptance. His character arc reveals the
complexities of navigating ethical challenges while pursuing success. Lapham's honesty
and ultimate sacrifice of wealth for integrity mark him as a morally upright figure amid
societal pressures.

Penelope Lapham
Penelope, Silas’ wife, represents the middle-class values of prudence and respectability.
Her pragmatic approach to social climbing and family matters contrasts with her
husband’s idealism, highlighting gender and class dynamics within the novel.

Tom Corey and Other Figures
Tom Corey, a wealthy but unscrupulous businessman, serves as a foil to Silas Lapham,
embodying the darker aspects of capitalism. Other characters, including the aristocratic
Vail family, illustrate the social stratification and cultural tensions of the era.

Literary Style and Realism in Howells' Work
William Dean Howells the rise of silas lapham is a prime example of literary realism,
characterized by its detailed descriptions, complex characters, and focus on everyday life.
Howells employs a straightforward narrative style that avoids melodrama, instead
presenting situations that readers can recognize and relate to.

Realism and Ethical Focus
Howells’ realistic portrayal of moral ambiguity sets the novel apart from romanticized
depictions of wealth and success. His commitment to depicting characters’ inner conflicts
and social environments contributes to the novel’s authenticity and depth.



Use of Setting and Dialogue
The Boston setting is integral to the narrative, serving as a microcosm of American society
during the Gilded Age. Howells’ use of authentic dialogue and social customs enriches the
text’s realism and immerses readers in the cultural context.

Critical Reception and Legacy of the Novel
Since its publication, william dean howells the rise of silas lapham has been recognized as
a landmark in American realism and social commentary. Critics have praised the novel for
its insightful exploration of ethics, class, and the American Dream.

Contemporary and Modern Criticism
Initially, the novel received acclaim for its honest depiction of contemporary society and
its moral seriousness. Modern scholars continue to study it for its sophisticated narrative
techniques and its influence on later American literature.

Impact on American Literature
The rise of silas lapham helped establish realism as a dominant literary movement in the
United States. Howells’ work paved the way for subsequent authors to explore social
issues with nuance and psychological depth, shaping the trajectory of American fiction.

Exploration of ethical dilemmas in capitalist society

Portrayal of social mobility and class tensions

Development of realistic characterizations and settings

Influence on the realist literary movement

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is William Dean Howells and what is his
significance in American literature?
William Dean Howells was a prominent American realist novelist, literary critic, and
playwright in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. He is often called the 'Dean of
American Letters' and is known for promoting realism in American literature.



What is 'The Rise of Silas Lapham' about?
'The Rise of Silas Lapham' is a novel by William Dean Howells that tells the story of Silas
Lapham, a self-made businessman who struggles with moral and social dilemmas as he
rises to wealth and prominence in Boston society.

What are the main themes in 'The Rise of Silas
Lapham'?
Key themes include the American Dream, social class and mobility, morality and integrity
in business, and the conflict between old money and new money in society.

How does William Dean Howells portray the character
of Silas Lapham?
Howells portrays Silas Lapham as a complex, self-made man who is honest and
hardworking but faces ethical challenges that test his values as he navigates the upper
class society.

Why is 'The Rise of Silas Lapham' considered a realist
novel?
The novel is considered realist because it focuses on everyday life, plausible characters,
and social issues without romanticizing or idealizing them, adhering to the principles of
literary realism.

What role does social class play in 'The Rise of Silas
Lapham'?
Social class is central to the novel, highlighting tensions between established aristocracy
and nouveau riche, as well as exploring how wealth affects personal identity and
relationships.

How did 'The Rise of Silas Lapham' influence American
literature?
'The Rise of Silas Lapham' helped establish realism as a dominant literary mode in
America, influencing later writers to focus on detailed character development and social
critique rather than romanticized narratives.

Additional Resources
1. The American by Henry James
This novel explores the life of an American businessman who travels to Europe and
confronts the cultural differences between America and aristocratic Europe. Like *The
Rise of Silas Lapham*, it delves into themes of social ambition and the moral complexities



of wealth. Henry James' focus on character psychology complements Howells' realism.

2. The Portrait of a Lady by Henry James
Centered around Isabel Archer, a young American woman who inherits a large fortune,
this novel examines themes of personal freedom, social expectations, and moral dilemmas.
Its exploration of individual integrity and societal pressures parallels the struggles faced
by Silas Lapham in balancing ambition and ethics.

3. The House of Mirth by Edith Wharton
This work portrays the life of Lily Bart, a woman navigating the rigid social hierarchies of
New York society. Wharton’s critique of social ambition and the consequences of moral
compromise aligns with Howells’ realistic depiction of societal values and personal
downfall.

4. Sister Carrie by Theodore Dreiser
Dreiser’s novel follows a young woman who moves to the city and rises in social status
through complex relationships and ambition. The themes of social mobility and the pursuit
of the American Dream closely relate to Howells’ portrayal of Silas Lapham’s rise and fall.

5. Housekeeping by Marilynne Robinson
Though more contemporary, this novel shares a deep exploration of family, identity, and
societal expectations. Robinson’s attention to character depth and moral introspection
echoes the psychological realism found in *The Rise of Silas Lapham*.

6. My Ántonia by Willa Cather
This novel reflects on the American frontier and the immigrant experience, emphasizing
themes of change, identity, and the American Dream. Its realistic portrayal of rural life
and social dynamics complements Howells’ focus on urban business life and social
mobility.

7. The Age of Innocence by Edith Wharton
Set in upper-class New York society, this novel examines social conventions, personal
desire, and the conflict between individual freedom and societal expectations. Its detailed
social realism resonates with Howells’ critique of social ambition and ethical challenges.

8. The Financier by Theodore Dreiser
The first book in Dreiser’s Trilogy of Desire, it tells the story of Frank Cowperwood, a
businessman whose ambition and moral compromises lead to his rise and fall. This
narrative closely parallels Silas Lapham’s story, offering a broader examination of
capitalism and personal ethics.

9. Middlemarch by George Eliot
Although British, this novel’s deep psychological insight and social realism have
influenced American realist writers like Howells. It examines the interplay of personal
ambitions, social constraints, and moral decisions, much like *The Rise of Silas Lapham*.
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