Study Questions for Silas Lapham
1. How does Howells develop the rags to riches theme in the opening chapter?  Why might he use this give the time period in which the novel is set?

2. What ambitions does Silas have for his family?  What does this reveal about him and how he sees himself?

3. How does Howells makes use of multiple meanings for the word rise in the 

opening chapters?   In what ways might it also forecast the possibility of one or more falls?

4. How is Howells also drawing distinctions between the idea of the public and the private self?  Is this a concept that poses problems for Silas?  

5. What elements of the Protestant work ethic does Silas embrace?  How does his failed partnership with Rogers complicate his attempts to live up to that ethic?  

6. How does the building of the new house function in symbolic ways?  Why does Howells make a point of telling the reader about its foundations and what created the land mass known as the Back Bay?

7. Mrs. Lapham often functions as a moral voice, as Silas’s conscience, but she, too, has limits to her vision and understanding.  What are they?  How might this complicate the decisions that Silas has to make?

8. In chapter 5 Howells introduces Bromfield Corey, a man who stands in sharp contrast to Silas Lapham.  In what ways?  What does Corey represent?  How does he look at men like Lapham?  How does he feel about his son Tom’s desire to work for Lapham?

9. How does the relationship between Corey and his son compare to that of Silas and his daughters?  

10. In Chapter 8 we get a more developed picture of Mrs. Corey.  How does she strike you?  What is the Corey marriage like compared to that of the Laphams?  

11. Ch. 11 and Ch. 12 present parallel visits between Bromfield and Silas and Mrs. Corey and Mrs. Lapham.  What do these encounters reveal?  

12. Chapter 13 presents the preparation for the party.  What discomforts emerge for each side?  Why does Howells show this?  Who buys the etiquette books and why?  

13. Chapter 14 is the center of the novel.  How does the party scene work?  What do the different characters assembled at the dinner party represent?  What elements of his own critical credo does Howells reveal in this chapter?  Why might he use Sewell to articulate these views?

14. How has Silas developed his impressions of social behavior?  How does this allow Howells to introduce irony and humor?

15. How does the topic of the Civil War function at the party?

16. Chapter 15 presents the painful “morning after.”  What purpose does the encounter between Tom and Silas serve?  What does it reveal about both men?

17. Chapters 16 to 19 develop the truth of Tom’s affections.  How does Howells use irony here?  What is revealed about all 5 characters?  Why does Sewell encourage Mr. and Mrs. Lapham to do their duty? What does he mean?
18. Having confronted the crisis of the Irene-Tom-Pen issue, the Laphams must face another that once again involves Rogers.  At the same time, the Coreys discover the truth about Tom’s love for Pen.  Why are these two issues presented in the same chapter?  
19. In Ch. 23, Silas admits he has sent the order to shut down the Works at the homestead in Vermont.  What does this represent to him?
20.  In Ch. 23, we learn about Zerilla and why she works in Lapham’s office.  How does Howells set things up so that it will be a point of contention between Silas and Persis?  Why does he do this?  

21.  In Chapter 24, Silas loses his house, but not in the way that he feared. How does this loss function in symbolic ways?  Why is it important that the house was uninsured?    
22.  In Ch. 25, Silas finally deals with Rogers.  What decisions does he make?   How do you evaluate his character at this point?  Can he still rise, or is he only destined to fall?

23.  Ch. 26 & 27 bring the novel to resolution.  How do you interpret the ending?
