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The second paragraph of chapter ten of William Dean Howells’ “The Rise of Silas Lapham” contains a long description of Tom Corey; this description is framed in relation to his father, Bromfield Corey.  This passage provides a look into one of the larger themes of the book, namely the changing identity of America’s moneyed class and its place in an American society which is slowly beginning to find its own unique character.  This new identity can be seen as a fusion of an old aristocratic archetype that has been carried over from Europe with that of the simple American entrepreneur, steeped in a Protestant work ethic and imbued with the simple wisdom of “yankee ingenuity”.  This fusion is exemplified in the character of Tom Corey.


The simplest example of the generational difference between the elder and younger Coreys lies in the contrast in their names.  The father goes by the august sounding “Bromfield” while the son is simply “Tom”.  The choice of “Tom” instead of “Thomas” is an indicator of the less formal environment then ascendant not only in American business, but also throughout much of American society.  Howells seems to be interested in showing the character of Tom as a departure from the elder Corey’s world of excessive stuffiness.

This contrast is further explored by Howells in the way each of the two Coreys speaks.  Bromfield is portrayed as witty and urbane while his son is said to have never said a witty thing in his life.  On the surface this may seem to paint Tom as somewhat of a simpleton.  However, Tom is also said to have “a clear mind which produced nothing but practical results.”  This casts Tom as being far from being sub-par in intellect, he is rather possessed of a quiet and humble sagacity which seems to be valued more than the blue-blooded aristocratic notions of the previous generation.  

A final point on Howells’ depiction of Tom lies in his choice of career.  Tom chooses a path that seems to go against the currents of his family and “respectable” Boston society.  His decision to enter the paint business is not only decidedly unglamorous but it is also considered somewhat beneath him.  Howells here seems to be placing an affirmative value upon the dignity of Tom’s work ethic while downplaying the importance of what high society may deem to be unseemly.  

In the end, Tom Corey is arguably as important a character as Silas Lapham himself.  The description of him at the outset of chapter ten is undoubtedly one that serves as a positive template for a uniquely American sensibility only then beginning to assert itself.  Tom possesses the straightforward honesty of Silas Lapham alongside the education and wordliness his station in life provides him.  It is no surprise therefore that Tom outshines Silas Lapham in the paint business and also provides a respectable example with which to resurrect the waning fortunes associated with his family name.

The fact that Howells finishes out the book showing Tom as a continually positive, respectable influence on both the Laphams and the Coreys is a confirmation of this fact.  
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