the devil and tom walker by washington
irving

the devil and tom walker by washington irving is a classic short story that explores themes of
greed, morality, and supernatural bargains. Written by Washington Irving, this tale delves into the life
of Tom Walker, a miserly man who makes a pact with the devil to gain wealth at a great personal
cost. The story is set in early America and reflects the cultural and social anxieties of the time,
particularly regarding the corrupting power of money. This article examines the plot, characters,
themes, and historical context of "The Devil and Tom Walker," providing a comprehensive
understanding of Irving’s cautionary narrative. Additionally, it explores the story’s literary style and its
significance in American literature. The following table of contents outlines the main sections covered
in this detailed analysis.
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Plot Summary of The Devil and Tom Walker

The plot of the devil and tom walker by washington irving centers on Tom Walker, a greedy and
miserly man living near Boston. One day, Tom encounters the devil, also known as Old Scratch, who
offers him a deal to gain hidden treasure in exchange for his soul. Despite initial hesitation, Tom
agrees to the pact and becomes a usurer, exploiting others for financial gain. However, his newfound
wealth does not bring happiness or peace. Eventually, Old Scratch claims Tom’s soul as payment for
the bargain, illustrating the story’s moral lesson about the dangers of greed and corruption.

Key Plot Events

The narrative unfolds through a series of significant events that highlight Tom's moral decline and
eventual downfall:

e Tom Walker’s discovery of the devil’s treasure in the swamp.

e His refusal to partner with his wife, who also sought a deal with the deuvil.



e Tom’s transformation into a harsh moneylender, exploiting borrowers.
* His late-life attempt to repent through religious devotion.

e The devil's dramatic claim of Tom's soul, ending the story.

Main Characters and Their Roles

The characters in the devil and tom walker by washington irving are crafted to embody moral
and thematic elements central to the story. Each character’s role emphasizes the consequences of
greed and the supernatural influence embedded in the plot.

Tom Walker

Tom is the protagonist and a symbol of greed and moral corruption. His willingness to sell his soul for
wealth reflects the human susceptibility to temptation and ethical compromise. Tom’s character arc
portrays the destructive effects of avarice on personal integrity and social relationships.

Old Scratch (The Devil)

Old Scratch represents the devilish force that tempts and exploits human weaknesses. As a
supernatural figure, he embodies evil and the consequences of immoral bargains. His interaction with
Tom Walker drives the narrative and underscores the story’s cautionary theme.

Tom’s Wife

Though a minor character, Tom’s wife is significant as a catalyst for the plot. Her attempt to make a
deal with the devil and subsequent mysterious disappearance highlight the dangers associated with
greed and ambition. Her character also contrasts with Tom’s own moral failings.

Themes and Symbolism in the Story

the devil and tom walker by washington irving is rich with themes and symbols that enhance its
moral and literary impact. These elements contribute to a deeper understanding of the story’s
warnings about human nature and society.

Greed and Moral Corruption

Central to the story is the theme of greed, portrayed as a corrupting force that leads to spiritual and
social decay. Tom’s insatiable desire for wealth results in his moral downfall and ultimate destruction,
illustrating the perils of valuing material gain over ethical principles.



Faustian Bargain

The pact between Tom Walker and the devil is a classic example of a Faustian bargain, where an
individual trades their soul for worldly benefits. This motif serves as a powerful symbol of temptation
and the high cost of succumbing to evil desires.

Symbolism of the Swamp and the Devil’s Tree

The dark, foreboding swamp where Tom encounters the devil symbolizes the unknown and moral
wilderness. The devil’s tree, marked by the names of lost souls, represents the inescapable
consequences of evil deeds. These symbols reinforce the story’s ominous tone and themes.

Historical and Cultural Context

the devil and tom walker by washington irving was published in 1824 during a period of
American literary nationalism and social change. Understanding the historical and cultural backdrop
enriches the interpretation of the story’s themes and characters.

Early 19th-Century America

The story reflects early American attitudes toward wealth, morality, and the supernatural. It critiques
the growing materialism and moral ambiguity of the emerging capitalist society. The moral lessons
resonate with contemporary concerns about integrity and spiritual values amid economic expansion.

Puritan Influence and Folklore

Irving’s tale draws on Puritan beliefs and New England folklore, incorporating themes of sin,
damnation, and the devil’s presence in everyday life. This cultural context shapes the story’s moral
framework and supernatural elements, grounding it in American tradition.

Literary Style and Narrative Techniques

The literary style of the devil and tom walker by washington irving combines humor, satire, and
dark allegory. Irving’s narrative techniques contribute to the story’s enduring appeal and
effectiveness as a moral tale.

Use of Satire and lrony

Irving employs satire to critique human greed and hypocrisy, using irony to expose the folly of Tom
Walker’s choices. This approach adds a layer of complexity to the narrative, engaging readers while
delivering a moral message.



Descriptive Language and Setting

The vivid descriptions of the swamp, the devil’s tree, and colonial New England settings create a
haunting atmosphere. Irving’s use of imagery enhances the supernatural mood and underscores the
story’s themes of danger and temptation.

Significance and Legacy of the Story

the devil and tom walker by washington irving remains a significant work in American literature,
illustrating early 19th-century social concerns and literary trends. Its moral lessons and narrative style
continue to influence readers and scholars.

Impact on American Gothic and Folklore

The story is an early example of American Gothic literature, blending folklore with moral allegory. Its
depiction of the devil and supernatural bargains has inspired numerous adaptations and references in
popular culture and literature.

Enduring Moral and Cultural Relevance

The themes of greed, temptation, and the consequences of unethical choices resonate across
generations. The story’s warnings about the dangers of materialism remain relevant in modern
discussions about morality and society.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is the main character in 'The Devil and Tom Walker'?

The main character in 'The Devil and Tom Walker' is Tom Walker, a miserly and greedy man who
makes a deal with the devil.

What deal does Tom Walker make in the story?

Tom Walker makes a Faustian bargain with the devil, trading his soul in exchange for wealth and
financial success.

What is the significance of the setting in ‘'The Devil and Tom
Walker'?

The story is set in the early colonial period near Boston, Massachusetts, and the dark, swampy setting
symbolizes corruption, greed, and the supernatural elements of the tale.



How does Washington Irving portray the devil in the story?

The devil, or Old Scratch, is portrayed as a mysterious, ominous figure who tempts Tom Walker with
wealth but ultimately claims his soul as payment.

What themes are explored in 'The Devil and Tom Walker'?

The story explores themes such as greed, corruption, the consequences of moral compromise, and
the dangers of making deals with evil forces.

How does Tom Walker try to avoid the consequences of his
deal with the devil?

Tom Walker tries to avoid losing his soul by becoming a hypocritical churchgoer, hoping that his
outward piety will save him, but this fails to protect him.

What is the moral lesson of 'The Devil and Tom Walker'?

The moral lesson is that greed and moral corruption lead to one's downfall, and that making deals
with evil forces comes with dire consequences.

How does the story reflect Washington Irving's style and
literary contributions?

‘The Devil and Tom Walker' showcases Irving's use of American folklore, dark humor, and moral
storytelling, contributing to early American literature by blending supernatural elements with social
critique.

Additional Resources

1. The Devil and Tom Walker by Washington Irving

This classic short story explores themes of greed, moral corruption, and the supernatural. Tom Walker
makes a Faustian bargain with the devil, trading his soul for wealth. Set in a gloomy New England
forest, the story is a dark commentary on human nature and avarice.

2. Faust by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

A seminal work in German literature, "Faust" tells the tale of a scholar who makes a pact with
Mephistopheles, a demon, in exchange for unlimited knowledge and worldly pleasures. The story
delves into the complexities of human desire, ambition, and redemption. Like "The Devil and Tom
Walker," it centers on a moral struggle involving the devil.

3. The Monk by Matthew Gregory Lewis

This Gothic novel features themes of temptation, sin, and the supernatural. It follows a pious monk
who falls into corruption and makes a deal with demonic forces. The book shares with Irving’s story a
dark atmosphere and exploration of moral decay linked to diabolical influence.

4. Doctor Faustus by Christopher Marlowe
An Elizabethan tragedy that dramatizes the story of a scholar who sells his soul to Lucifer in exchange



for magical powers. The play is a powerful exploration of ambition, knowledge, and damnation. It is
one of the earliest literary works featuring a pact with the devil, paralleling the moral lessons seen in
Irving’s story.

5. The Master and Margarita by Mikhail Bulgakov

This novel blends fantasy, romance, and political satire, featuring the devil visiting Soviet Moscow.
The story examines human nature, morality, and the influence of evil in society. Like "The Devil and
Tom Walker," it portrays the devil as a complex figure impacting human lives.

6. Young Goodman Brown by Nathaniel Hawthorne

This short story centers on a man’s journey into the forest where he encounters the devil and
witnesses the hypocrisy of his community. It explores themes of faith, temptation, and the loss of
innocence. The dark, eerie forest setting and moral questioning closely relate to Irving’s narrative
style.

7. The Screwtape Letters by C.S. Lewis

Presented as a series of letters from a senior demon to his nephew, this novel offers a satirical look at
human temptation and spiritual warfare. It provides insight into the devil’s perspective on leading
humans astray. The book complements "The Devil and Tom Walker" by examining the mechanisms of
evil influence.

8. Something Wicked This Way Comes by Ray Bradbury

A dark fantasy novel about two boys who encounter a sinister traveling carnival led by a malevolent
figure with devilish powers. The story explores themes of temptation, fear, and the battle between
good and evil. Its portrayal of supernatural evil echoes the thematic concerns of Irving’s tale.

9. Paradise Lost by John Milton

This epic poem recounts the biblical story of Satan’s rebellion against God and the fall of man. It
offers a profound exploration of good and evil, free will, and temptation. Milton’s depiction of the devil
as a tragic and complex character has influenced many works about diabolical pacts, including "The
Devil and Tom Walker."
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