the devil and tom walker study guide

the devil and tom walker study guide provides a comprehensive overview and analysis of Washington
Irving's classic short story. This study guide is designed to help readers understand the key themes,
characters, plot elements, and literary devices used in the narrative. By exploring the historical context
and moral lessons embedded in the tale, the guide enhances comprehension and critical thinking. It
also includes summaries and discussion points that are essential for academic purposes or personal
enrichment. With a focus on SEO optimization, this article incorporates relevant keywords and
variations to ensure it reaches a wide audience interested in literary analysis. The guide further breaks
down the story’s symbolism and offers insight into Irving’s purpose and style. Following this

introduction, a detailed table of contents outlines the main sections covered below for easy navigation.
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Plot Summary of The Devil and Tom Walker

The plot of "The Devil and Tom Walker" centers on the story of Tom Walker, a miserly man who



makes a Faustian bargain with the devil. Set in colonial New England, the narrative follows Tom’s
encounter with the devil in a swamp, where he agrees to sell his soul in exchange for wealth. The
story unfolds as Tom becomes increasingly greedy and corrupt, ultimately leading to his downfall. This
summary highlights key events such as Tom’s meeting with the devil, his rise as a usurer, and his
eventual demise, which serves as a moral warning. Understanding the plot is essential for a deeper

analysis of the story’s themes and messages.

Main Characters and Character Analysis

Tom Walker

Tom Walker is the protagonist, depicted as a greedy, selfish, and morally corrupt individual. His
character embodies themes of avarice and the consequences of unethical choices. Tom’s
transformation from a poor man to a wealthy usurer illustrates the corrupting power of greed and the

spiritual decay that accompanies it.

The Devil (Old Scratch)

The devil, often referred to as Old Scratch, represents temptation and evil. He offers Tom a deal that
tests his morality and highlights the story’s exploration of sin and retribution. The devil's role is crucial

in emphasizing the story's allegorical nature.

Tom’s Wife

Tom’s wife is another central character who shares her husband’s greed and moral bankruptcy. Her
aggressive nature and eventual fate provide insight into the destructive effects of avarice within

personal relationships.



e Tom Walker: Greedy and morally flawed protagonist
e The Devil: Symbol of temptation and evil

* Tom’s Wife: Reflects similar greed and harshness

Themes and Symbolism in The Devil and Tom Walker

Greed and Corruption

Greed is the dominant theme throughout the story, driving Tom’s actions and leading to his ruin. Irving
critiques materialism and moral decay, illustrating how the pursuit of wealth at any cost results in

spiritual destruction.

Faustian Bargain and Moral Consequences

The story is a classic example of a Faustian bargain, where a person sells their soul for temporal gain.
It serves as a cautionary tale about the consequences of making unethical decisions and the

inevitability of divine justice.

Symbolism of the Swamp and the Devil’s Tree

The swamp and the devil’s tree symbolize danger and moral decay. The setting highlights the story’s
dark tone and the ominous nature of Tom’s deal with the devil. These symbols reinforce the themes of

temptation and the peril of sin.



Historical and Cultural Context

Understanding the historical and cultural background of "The Devil and Tom Walker" enriches
interpretation. Written in the early 19th century, the story reflects colonial American values and
Puritanical attitudes toward sin and morality. It also critiques the emerging capitalist society,
emphasizing the dangers of greed and materialism prevalent during the period. The tale draws on
folklore and legend, integrating elements of supernatural and moralistic storytelling common at the

time.

Literary Devices and Style

Use of Allegory

Irving employs allegory to convey moral lessons through symbolic characters and events. The story’s

characters represent broader human traits and societal issues, turning the narrative into a moral fable.

Irony and Satire

The story contains irony, especially in Tom’s hypocritical behavior as he becomes a religious zealot
after making a deal with the devil. Irving uses satire to critique greed, corruption, and religious

hypocrisy.

Imagery and Setting

The vivid imagery of the dark swamp and the ominous trees enhances the gothic atmosphere. The

setting plays a critical role in establishing the mood and reinforcing themes.



Discussion Questions and Study Tips

To deepen understanding of "The Devil and Tom Walker," consider these discussion questions and

study tips:
1. What does Tom Walker’s character reveal about human nature and morality?
2. How does the story’s setting contribute to its overall meaning?
3. In what ways does the story reflect the values and concerns of early American society?
4. Analyze the use of symbolism in the story. What do the devil and the tree represent?

5. Discuss the significance of the Faustian bargain in the context of the narrative.

Studying these aspects will provide a thorough grasp of the story’s complex themes and literary
craftsmanship. Close reading and attention to historical context can further illuminate Irving’s intentions

and the story’s enduring relevance.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Devil and Tom Walker'?

The central theme of 'The Devil and Tom Walker' is the corrupting power of greed and the

consequences of making immoral bargains for wealth.

How does Washington Irving portray the character of Tom Walker?

Washington Irving portrays Tom Walker as a miserly, selfish, and morally corrupt man who is willing to

make a deal with the devil for financial gain, highlighting his greed and hypocrisy.



What role does the setting play in 'The Devil and Tom Walker'?

The setting, including the dark and gloomy swamp where Tom meets the devil, creates a foreboding

atmosphere that underscores the story's themes of evil and moral decay.

What is the significance of the deal between Tom Walker and the
devil?

The deal symbolizes the Faustian bargain where Tom sacrifices his soul for wealth, illustrating the

dangers of prioritizing materialism over integrity and spirituality.

How does the story 'The Devil and Tom Walker' reflect the values and
concerns of its time?

The story reflects early 19th-century American concerns about moral corruption, the pursuit of wealth,

and critiques the emergence of capitalism, emphasizing ethical behavior over greed.

Additional Resources

1. The Devil and Tom Walker by Washington Irving — Study Guide

This study guide provides a comprehensive analysis of Washington Irving's classic tale "The Devil and
Tom Walker." It includes summaries, character breakdowns, and thematic discussions to help readers
understand the moral and cultural contexts of the story. Ideal for students and educators, it also offers

questions for reflection and essay topics.

2. Washington Irving: A Study of the Author and His Works

This book delves into the life of Washington Irving and the literary significance of his works, including
"The Devil and Tom Walker." It explores Irving's style, influences, and the historical backdrop of early
19th-century America. Readers gain insights into how Irving’s storytelling reflects societal values and

fears of his time.



3. The Faust Legend in American Literature

Focusing on the Faustian themes prevalent in American literature, this book examines stories like "The
Devil and Tom Walker" that portray deals with the devil. It discusses the cultural and moral implications
of such bargains and how they reflect human nature and societal anxieties. The analysis includes

other notable works inspired by the Faust legend.

4. American Gothic Tales

A collection of gothic short stories, including eerie and supernatural tales from American authors. This
anthology provides context for the dark and moralistic tones found in "The Devil and Tom Walker." It
serves as a companion piece for readers interested in exploring the gothic tradition in American

literature.

5. Deals with the Devil: A Cultural History
This book traces the evolution of the "deal with the devil" motif from folklore to contemporary culture. It
explores how this theme has been used to address ethical dilemmas, ambition, and human folly.

Readers gain a broader understanding of the symbolic role the devil plays in literature and society.

6. Short Stories for Students: The Devil and Tom Walker
Designed for academic use, this guide offers critical essays, plot summaries, and discussion questions
related to "The Devil and Tom Walker." It helps students analyze the story’s themes of greed, morality,

and retribution. The resource is useful for classroom discussions and essay writing.

7. The Dark Romantics: Exploring the American Gothic

This book examines the Dark Romantic movement in American literature, highlighting authors like
Washington Irving. It analyzes themes of evil, sin, and the supernatural, all of which are prominent in
"The Devil and Tom Walker." The text offers insight into the philosophical and psychological

underpinnings of the era’s gothic tales.

8. Folklore and Legends of the Devil in America
An exploration of devil-related folklore and legends across American history and culture. The book

provides background on mythic figures and stories that influenced writers like Irving. It’s an excellent



resource for understanding the cultural origins of tales like "The Devil and Tom Walker."

9. Morality and Madness in Early American Literature

This scholarly work investigates themes of morality, madness, and temptation in early American
writings. It includes discussion of "The Devil and Tom Walker" as a case study of moral consequence
and human weakness. The book is valuable for readers interested in ethical questions posed by early

American narratives.
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