the devil and tom walker study guide

the devil and tom walker study guide offers a comprehensive exploration of
Washington Irving's classic short story, providing readers and students with
critical insights into its themes, characters, and historical context. This
study guide aims to deepen understanding of the narrative’s moral lessons,
symbolism, and the socio-economic critique embedded in the tale. By examining
the plot structure and literary devices, the guide facilitates an
appreciation of Irving’s work beyond its surface-level storytelling.
Additionally, an analysis of the story’s setting and its reflection of early
American society is included to enrich contextual knowledge. This resource 1is
ideal for literature students, educators, and enthusiasts seeking an
authoritative reference on “The Devil and Tom Walker.” The following sections
will cover an overview, character analysis, thematic elements, symbolism, and
suggested discussion questions, ensuring a thorough grasp of the story’s
significance.

e Plot Summary and Overview

e Character Analysis

e Themes and Motifs

e Symbolism and Literary Devices
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e Discussion Questions and Study Tips

Plot Summary and Overview

The devil and tom walker study guide begins with a detailed plot summary that
outlines the key events of Washington Irving’s story. The narrative follows
Tom Walker, a miserly man who encounters the Devil in a dark swamp and makes
a Faustian bargain. In exchange for wealth, Tom agrees to sell his soul,
leading to a series of moral consequences and eventual downfall. The story’s
progression highlights themes of greed, moral corruption, and the perils of
making deals with evil forces. The concise yet rich plot serves as a
foundation for exploring the story’s deeper meanings and social commentary.
Understanding the plot is essential for grasping the symbolic and thematic
layers present throughout the text.



Summary of Key Events

The story opens with a description of the wild swamp near Boston, setting a
dark and ominous tone. Tom Walker and his wife are introduced as quarrelsome
and greedy. After Tom meets the Devil, who offers him buried pirate treasure
in exchange for his soul, Tom initially declines but later accepts, becoming
a usurer and accumulating great wealth. Despite his riches, Tom remains
morally bankrupt, and his eventual fate serves as a cautionary tale.

Structure and Narrative Style

Washington Irving employs a third-person omniscient narrator, providing both
a satirical and moralistic voice. The story is structured in a
straightforward manner, with a clear beginning, middle, and end, making it
accessible yet rich in allegorical meaning. Its tone blends dark humor with a
somber warning, reflective of early 19th-century American literature.

Character Analysis

In the devil and tom walker study guide, character analysis is crucial to
understanding the moral dynamics at play. The central characters embody the
vices and values that Irving critiques, especially greed and selfishness.
Through an in-depth look at Tom Walker, his wife, and the Devil, readers gain
insight into how these figures represent broader societal and ethical
concerns.

Tom Walker

Tom is portrayed as a miserly, greedy man who prioritizes wealth over
morality. His willingness to bargain with the Devil underscores his moral
weakness and desperation. Tom’s character development—or lack
thereof—-illustrates the consequences of prioritizing material gain at the
expense of spiritual integrity.

Tom's Wife

Tom’s wife is depicted as equally greedy and contentious, embodying the
destructive nature of avarice in personal relationships. Her aggressive
pursuit of the Devil’s treasure ultimately leads to her mysterious
disappearance, symbolizing the ruin brought by unchecked greed.

The Devil (0ld Scratch)

The Devil, often referred to as 0ld Scratch, serves as the embodiment of



temptation and evil in the story. His role as a tempter and collector of
souls reflects the Faustian theme and the moral consequences of unethical
choices. The Devil’s interactions with Tom highlight the story’s critique of
moral corruption.

Themes and Motifs

The devil and tom walker study guide emphasizes several major themes and
motifs that are central to the story’s message. These elements reveal
Washington Irving’s critique of human nature and society, especially
regarding greed, morality, and the consequences of one’s choices.

Greed and Materialism

Greed is the dominant theme, illustrated through Tom and his wife’s obsession
with wealth. The story critiques the corrupting influence of materialism,
warning that the pursuit of riches at any cost leads to moral decay and
destruction.

Moral Corruption and Hypocrisy

The narrative exposes the hypocrisy of those who claim religious piety but
engage in unethical behavior. Tom’s late attempt to repent highlights the
insufficiency of superficial faith when not accompanied by true moral change.

The Faustian Bargain

The motif of making a deal with the Devil reflects the broader cultural and
literary tradition of Faust. This motif serves as a cautionary device,
illustrating the dangers of sacrificing one’s soul for temporary gain.

Symbolism and Literary Devices

Symbolism plays a significant role in the devil and tom walker study guide,
enhancing the story’s thematic depth. Washington Irving uses various literary
devices to convey meaning and critique societal values subtly yet
effectively.

The Swamp

The dark swamp symbolizes moral decay and spiritual wilderness. It is the
setting where Tom encounters the Devil, representing the treacherous nature
of temptation and the unknown dangers of immoral choices.



The Treasure

The buried pirate treasure represents ill-gotten wealth and the corrupt means
by which Tom acquires his fortune. This symbol reinforces the theme that such
wealth comes at a dire spiritual cost.

Character Names and Their Significance

Names such as “Tom Walker” suggest an everyman figure, while “0ld Scratch” is
a folk name for the Devil, connecting the story to American folklore and
moral allegory. These choices enhance the story’s universal appeal and moral
lessons.

Use of Irony and Satire

Irving employs irony to highlight the foolishness and hypocrisy of his
characters, particularly in Tom’s attempts at repentance and his miserly
behavior. Satire is used to critique societal greed and religious hypocrisy
prevalent in the early 19th century.

Historical and Cultural Context

Understanding the historical and cultural background enriches comprehension
of the devil and tom walker study guide. Written in the early 1800s, the
story reflects American society’s attitudes toward wealth, morality, and
emerging capitalism.

Early American Society and Puritan Influence

The story’s setting near Boston during the colonial era evokes Puritan
values, emphasizing strict moral codes and the consequences of sin. Irving
critiques the tension between religious morality and the growing emphasis on
material success.

The Impact of Capitalism

The rise of capitalism and financial speculation in post-Revolutionary
America forms a backdrop for the story’s focus on greed and moral compromise.
Tom’s role as a usurer reflects societal anxieties about the corrupting
effects of unchecked capitalism.



Folklore and Literary Traditions

Irving draws on European folklore, particularly the Faust legend, adapting it
to an American context. This blending of cultural narratives enhances the
story’s moral and literary richness.

Discussion Questions and Study Tips

The devil and tom walker study guide concludes with targeted questions and
strategies to facilitate deeper engagement with the text. These prompts
encourage critical thinking about the story’s themes, characters, and
symbolism.

Discussion Questions

How does the story critique the pursuit of wealth and its impact on
morality?

In what ways does Tom Walker's character embody the Faustian bargain
motif?

What role does the setting play in establishing the story’s tone and
themes?

How does Irving use irony and satire to convey his message?

e What is the significance of Tom’s wife’s fate in the narrative?

Study Tips

e Focus on identifying examples of symbolism throughout the story.

e Compare the story’s themes with other Faustian literature to understand
its unique American perspective.

e Analyze the historical context to better grasp the social critiques
embedded in the narrative.

e Review character motivations and how they drive the plot and thematic
development.

e Use the discussion questions to guide group study sessions or essay
writing.



Frequently Asked Questions

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

'The Devil and Tom Walker' primarily explores themes of greed, moral
corruption, and the consequences of making deals with the devil.

Who is the protagonist in 'The Devil and Tom Walker'
and what is his character like?

The protagonist is Tom Walker, a miserly and greedy man who makes a Faustian
bargain with the devil to gain wealth.

How does Washington Irving use symbolism in 'The
Devil and Tom Walker'?

Irving uses symbolism such as the swamp, the devil, and the treasure to
represent moral decay, temptation, and the corrupting power of greed.

What role does Tom Walker’'s wife play in the story?

Tom's wife is portrayed as equally greedy and quarrelsome. Her disappearance
after a violent confrontation with Tom highlights the destructive nature of
avarice.

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

The gloomy, dark swamp setting reflects the ominous and morally corrupt world
in which the story takes place, emphasizing themes of evil and temptation.

What lesson does 'The Devil and Tom Walker' teach
about making deals for personal gain?

The story warns that making deals with the devil or engaging in unethical
behavior for personal gain ultimately leads to ruin and despair.

Additional Resources

1. The Devil and Tom Walker by Washington Irving - Study Guide
This study guide offers a detailed summary and analysis of Washington
Irving's classic short story. It covers key themes such as greed, moral



corruption, and the supernatural. The guide also includes character
breakdowns, discussion questions, and essay topics to aid comprehension and
classroom discussion.

2. The Legend of Sleepy Hollow and Other Stories by Washington Irving

This collection includes "The Devil and Tom Walker" alongside other famous
tales like "The Legend of Sleepy Hollow." Readers gain insight into Irving's
use of American folklore and gothic elements. The book explores themes of
fear, morality, and the supernatural in early American literature.

3. Faust by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

A seminal work in Western literature, "Faust" tells the story of a man who
makes a pact with the devil in exchange for knowledge and pleasure. This
tragedy explores themes of temptation, ambition, and redemption, providing a
deeper context for understanding similar motifs in "The Devil and Tom
Walker."

4. American Gothic Tales edited by Joyce Carol Oates

This anthology features a variety of American gothic stories, including works
that delve into themes of evil, the supernatural, and moral decay. It
provides a broader literary context for the dark atmosphere and motifs found
in "The Devil and Tom Walker."

5. The Cambridge Companion to Gothic Fiction

This critical companion examines the development of gothic fiction from its
origins to contemporary works. It discusses the use of the devil and
supernatural bargains as recurring motifs. The book offers academic insights
that enhance the study of stories like "The Devil and Tom Walker."

6. The Faustian Bargain: A History of Deals with the Devil

This non-fiction book explores the cultural and historical significance of
the Faustian bargain motif in literature and folklore. It provides background
on how the concept of selling one's soul has been portrayed across different
cultures and time periods, enriching the understanding of "The Devil and Tom
Walker."

7. Dark Bargains: Occultism, Satanism, and Witchcraft in American Literature
This scholarly work investigates the portrayal of dark pacts and occult
themes in American literary tradition. It highlights stories like "The Devil
and Tom Walker" to illustrate how American authors incorporate devilish
bargains to critique societal values.

8. Washington Irving: An American Original

A biography that delves into the 1life and works of Washington Irving,
providing context for his storytelling style and thematic choices.
Understanding Irving’'s background helps readers appreciate the social and
historical influences behind "The Devil and Tom Walker."

9. Deals with the Devil: From Faust to Contemporary Fiction
This book traces the evolution of the devil’s bargain motif from its
classical roots to modern literature and media. It examines how the theme has



been adapted and what it symbolizes in different eras, offering valuable
perspective when studying "The Devil and Tom Walker."
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