
the devil and tom walker

the devil and tom walker is a classic short story written by Washington
Irving that explores themes of greed, morality, and the supernatural. This
dark romantic tale is set in early colonial America and follows the story of
Tom Walker, a miserly man who makes a Faustian bargain with the devil. The
narrative delves into the consequences of Tom’s choices and the moral lessons
that arise from his encounter with evil. Throughout this article, the plot,
characters, symbolism, and themes of the story will be examined in detail.
Additionally, the historical context and literary significance of "The Devil
and Tom Walker" will be discussed to provide a comprehensive understanding of
this enduring work. The following sections offer an organized overview of the
story and its various aspects.

Plot Summary of The Devil and Tom Walker

Main Characters and Their Roles

Themes and Symbolism

Historical Context and Background

Literary Significance and Influence

Plot Summary of The Devil and Tom Walker
The devil and tom walker revolves around the story of Tom Walker, a greedy
and miserly man living near Boston in the early 18th century. Tom and his
wife are both selfish and quarrelsome, with an unhappy marriage. One day, Tom
encounters a mysterious figure in a swamp, later revealed to be the devil,
also known as Old Scratch. The devil offers Tom a deal: in exchange for his
soul, Tom can obtain great wealth by becoming a usurer, lending money at
exorbitant interest rates.

Initially hesitant, Tom’s greed overcomes his fear, and he agrees to the
pact. After his wife attempts to make a similar deal with the devil but
disappears mysteriously, Tom fully commits to his new role. He becomes a
notorious moneylender, exploiting the desperation of others. Despite
occasional attempts to repent, Tom's greed and selfishness ultimately doom
him. At the story’s climax, the devil comes to claim Tom’s soul, and he
vanishes, leaving behind only his ill-gotten fortune.



Main Characters and Their Roles
The characters in the devil and tom walker are essential in conveying the
story’s moral and thematic elements. Each character serves to illustrate the
consequences of greed and moral corruption.

Tom Walker
Tom is the protagonist and a symbol of greed and moral decay. His willingness
to bargain with the devil demonstrates his prioritization of wealth over
integrity or salvation. Tom’s evolution from a miserly man to a corrupt
usurer highlights the dangers of avarice.

Tom’s Wife
Tom’s wife is depicted as equally greedy and contentious. Her
fate—disappearing after trying to make a deal with the devil—serves as a
cautionary element within the story. She represents the destructive nature of
greed and the consequences of immoral actions.

The Devil (Old Scratch)
The devil, often called Old Scratch in the story, embodies temptation and
evil. He offers Tom wealth at the cost of his soul, acting as a catalyst for
the plot. His presence introduces the supernatural and moral conflict that
defines the narrative.

Themes and Symbolism
The devil and tom walker contains multiple themes and symbols that enrich the
story’s meaning and connect it to broader moral and cultural ideas.

Greed and Corruption
One of the primary themes is the destructive nature of greed. Both Tom and
his wife exhibit insatiable desire for wealth, leading to their downfall. The
story critiques the prioritization of material wealth over ethical behavior
and spiritual well-being.

Good vs. Evil
The conflict between good and evil is central to the narrative. Tom’s deal
with the devil symbolizes a choice between moral righteousness and sinful



temptation. The story portrays the inevitability of justice and the
consequences of aligning with evil.

Symbolism in the Story

The Swamp: Represents danger, moral decay, and the boundary between the
natural and supernatural worlds.

The Devil’s Tree: A symbol of sin and corruption, marking the spot where
Tom’s predecessor made a pact with the devil.

Tom’s Bible: His eventual reliance on religion to escape damnation
symbolizes hypocrisy and the futility of repentance without true
contrition.

Historical Context and Background
The devil and tom walker was published in 1824 during the early 19th century,
a period marked by growing American nationalism and a fascination with
folklore and gothic tales. Washington Irving, often considered America’s
first internationally recognized author, drew upon colonial legends and
Puritan beliefs to craft this story.

The story reflects the economic conditions of the time, including the rise of
capitalism and the moral concerns associated with money lending and usury. It
also taps into the Puritan fear of the devil and damnation, illustrating the
tension between religious morality and worldly ambition prevalent in early
American society.

Literary Significance and Influence
The devil and tom walker holds an important place in American literature as
an early example of dark romanticism and moral allegory. Washington Irving’s
use of folklore and supernatural elements helped pave the way for later
American writers who explored similar themes.

The story’s influence can be seen in the development of American gothic
literature and its use of symbolic characters to critique social issues.
Additionally, the tale’s moral lessons about greed and integrity continue to
resonate, making it a frequently studied work in literature courses.

Early American dark romanticism example

Use of folklore and supernatural motifs



Critique of greed and materialism

Influence on later gothic and allegorical literature

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is the author of 'The Devil and Tom Walker'?
The author of 'The Devil and Tom Walker' is Washington Irving.

What is the main theme of 'The Devil and Tom
Walker'?
The main theme of 'The Devil and Tom Walker' is the dangers of greed and
moral corruption.

How does Tom Walker make a deal with the devil?
Tom Walker makes a deal with the devil by agreeing to sell his soul in
exchange for wealth.

What role does Tom Walker's wife play in the story?
Tom Walker's wife is depicted as a shrewish and greedy woman who also seeks
to make a deal with the devil but mysteriously disappears.

What is the significance of the swamp in 'The Devil
and Tom Walker'?
The swamp symbolizes a dark, mysterious place where evil resides, and it is
where Tom Walker encounters the devil.

How does Washington Irving use symbolism in the
story?
Irving uses symbolism such as the devil representing temptation and moral
decay, and the cursed treasure symbolizing ill-gotten wealth.

What lesson does 'The Devil and Tom Walker' teach
readers?
The story teaches that greed and moral compromise can lead to one's downfall.



How does the story end for Tom Walker?
The story ends with Tom Walker being taken away by the devil as punishment
for his greed and corruption.

Additional Resources
1. The Devil and Tom Walker by Washington Irving
This classic short story tells the tale of Tom Walker, a miserly man who
makes a Faustian bargain with the devil. Set in 18th-century New England, the
story explores themes of greed, moral corruption, and the consequences of
one's choices. Irving’s vivid portrayal of the devil and the eerie swamp
setting make it a timeless American gothic tale.

2. Faust by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
A seminal work in Western literature, this dramatic poem follows Dr. Faust, a
scholar who makes a pact with Mephistopheles, a devil figure, trading his
soul for unlimited knowledge and worldly pleasures. The story delves deeply
into themes of ambition, temptation, and redemption. It has inspired
countless adaptations and remains a profound exploration of human desire and
morality.

3. The Master and Margarita by Mikhail Bulgakov
Set in Soviet Russia, this novel features the devil, disguised as a
mysterious stranger, who visits Moscow with his entourage. The story
intertwines the supernatural with satirical commentary on society, religion,
and human nature. Its complex narrative and dark humor have made it a cult
classic with enduring relevance.

4. Doctor Faustus by Christopher Marlowe
An Elizabethan tragedy, this play tells the story of Dr. Faustus, who sells
his soul to Lucifer in exchange for magical powers. Marlowe explores the
dangers of overreaching ambition and the eternal struggle between good and
evil. The work is a foundational text in the Faustian literary tradition.

5. Paradise Lost by John Milton
This epic poem recounts the biblical story of the Fall of Man, focusing on
Satan's rebellion against God and the temptation of Adam and Eve. Milton’s
complex portrayal of the devil challenges traditional notions of evil and
heroism. The work is a profound meditation on free will, sin, and redemption.

6. The Screwtape Letters by C.S. Lewis
Presented as a series of letters from a senior demon, Screwtape, to his
nephew, this novel offers a satirical and insightful look at human nature and
temptation. Lewis uses the devil’s perspective to explore Christian theology
and the subtle ways evil can influence everyday life. It is both humorous and
thought-provoking.

7. The Devil in Massachusetts by Marion L. Starkey
A historical account that investigates the infamous Salem witch trials, this



book explores how fear and superstition led to the persecution of alleged
witches. It provides context on the devil’s role in early American Puritan
beliefs and how the concept of evil influenced society. Starkey’s work is a
compelling study of mass hysteria and morality.

8. Nightmare Alley by William Lindsay Gresham
This noir novel follows a charismatic con man who delves into the dark world
of carnival sideshows and spiritualism. Themes of manipulation, moral decay,
and the devil’s influence pervade the story, showing how individuals can be
corrupted by their desires. The book was adapted into several films,
highlighting its lasting impact.

9. The Devil’s Advocate by Andrew Neiderman
A legal thriller that explores the supernatural when a young lawyer joins a
powerful New York law firm with a sinister secret. The novel blends themes of
ambition, temptation, and the battle between good and evil. It challenges
readers to consider the price of success and the nature of the devil in
modern society.
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