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Devil And Tom Walker

Washington Irving's Dark
Masterpiece: A Deep Dive into The
Devil and Tom Walker

In the annals of American literature, few short stories possess the
enduring  moral  weight  and  eerie  atmosphere  of  Washington
Irving's "The Devil and Tom Walker." First published in 1824 as
part  of  the collection Tales of  a  Traveller,  this  tale remains a
quintessential example of the American Gothic genre. More than
just a spooky story, it is a sharp satire on greed, hypocrisy, and
the  moral  compromises  that  often  accompany  the  pursuit  of
wealth. For students, literature enthusiasts, and casual readers
alike,  understanding  this  narrative  offers  profound  insights  into
early American cultural anxieties and the timeless dangers of a
Faustian bargain. This article explores the story's plot, characters,
themes,  and  lasting  significance,  providing  a  comprehensive
analysis  that  is  both  informative  and  engaging  for  modern
readers.

The Setting: A Dark and
Foreboding Landscape

Irving masterfully sets the stage for his moral fable by placing it in

the gloomy, primeval forests near Boston, Massachusetts, circa
1727. The story opens not in a bustling town, but on the outskirts
of civilization, near a swampy, melancholy grove of trees. This is
no ordinary forest; local legend holds it is haunted by the spirit of
a  long-dead  pirate,  Captain  Kidd,  who  buried  a  vast  treasure
beneath a giant oak tree. The atmosphere is one of decay and
isolation,  perfectly  mirroring  the  spiritual  state  of  the  story's
protagonist. The "Dismal Swamp" is not merely a location; it is a
character in itself,  representing the moral quagmire into which
Tom Walker willingly descends. The dark, impenetrable woods, the
howling  of  the  wind,  and  the  solitary,  untamed  landscape  all
contribute to a sense of foreboding that prepares the reader for a
supernatural encounter. This setting reflects the Puritanical fear of
the wilderness, a place untamed by God and law, where the devil
himself might walk freely.

The Swamp as a Symbolic Gateway

The  specific  geography  of  the  swamp  is  crucial  to  the  story's
symbolism. It  is  a place of  stagnant water,  twisted roots,  and
murky  shadows,  representing  moral  ambiguity  and  the
disappearance of clear boundaries between right and wrong. The
treasure is buried deep within this chaotic landscape, suggesting
that immense wealth is inextricably linked to moral confusion and
spiritual darkness. Tom's decision to venture into this forsaken
place,  driven  by  his  avarice,  signifies  his  first  step  down  a



dangerous  path.  The  swamp  functions  as  a  liminal  space,  a
threshold between the everyday world of colonial Boston and the
infernal realm of Old Scratch. It is here that the boundaries of
reality blur, and the devil can appear not with cloven hooves and
brimstone,  but  as  a  dark,  sooty  woodsman,  a  figure  intimately
associated  with  this  wild  and  untamed  land.

Character Analysis: Tom Walker
and His Partner

At  the  heart  of  Irving's  story  are  two  deeply  flawed  characters:
Tom Walker and his wife. Neither is presented as a sympathetic
figure. Tom is a miserly, avaricious man who values nothing more
than money. He is described as "a meager, miserly fellow," and
we are told that "he was a hard-hearted fellow, not easily moved
by the misfortunes of others." His greed is all-consuming, making
him the perfect  candidate for  a  pact  with  the devil.  His  wife,
predictably, is no better. She is equally miserly, sharp-tongued,
and domineering. Irving describes her as a "termagant wife," so
fierce and stingy that she is willing to fight the devil himself for a
slice of the profit. The Walkers' relationship is a portrait of mutual
contempt  and  avarice,  a  domestic  hell  that  precedes  any
supernatural dealings.

The Enigmatic Figure of Old Scratch

The devil, known here as "Old Scratch" or the "Black Man," is a
fascinating figure in this tale. He is not the classical Satan of fire
and  brimstone,  but  a  more  localized,  folkloric  character.  He
appears as a dark,  lumbering woodsman, covered in soot and
bearing an axe, reflecting the land itself. He is a "great black man"
with a "pair of great red eyes." His presence is felt not in a church

or a fiery pit, but in the dark forests and swamps of New England.
This depiction aligns with Puritan folklore, where the devil  was
believed to roam the wilderness, tempting isolated settlers. Old
Scratch  is  pragmatic  and businesslike;  he  is  not  interested  in
Tom's soul for the sake of damnation alone, but as a transaction.
He  offers  the  treasure  of  Kidd  in  exchange  for  Tom's  soul,  a
service that Tom, after much haggling, is willing to provide. The
devil is also depicted as a master of contracts, a "great patron of
speculators,"  hinting  at  Irving's  crit ique  of  a  rapidly
commercializing  society.

The Grisly Fate of Mrs. Walker

One of the story's most memorable and darkly comedic subplots
involves Tom's wife. Determined to gain the treasure for herself,
she makes her own journey into the swamp to strike a bargain
with Old Scratch. Her greed proves to be her undoing. The devil,
perceiving her as a greater challenge than Tom, deals with her
brutally.  When Tom searches for her in the swamp, he finds only
her apron, hanging from a tree, containing a heart and liver. This
grim discovery, presented with Irving's characteristic dark humor,
serves multiple purposes.  It  rids Tom of  his  domineering wife,
which he secretly welcomes, while also serving as a stark warning
of the devil's merciless nature. Mrs. Walker's fate is a cautionary
tale about unchecked greed and a woman stepping outside her
prescribed  domestic  role  to  engage  in  a  masculine  world  of
commerce and contracts.

The Faustian Bargain and Its
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Consequences

The core of "The Devil and Tom Walker" is the classic Faustian
bargain. After his wife's death, Tom is free to negotiate with Old
Scratch.  The  agreement  is  simple:  the  pirate's  treasure  in
exchange  for  Tom's  soul.  However,  the  devil  adds  a  specific
condition: Tom must use the money to become a usurer, or a
moneylender,  to  further  spread  greed  and  misery  among  the
community. Tom eagerly accepts. He moves to Boston, opens a
counting house, and begins lending money at exorbitant interest
rates.  He becomes a wealthy and prominent figure,  a  "rich man"
who is "punctual and exact" in his business dealings, but utterly
devoid of  mercy or charity.  He forecloses on mortgages,  ruins
honest families, and grows fatter and richer as others grow poorer
and more desperate. This is the heart of Irving's satire: Tom's
social respectability is built entirely on a foundation of ruthless
exploitation sanctioned by the devil.

The Hypocrisy of Religious Piety

As Tom grows older and his death draws nearer,  he becomes
terrified of his fate. In a desperate attempt to cheat the devil, he
turns  to  religion.  He  becomes  a  "violent  churchgoer,"  praying
loudly and ostentatiously. He carries a Bible with him at all times
and occupies the most prominent pew in the church. His religion is
not born of genuine faith or repentance, but of pure, naked fear.
He believes that by performing the outward rituals of piety, he can
somehow void  his  contract  with  the  devil.  This  behavior  is  a
masterful critique of religious hypocrisy. Tom's "conversion" is a
sham; he continues his usurious practices in secret while claiming
to be a devout Christian. Irving argues that such performative
religiosity is not only worthless but dangerously arrogant. Tom's

attempt to deceive both God and the devil is the ultimate sin, a
refusal to accept the consequences of his own free will.

Major Themes and Moral Lessons

"The Devil and Tom Walker" is rich with enduring themes that
resonate powerfully with contemporary readers. The most obvious
theme  is  the  danger  of  greed.  Tom's  avarice  is  his  defining
characteristic,  and  it  leads  him  to  sacrifice  his  integrity,  his
marriage, and ultimately his soul.  The story serves as a stern
warning against the pursuit of wealth at all costs. Irving suggests
that  wealth  gained  through  immoral  means  brings  no  true
happiness; it only corrupts and isolates. Tom is a miserable man
despite his fortune, haunted by fear and paranoia. His life is a
testament  to  the  emptiness  of  material  gain  devoid  of  moral
substance.

The Illusion of Wealth and Social Status

Another critical theme is the illusion of social status. After making
his pact, Tom is a wealthy and respected member of the Boston
community.  He  lends  to  "needy  and  scheming"  people  and
becomes  a  pillar  of  the  commercial  world.  Yet,  his  status  is
entirely artificial. It is a facade built on a diabolical contract. Irving
is critiquing the rise of a capitalist society where wealth can be
accumulated without regard for morality. The story questions the
very foundations of social respectability: is a rich man truly good,
or merely fortunate (or in Tom's case, damned)? Tom's eventual
fate—being snatched away by the devil during a risky business
deal—reveals the fragility of his worldly success. All his money, his
fine house, and his social standing amount to nothing in the end.



The Dangers of Moral Compromise

The story is also a powerful allegory about the slippery slope of
moral  compromise.  Tom's  first  step  is  simply  into  the  swamp.
Then he agrees to talk with the devil. Then he bargains. Then he
becomes a usurer. Each step is small and seemingly logical, but
each leads him further from grace. He rationalizes his actions,
convincing himself that he can have the money and still find a way
to save his soul. This pattern of self-deception is a timeless lesson.
"The Devil and Tom Walker" warns against the belief that one can
make a deal with evil on one's own terms. The devil is patient and
cunning;  he  always  collects  his  due.  Tom's  frantic  attempt  at
religious hypocrisy in his old age is a pathetic and futile gesture,
illustrating that some choices cannot be unmade.

Literary Significance and American
Gothic Tradition

Washington Irving's story is a cornerstone of the American Gothic
genre. Unlike its European counterpart,  which often dwelled in
haunted castles and aristocratic decay, the American Gothic often
explored the dark side of the young nation's landscape and its
Puritanical roots. Irving uses the wilderness of New England as a
source of supernatural terror, blending folklore with a distinctly
American setting. The story is deeply rooted in local legend and
folklore,  giving  it  an  authentic,  grounding  feel.  The  figure  of  the
devil as a woodsman is a uniquely American archetype, reflecting
the nation's relationship with its vast, untamed frontier. The tale
also anticipates the work of later American writers like Nathaniel
Hawthorne  and  Edgar  Allan  Poe,  who  would  further  explore
themes of guilt, sin, and psychological horror within a domestic
setting.

Satire of Early American Economics

Beyond its supernatural elements, the story is a sharp satire of the
speculative economic culture of early 19th-century America. Irving
wrote during a time of rapid economic expansion and speculation.
Tom's profession as a usurer (a moneylender or banker) is a direct
critique  of  the  financial  industry.  The  devil  is  even  called  "the
great patron of speculators." Irving is warning against the dangers
of an economy built on debt, paper money, and risky ventures.
When  Tom  is  finally  taken,  all  his  assets  turn  to  "cinders  and
tinder," symbolizing the ephemeral and illusory nature of wealth
gained  through  financial  manipulation  rather  than  honest  labor.
This economic critique gives the story a surprisingly modern edge,
relevant to any era of financial bubbles and speculative excess.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy
of a Faustian Tale

"The Devil and Tom Walker" remains a powerful and relevant story
more than two centuries after its publication. It is more than a
simple ghost story; it is a sophisticated moral fable that explores
greed,  hypocrisy,  and  the  corrupting  influence  of  unchecked
ambition.  Irving's  masterful  use  of  setting,  his  sharply  drawn
characters, and his darkly humorous prose create a tale that is
both  entertaining  and  deeply  instructive.  The  image  of  Tom
Walker, riding his horse into the forest to haunt it forever, is a
chilling reminder of the inescapable consequences of a soul sold
for  worldly  gain.  For  modern  readers,  the  story  serves  as  a
timeless  caution  about  the  danger  of  valuing  money  over
integrity, status over character, and worldly success over spiritual
well-being.  In  an age of  rapid  wealth  accumulation and moral
ambiguity,  Tom  Walker's  dark  journey  continues  to  offer  a
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necessary  and  unforgettable  lesson.


