“The Devil and Tom Walker” Outline
I. Author:  Washington Irving (1783 – 1859)

A. youngest son of a hardware importer

B. from New York City

C. Became established as the foremost New York Satirist

D. Attracted to the works of Romantic novelist Sir Walter Scott

1. Scott told Irving to read the German Romantics and find inspiration in folklore and legends.

E. Had a genius for inventing comic fictional narrators

1. Jonathan Old style, Gent

a. A caricature of British writers

b. Name of first narrator

2. Diedrich Knickerbocker

a. Second invented narrator

3. Geoffrey Crayon – another comic narrator
a. Stories narrated by Crayon found in collection of stories entitled The Sketch Book (1819 -1820)

i. This book carried Irving to summit of international success.

b. Narrator of “The Devil and Tom Walker”

i. Found in book entitled Tales of a Traveller (1824)
F. Also wrote “Rip Van Winkle”

G. Author of The Legend of Sleepy Hollow
H. Gave America its first international literary celebrity.
II. “The Devil and Tom Walker”

A. American version of the archetypal story of Faust – the sixteenth century German philosopher who sells his soul to the devil.

B. Included in Tales of a Traveller
1. met with unfavorable reviews

a. caused Irving to stop writing altogether.

C. Set in New England in the early 1700s

D. Narrator Geoffrey Crayon relates story he has heard about a local man’s dealings with the devil

1. Narrator never claims that the stories are true

2. relates only that stories are widely spread

3. According to local legend, a treasure is buried in a dark grove on an inlet outside of  Boston.

a. It is said that Kidd the Pirate left it there under a gigantic tree

b. The devil himself “presided at the hiding of the money, and took it under his guardianship.”

c. Since the Pirate Kidd was hanged, no one has disturbed the treasure or challenged the devil’s right to it.

4. In 1927, local man Tom Walker takes short cut home through the dark grove at dusk.

a. Tom was well-known for his pitiful horse, loud wife, and the couple’s mercenary (greedy) habits.

b. After accidentally digging up a skull, Tom is reprimanded by a gruff voice.


i. Voice belongs to a man blackened by soot and grime who calls himself the black woodsman.

ii. Tom soon realizes he is in the company of the devil (Old Scratch).

iii. The devil offers Tom the treasure in exchange for a few conditions.

1.) Tom declines.

c. Back home, Tom tells his wife about the meeting.

i. She is outraged he passed up the opportunity for great wealth in exchange for his soul.

ii. She decides to bargain with the devil on her own.

iii. After several attempts to bargain with the devil, she takes her valuable possessions in her apron and heads off to the woods.

iv. When she fails to return, Tom goes looking for her and finds the remains of her apron in a tree; the apron contains her heart and liver.
d. The next time the devil appears to Tom, Tom is eager to bargain with him since he will not have to share with his missing (and presumably dead) wife.

e. The devil next wants Tom to become a slave trader.

i. Tom refuses, but does decide to become a usurer (money-lender).

f. Tom next sets up shop in a “counting house” in Boston.

i. He attains great wealth by cheating people out of their money.

ii. He charges people outrageous interest.

iii. He builds a luxurious house, but refuses to spend money to furnish it properly.

iv. He buys a carriage, but fails to maintain it.

v. His horses grow thin because he begrudgingly feeds them.

g. When Tom grows old, he begins to worry about the terms of the agreement with the devil.

i. He becomes a “violent church-goer” in an effort to cheat the devil out of receiving his soul.

ii. He reads the Bible obsessively.

iii. He prays loudly and long in church each week.

iv. Among the townspeople, “Tom’s zeal became as notorious as his riches.

h. When Tom declares to a client that the devil should take him if he ever made a farthing off of another man, the devil appears and whisks Tom away.

i. He is taken during a thunderstorm by horseback to the Indian fort in the woods.

ii. Tom was never seen again

iii. Town officials assigned to settle Tom’s estate found his money and bonds reduced to cinder and ashes.

iv. His house burns to the ground.

v. His horses become skeletons.
III. Themes in “The Devil and Tom Walker”

A. Greed

1. Tom initially declines the devil’s offer of wealth for his soul because he would have to share with his wife.

2. After becoming a wealthy money-lender, Tom still remains parsimonious (greedy, stingy).

a. He refuses to furnish his mansion

b. He refuses to feed his horses properly.

3. When accused by a customer of taking advantage of his misfortune, Tom declares, “The devil take me if I have made a farthing!”

a. Old Scratch appears to take him away.

4. Irving’s moral:  “Such was the end of Tom Walker and his ill-gotten wealth.  Let all griping money-lenders lay this story to heart.”

B. Hypocrisy

1. When agreeing to the terms of the deal, Tom refuses to become a slave-trader because he claims to have a conscience.

2. Tom insists on keeping deals with customers which drives them to ruin, yet conspires to cheat the devil on the terms of their own deal.
a. He displays public religious fervor when he is actually not really religious.

3. His final moment of hypocrisy is when he lies about making money from his customers.\

a. When the devil arrives, Irving makes it clear that Tom’s hypocrisy has caught up with him.

C. Moral Corruption
1. Tom is presented as an individual who has always been morally corrupt.

2. The action of the story presents how moral corruption breeds more moral corruption.

3. The pact with the devil is the greatest corruption of all.


IV. Point of View

A. Legend (Tall Tale)  Narrated by Geoffrey Crayon

1. Such first person narration (told by a second-hand narrator), adds to the feeling the reader experiences of being told a story in the oral tradition.

a. The oral tradition is the way most folktales are handed down from generation to generation.

V. Allegory

1. Many folktales are allegories

a. In allegories, characters and actions are symbolic of larger conditions of human nature.

b. The character Old Scratch personifies evil or temptation.

c. The murky woods where Tom meets the devil are symbolic of his conscience, which, clouded by greed, falls easily to the devil’s temptation.

d. Through his pact with the devil, Tom represents and symbolizes religious hypocrisy which Irving shows will be punished.

VI. Archetype

A. can be a plot, event, character, setting or an object.
B. The story of a person who sells his/her soul to the devil for worldly gain is an archetypal plot.
1. The most famous and influential version of the tale is Faust a play by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832)

a. Each retelling of the Faustian legend puts a different spin on the story, and the ending may change.
