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Introduction

When the phrase “devil and Tom Walker” surfaces, it often conjures images of a dark bargain, a moral dilemma, 

and a cautionary tale that has resonated across generations. This evocative title belongs to one of 

Washington /Irving’s most celebrated short stories, published in 1835 as part of his collection The Sketch Book of 

Geoffrey Crayon, Gent.The narrative, while simple on the surface, is rich with layers of meaning—an exploration of

greed, temptation, and the human capacity for self �deception. In this article, we will delve into the origins,

characters, themes, and lasting influence of Irving’s tale, offering a comprehensive guide for readers who wish to

understand why the devil and Tom Walker continue to fascinate literary scholars and popular audiences alike.

1. The Genesis of the Tale

1.1 Washington Irving and Early American Literature

Washington /Irving (1783 �1859) is often regarded as a pioneer of American literary identity. His early works, including 

The Sketch Book, blended folklore, satire, and personal narrative, creating a uniquely American voice. By the

1830s, Irving had already made a name for himself with stories such as “Rip Van Winkle” and “The Legend of

Sleepy Hollow.” The devil and Tom Walker emerged during this prolific period, reflecting Irving’s fascination with

moral allegory and the supernatural.

1.2 Publication History and Context

The story first appeared in 1835, a time when the United States was grappling with rapid industrialization,

westward expansion, and moral debates surrounding slavery and temperance. Irving’s tale, set in a small New

England town, taps into the anxieties of a society in flux, presenting a cautionary narrative about the perils of

unchecked ambition.

2. Plot Overview

2.1 The Unassuming Beggar

Tom Walker, a miserly and self �servile man, lives a quiet life in a humble house with his wife and a single child. His

days are spent in the town’s tavern, where he drinks and complains about his lack of wealth. One night, as he

retreats to the tavern’s cellar, the devil appears—a gaunt, hooded figure who offers Tom a deal: riches in exchange

for his soul.

2.2 The Devil’s Bargain

The devil promises Tom a chest full of gold, but in return, he must surrender his soul and pledge to become the

devil’s “devil’s servant.” Tom, driven by greed, signs the contract. The devil’s presence becomes a constant, a silent

reminder of the pact, and Tom’s life spirals into a series of moral compromises.

2.3 The Downfall

Tom’s newfound wealth brings him social status and influence, but it also breeds envy and resentment. He

becomes ruthless, exploiting others for profit. The devil’s demands grow more sinister, culminating in a final test

that forces Tom to confront the true cost of his ambition. The story ends with a chilling reminder that the devil’s



bargains come at a price no mortal can truly afford.

3. Character Analysis

3.1 Tom Walker: A Study in Human Frailty

Tom Walker is a complex protagonist. His miserly habits, coupled with a deep sense of inadequacy, make him

vulnerable to temptation. Irving paints Tom as a product of his environment—a man shaped by poverty, societal

pressure, and a longing for recognition. Tom’s transformation from a humble tavern patron to a ruthless

businessman illustrates the corrupting influence of unchecked desire.

3.2 The Devil: Symbolism and Ambiguity

Irving’s depiction of the devil is deliberately ambiguous. Rather than a flamboyant, horned figure, the devil is

described as a “thin man” with a “hollow, empty face.” This subtle portrayal emphasizes the devil’s role as a

psychological force—representing the inner demons that can lead individuals astray. The devil’s insistence on a

written contract underscores the theme of accountability.

3.3 Supporting Characters

•  Tom’s Wife – A silent witness to Tom’s moral decline, she embodies the domestic sphere’s vulnerability to 

external corruption.

•  The Town’s Magistrate – Represents societal judgment, often unaware of the hidden bargains that shape local 

power dynamics.

•  Other Citizens – Serve as cautionary examples of how wealth and status can erode moral values.

4. Themes and Motifs

4.1 Greed and the American Dream

The story interrogates the American Dream’s promise of prosperity. Tom’s relentless pursuit of wealth mirrors the

era’s capitalist fervor, while his eventual downfall warns of the moral cost associated with such ambition.

4.2 The Nature of Evil

Irving’s devil is less a supernatural entity than a metaphor for the corrupting forces lurking within society. The

narrative suggests that evil can manifest in subtle, everyday choices, rather than in overt, theatrical acts.

4.3 The Power of Contracts and Promises

The written contract serves as a potent motif, symbolizing how promises can bind individuals to a predetermined

fate. It also reflects 19th �century anxieties about legalism and the sanctity of agreements.

4.4 The Role of Fate vs. Free Will

Irving raises questions about whether Tom’s destiny was sealed by the devil’s contract or by his own choices. The

tension between predestination and personal agency is a recurring thread throughout the narrative.

5. Symbolism

5.1 The Chest of Gold

The chest represents not just material wealth but also the temptation to prioritize personal gain over communal

well �being. Its physical presence in Tom’s life serves as a constant reminder of the deal he made.

5.2 The Tavern



As a setting, the tavern is a liminal space—a crossroads between the mundane and the supernatural. It is here that

Tom’s ordinary life collides with the extraordinary, illustrating how everyday environments can become arenas for

moral testing.

5.3 The Devil’s Cloak

The hooded cloak conceals the devil’s true nature, echoing the idea that evil often hides behind a façade of

respectability or charisma.

6. Moral and Ethical Implications

6.1 The Cost of Ambition

Tom’s story underscores the idea that unchecked ambition can erode personal integrity. The narrative serves as a

cautionary tale, reminding readers that the pursuit of wealth without ethical boundaries can lead to ruin.

6.2 The Importance of Accountability

The contract’s written nature highlights the necessity of accountability. By binding himself to a written agreement,

Tom acknowledges the gravity of his choices, yet he still fails to uphold his moral responsibilities.

6.3 The Dangers of Moral Complacency

Tom’s complacency in the face of moral compromise illustrates how individuals can become desensitized to ethical

lapses. The story warns against the gradual erosion of conscience.

7. Reception and Legacy

7.1 Contemporary Critical Response

Upon its release, The Devil and Tom Walkerwas praised for its sharp moral insight and vivid characterization.

Critics lauded Irving’s ability to weave folklore with social commentary, a hallmark of his literary style.

7.2 Influence on American Short Story Tradition

Irving’s work laid the groundwork for later American writers such as Nathaniel Hawthorne and Edgar A. Rice. The

story’s blending of supernatural elements with moral scrutiny became a template for the American short story

genre.

7.3 Enduring Popularity

Even today, the tale is studied in literature courses and referenced in popular media, attesting to its enduring

relevance. Its themes of greed, temptation, and moral compromise resonate across different eras, making it a

timeless narrative.

8. Adaptations and Cultural Impact

8.1 Film and Television Interpretations

Numerous adaptations have been produced across media. The most notable is the 1941 film adaptation by director 

William /P. /Karr, which brought the story to a wider audience. Television anthologies, such as Alfred /Hitchcock 

Presents, have also dramatized the tale, emphasizing its suspenseful elements.

8.2 Literary Parodies and Homages

Authors such as Stephen King have referenced the story in their works, acknowledging its influence on the horror

and moral �fiction genres. The story’s archetypal “deal with the devil” has become a staple in American folklore.



8.3 Educational Use

High �school and university curricula often include The Devil and Tom Walker in literature modules. Teachers use the

story to discuss themes of morality, character development, and the role of folklore in shaping cultural narratives.

9. Tom Walker in Popular Culture

9.1 The Name as a Cultural Reference

Beyond the story, the name “Tom Walker” has entered colloquial usage as a symbol of a self �servile individual who

is willing to compromise values for personal gain. Phrases such as “he’s a real Tom Walker” are sometimes used to

criticize someone’s moral flexibility.

2.1 Tom Walker in Music and Art

Musical works inspired by the narrative include the folk ballad “The Devil and Tom Walker,” which has been

performed by various artists. Visual artists have also created illustrations depicting the ominous contract, further

cementing the story’s place in cultural memory.

3.1 Commercial Branding

Some businesses have adopted the name “Tom Walker” for branding purposes, leveraging the story’s association

with ambition and success. While such usage can be controversial, it demonstrates the narrative’s reach into

modern commerce.

Conclusion

Washington /Irving’s The Devil and Tom Walkerremains a compelling exploration of human frailty, the seductive

allure of wealth, and the moral consequences of unchecked ambition. Its richly layered narrative, complex

characters, and enduring themes have secured its place in both literary canon and popular consciousness.

Whether you approach the story as a historical artifact, a moral parable, or a timeless cautionary tale, the devil and

Tom Walker invite readers to confront the darker corners of the human psyche. In a world where the pursuit of

success can often blur ethical lines, the story’s lessons resonate more strongly than ever, reminding us that every

bargain—
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