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Abstract: 
“The Last Leaf” by O. Henry is a timeless short story that revolves around themes 
of sacrifice, hope, and the power of human resilience. Set in Greenwich Village 
during a harsh winter, the narrative follows two struggling artists, Johnsy and 

Sue, and their elderly neighbor. Through moments of despair and determination, 
the characters exemplify the capacity for selflessness and the enduring strength 

of the human spirit. O. Henry's poignant storytelling and rich character 
development illuminate the profound impact of sacrifice and the transformative 
power of hope, making “The Last Leaf” a masterpiece that resonates with readers 

across generations. 
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In the annals of American literature, few stories evoke the poignancy and 

enduring power of human connection quite like O. Henry's "The Last Leaf." This 

timeless tale, first published in 1907, continues to captivate readers with its 
themes of friendship, sacrifice, and the indomitable spirit of hope in the face of 
adversity. 

“The Last Leaf” by O. Henry is a poignant short story that explores themes 
of friendship, sacrifice, and the power of art in the face of adversity. Here's a brief 

literary analysis of key elements within the story: 
1. Plot and Structure: 
- The story follows the lives of two struggling artists, Johnsy and Sue, who 

live in a Greenwich Village apartment during a severe bout of pneumonia 
outbreak. 

- Johnsy becomes despondent after contracting pneumonia and fixates on 
the belief that she will die when the last leaf falls from the ivy vine outside her 
window. 

- The plot unfolds as Sue's elderly neighbor, Mr. Behrman, paints a leaf on 
the wall to save Johnsy's life, ultimately sacrificing his own in the process. 

2. Themes: 

- Friendship and Sacrifice: The story highlights the depth of friendship 
between Sue, Johnsy, and Mr. Behrman. Mr. Behrman's selfless act of painting 

the leaf symbolizes his willingness to sacrifice for those he cares about. 
- Perseverance and Hope: Despite the bleak circumstances, Sue and Mr. 

Behrman demonstrate resilience and hope in the face of adversity. Sue's 
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unwavering belief in Johnsy's recovery and Mr. Behrman's determination to save 

her illustrate the power of optimism. 
- The Power of Art: Mr. Behrman's act of painting the leaf showcases the 

transformative power of art. His artwork becomes a symbol of hope and 
inspiration, ultimately saving Johnsy's life. 

3. Characters: 

- Johnsy: Initially portrayed as fragile and pessimistic, Johnsy represents 
vulnerability and despair. Her obsession with the falling leaves symbolizes her 

fear of mortality. 
- Sue: Sue serves as a nurturing and supportive friend to Johnsy. She 

demonstrates unwavering loyalty and optimism, refusing to give up hope even in 

the darkest moments. 
- Mr. Behrman: Despite being a failed artist, Mr. Behrman emerges as a 

heroic figure in the story. His gruff exterior belies a compassionate heart, and 

his sacrifice ultimately saves Johnsy's life. 
4. Symbolism: 

- The Ivy Vine and Last Leaf: The ivy vine and the last remaining leaf 
symbolize life, resilience, and hope. Mr. Behrman's decision to paint the leaf 
represents an act of defiance against death and despair. 

- The Lantern: The lantern that Sue keeps lit throughout the night 
symbolizes hope and vigilance. It serves as a beacon of light in the darkness, 

guiding Sue and Johnsy through their ordeal. 
5. Irony: 
- The story is filled with dramatic irony, particularly in Mr. Behrman's 

sacrifice. He paints the leaf to save Johnsy's life, unaware that he himself would 
succumb to pneumonia as a result of his efforts. 

Set against the backdrop of a bohemian Greenwich Village, "The Last Leaf" 

unfolds within the confines of a modest apartment shared by two struggling 
artists, Sue and Johnsy. As the harsh grip of pneumonia tightens around 

Johnsy's fragile frame, she becomes consumed by a morbid obsession: she 
believes that she will perish when the last leaf falls from the vine outside her 
window. 

Enter Mr. Behrman, the grizzled yet compassionate neighbor who dwells 
below Sue and Johnsy. A failed artist himself, Mr. Behrman embodies the 

quintessential O. Henry character – rough-hewn on the outside but possessing 
a heart of gold within. Upon learning of Johnsy's plight, Mr. Behrman resolves 
to intervene, not with medicine or medical expertise, but with a stroke of artistic 

genius. 
In a selfless act of sacrifice, Mr. Behrman ventures into the cold autumn 

night to paint a single leaf on the wall, thereby ensuring that Johnsy's gaze would 

fall upon it each morning. This leaf, he hopes, will serve as a symbolic talisman 
of life and vitality, thwarting the inevitable descent of death that looms over his 

young friend. 
Herein lies the crux of O. Henry's narrative mastery: the intertwining of art 

and life, hope and despair, in a delicate dance that culminates in a breathtaking 

denouement. As the story unfolds, the bond between Sue, Johnsy, and Mr. 
Behrman deepens, transcending the confines of their humble abode to become 
a testament to the enduring power of human connection. 

At its core, "The Last Leaf" is a meditation on the intrinsic value of 
selflessness and the redemptive potential of sacrifice. Through Mr. Behrman's 
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final act of artistic creation, O. Henry underscores the transformative power of 
love and friendship to defy even the darkest of circumstances. 

Moreover, the story serves as a poignant reminder of the resilience of the 
human spirit – a beacon of hope that shines brightly amidst the encroaching 
shadows of despair. In the face of illness, death, and the inexorable passage of 

time, Sue, Johnsy, and Mr. Behrman stand as exemplars of courage, 
compassion, and unwavering optimism. 

In the pantheon of American literature, "The Last Leaf" occupies a hallowed 

place as a timeless masterpiece of the human condition. With its rich tapestry of 
emotion, its stirring portrayal of sacrifice and redemption, O. Henry's tale 

continues to resonate with readers of all ages, inspiring countless hearts to 
embrace the enduring power of hope, even in the bleakest of times. 
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