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O. Henry's short story "The Last Leaf" is a poignant and heartwarming tale that encapsulates themes
of hope, sacrifice, and the indomitable spirit of human kindness. Set in the early 20th century, the
narrative revolves around two young women artists living in Greenwich Village, New York City, who
are grappling with the harsh realities of life, illness, and the pursuit of dreams. O. Henry, known for
his twist endings and rich characterizations, masterfully weaves a story that leaves a lasting impact
on its readers. This article delves into the various facets of "The Last Leaf," exploring its plot,
characters, themes, and the enduring legacy of O. Henry's storytelling.

Plot Summary

"The Last Leaf" unfolds against a backdrop of despair and hope, interspersed with the stark realities
of life. The story follows two main characters, Johnsy and Sue, who are struggling artists living
together in a small apartment. Johnsy falls gravely ill with pneumonia, a common but often deadly
disease of the time. As she battles her illness, she becomes increasingly fixated on the last leaf of a
vine clinging to the wall outside her window.

Key Plot Points

1. Johnsy's Illness: The narrative begins with Johnsy's deteriorating health, which casts a shadow
over the once vibrant lives of the two artists. She becomes disheartened, believing that she will die
when the last leaf falls from the vine outside.

2. Sue's Concern: Sue, concerned for her friend, tries to lift Johnsy's spirits through her care and
companionship. She remains hopeful that Johnsy will recover and encourages her to fight the illness.

3. The Last Leaf: As the story progresses, Johnsy's fixation on the last leaf becomes more intense.
She counts down the days as the leaves fall, creating a sense of impending doom.

4. Behrman’s Sacrifice: The story introduces Behrman, an elderly and unsuccessful artist living in
the same building. He is known for his grand artistic ambitions, yet he has never completed a
masterpiece. Behrman becomes a pivotal character when he learns of Johnsy's plight.

5. A Touch of Bravery: In an act of profound sacrifice, Behrman braves a stormy night to paint a leaf
on the wall, ensuring that Johnsy believes that the last leaf has not fallen. This act of kindness
revitalizes Johnsy's will to live.

6. The Twist Ending: The story culminates in a heart-wrenching twist when it is revealed that
Behrman, in his efforts to save Johnsy, succumbed to pneumonia himself. His sacrifice becomes a
testament to the power of hope and love.



Character Analysis

O. Henry’s characters in "The Last Leaf" are richly drawn, each representing different facets of
human emotion and experience.

Johnsy

Johnsy is a young, talented artist whose spirit is deeply affected by her illness. Her character
epitomizes the fragility of life and the profound impact of hope and despair.

- Despair and Hope: Initially, Johnsy is engulfed in despair, believing that her life is tied to the leaves
of the vine. However, as she witnesses the last leaf's resilience, she begins to rekindle her hope.
- Transformation: Her transformation from hopelessness to renewed strength is a central theme of
the story. The moment she decides to fight her illness symbolizes the triumph of the human spirit.

Sue

Sue serves as a counterbalance to Johnsy’s character, embodying loyalty and optimism.

- Supportive Friend: Sue’s unwavering support and determination to care for Johnsy highlight the
theme of friendship. She represents the nurturing aspects of human relationships, encouraging
Johnsy to embrace life.
- Resourcefulness: Sue’s character also showcases resourcefulness as she seeks ways to uplift
Johnsy's spirits, demonstrating the lengths to which friends will go to support one another.

Behrman

Behrman is the embodiment of selflessness and artistic passion.

- Unfulfilled Dreams: Despite his own dreams of creating a masterpiece, he prioritizes Johnsy’s life
over his own ambitions. His character reflects the idea that true artistry is not just about personal
success but also about the impact one has on others.
- Heroic Sacrifice: Behrman’s ultimate sacrifice makes him a tragic hero. His act of painting the last
leaf becomes a metaphor for hope, illustrating that sometimes, the greatest artistry lies in the
selflessness of our actions.

Themes

"The Last Leaf" is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers, making it a timeless piece of
literature.



Hope and Despair

The interplay between hope and despair is central to the narrative.

- Symbolism of the Leaf: The last leaf symbolizes hope and resilience in the face of adversity. Its
persistence against the odds serves as a metaphor for Johnsy's fight for life.
- Rebirth: The story illustrates how hope can lead to rebirth, as Johnsy’s recovery parallels the
enduring presence of the last leaf.

Friendship and Sacrifice

The bond between Sue and Johnsy illustrates the strength of friendship, while Behrman’s sacrifice
highlights the lengths one will go to for loved ones.

- Support Systems: The story emphasizes the importance of having a support system during difficult
times. Sue's dedication to Johnsy showcases how friendships can provide the strength needed to
overcome challenges.
- Acts of Kindness: Behrman’s selfless act serves as a reminder that true love often involves sacrifice,
reinforcing the idea that sometimes, helping others is more important than personal aspirations.

Art and Life

O. Henry weaves the theme of art throughout the narrative, examining how it intersects with life and
human experiences.

- Art as a Reflection of Life: The characters’ struggles as artists reflect the broader human
experience, illustrating how art can both reflect and shape our understanding of life’s challenges.
- Legacy of Art: Behrman’s final act of creating a “masterpiece” in the form of the painted leaf
encapsulates the idea that art can transcend individual achievement and become a legacy of love
and hope.

Literary Style

O. Henry’s unique literary style is characterized by his use of irony, vivid imagery, and a twist
ending that leaves readers reflecting on the story long after they’ve finished reading.

Use of Irony

The twist at the end of "The Last Leaf" is a hallmark of O. Henry's storytelling.

- Situational Irony: The irony lies in Behrman’s death following his heroic act. While he saves Johnsy,
he loses his life, highlighting the unpredictability of fate.



- Emotional Irony: Readers experience a mix of sorrow and joy as they realize the depth of
Behrman’s love and sacrifice, leading to a complex emotional response.

Imagery and Symbolism

O. Henry’s use of vivid imagery helps to create an emotional connection with the characters and
their struggles.

- Descriptive Language: The description of the vine and the falling leaves paints a vivid picture of the
setting, enhancing the story’s emotional depth.
- Symbolic Elements: The last leaf serves as a powerful symbol throughout the narrative,
representing hope, resilience, and the enduring spirit of life.

Legacy and Impact

"The Last Leaf" continues to resonate with readers today, serving as a powerful reminder of the
human capacity for hope and the importance of selfless love.

Influence on Literature

O. Henry’s storytelling style has influenced countless writers and continues to be studied for its
masterful narrative techniques.

- Narrative Techniques: His use of twist endings and rich character development set a standard for
short story writing, inspiring future generations of authors.
- Timeless Themes: The themes of hope, sacrifice, and friendship remain relevant, making "The Last
Leaf" a staple in literary studies.

Adaptations and Interpretations

The story has inspired various adaptations in different forms of media, including theater and film.

- Stage and Screen: "The Last Leaf" has been adapted into plays and short films, allowing new
audiences to experience its timeless message.
- Cultural References: It continues to be referenced in discussions about art, sacrifice, and the
human spirit, illustrating its enduring impact on culture.

In conclusion, O. Henry's short story "The Last Leaf" is a masterful exploration of hope, sacrifice,
and the complexities of human relationships. Through its rich characters and poignant themes, it
remains a timeless piece of literature that continues to inspire and resonate with readers across
generations. The story serves as a reminder of the profound impact that kindness and selflessness
can have on our lives, encouraging us to cherish the bonds we share with others and to foster hope
in the face of adversity.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of O. Henry's short story 'The Last
Leaf'?
The main theme of 'The Last Leaf' is the importance of hope and the power of self-sacrifice. The
story illustrates how love and sacrifice can inspire hope in others, even in the face of despair.

Who are the main characters in 'The Last Leaf'?
The main characters in 'The Last Leaf' are Johnsy, a young artist who falls ill with pneumonia; Sue,
her caring friend and fellow artist; and Behrman, an elderly artist who ultimately makes a significant
sacrifice for Johnsy.

What role does the last leaf play in the story?
The last leaf symbolizes hope and the will to live. Johnsy believes that when the last leaf falls from
the vine outside her window, she will die. The leaf's persistence becomes a source of inspiration and
hope for her recovery.

How does Behrman demonstrate selflessness in 'The Last
Leaf'?
Behrman demonstrates selflessness by risking his own life to paint a realistic leaf on the wall outside
Johnsy's window during a storm, believing that it will give her the strength to fight for her life.

What literary techniques does O. Henry use in 'The Last Leaf'?
O. Henry employs irony, symbolism, and vivid imagery in 'The Last Leaf'. The story's twist ending
and the contrasting character traits of hope and despair further enhance the emotional impact.

What is the significance of the setting in 'The Last Leaf'?
The setting, a rundown apartment in Greenwich Village, emphasizes the struggles of the characters
and the bleakness of their situation. It also serves as a backdrop for the themes of art, life, and
death.

How does Johnsy's attitude change throughout the story?
Initially, Johnsy is despondent and gives up on life, believing that her fate is tied to the falling leaves.
However, after witnessing the last leaf's resilience, her attitude shifts towards hope and
determination to live.

What is the twist ending of 'The Last Leaf'?
The twist ending reveals that the last leaf Johnsy sees is actually a painting by Behrman, who died
from pneumonia after sacrificing his health to create it. This underscores the story's themes of love



and sacrifice.
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