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O. Henry’s short story The Last Leaf, first published in 1907 in his collection The Trimmed Lamp 

and Other Stories, stands as one of the most celebrated examples of early twentieth-century 

American short fiction. Renowned for his distinctive narrative craft, ironic twists, and deep 

human sympathy, O. Henry (William Sydney Porter) captures in this story the essence of 

sacrifice, hope, friendship, and the transformative power of art. Set in Greenwich Village, New 

York—an area historically associated with struggling artists and bohemian culture—the narrative 

explores the emotional and physical hardships faced by individuals pursuing creative dreams in 

an urban environment marked by poverty and illness. 

The story revolves around two young women artists, Sue and Johnsy (Joanna), who share a small 

studio apartment. Their lives are disrupted when Johnsy contracts pneumonia, a disease that, 

during the early twentieth century, was often fatal. As her physical health declines, Johnsy loses 

her will to live and becomes convinced that she will die when the last leaf falls from an ivy vine 

outside her window. This seemingly simple premise develops into a profound meditation on the 

psychological dimensions of illness and recovery. O. Henry skillfully depicts how despair can 

shape human perception and how hope, even when rooted in illusion, can restore life. 

A significant aspect of The Last Leaf is its portrayal of artistic aspiration and failure. The third 

central character, Behrman, is an elderly painter who has long dreamed of creating a masterpiece 

but has never achieved artistic recognition. Living in the same building as Sue and Johnsy, 

Behrman is presented as a gruff yet deeply compassionate figure. His ultimate act—painting a 

leaf on the wall during a storm to sustain Johnsy’s hope—elevates the concept of art from mere 

aesthetic pursuit to a moral and humanitarian endeavor. The painted leaf becomes both a literal 

and symbolic masterpiece, demonstrating that true art may lie not in fame or technical perfection 

but in selfless service to humanity. 

Thematically, the story engages with the interconnectedness of life, death, and artistic creation. 

O. Henry uses the falling leaves as a central symbol representing mortality and the fragility of 



human existence. Johnsy’s belief that her life is tied to the ivy vine reflects a psychological state 

in which external nature mirrors internal despair. However, the enduring painted leaf subverts 

this fatalistic outlook, suggesting that human creativity can challenge natural decay and offer 

renewed meaning. Thus, the narrative subtly interrogates the boundaries between reality and 

illusion, highlighting the power of belief in shaping lived experience. 

Another notable dimension of the story is its exploration of friendship and communal support. 

Sue’s unwavering dedication to caring for Johnsy underscores the role of emotional resilience 

and companionship during crises. The close-knit artistic community depicted in the story reflects 

the spirit of Greenwich Village at the time—a space where individuals from diverse backgrounds 

supported one another despite financial and social struggles. Through this portrayal, O. Henry 

emphasizes that survival often depends on collective empathy rather than individual strength 

alone. 

Stylistically, O. Henry’s storytelling exemplifies the characteristics of the American short story 

tradition: concise structure, vivid characterization, and a dramatic twist ending. His language is 

accessible yet evocative, blending realism with subtle sentimentality. The famous surprise 

ending—revealing that the last leaf is actually Behrman’s painted creation and that he sacrifices 

his life in the process—epitomizes O. Henry’s mastery of narrative reversal. This twist not only 

shocks the reader but also reinforces the story’s central moral message about sacrifice and the 

redemptive potential of art. 

In a broader literary context, The Last Leaf can be read as a reflection of early modern urban life, 

marked by rapid industrialization, migration, and the precarious existence of artists and working-

class individuals. The prevalence of disease, the importance of medical care, and the 

vulnerability of marginalized communities provide a socio-historical backdrop that enhances the 

narrative’s emotional resonance. Moreover, the story resonates with enduring human concerns—

fear of death, longing for purpose, and the healing power of compassion. 

Ultimately, The Last Leaf endures as a poignant and inspirational narrative that transcends its 

historical setting. Through its compelling characters and symbolic imagery, the story 

demonstrates how acts of kindness and artistic devotion can restore hope even in the face of 



despair. O. Henry’s ability to combine simplicity with profound emotional depth ensures that the 

tale remains a timeless exploration of the human spirit and the quiet heroism embedded in 

everyday lives. 

 


