
Ques. Discuss The Last Leaf as a story of sacrifice and selfless love. 

Ans. O. Henry’s The Last Leaf is fundamentally a story of sacrifice and selfless love, expressed 

through the quiet heroism of ordinary individuals. Beneath its simple narrative of illness and 

recovery lies a profound exploration of how compassion, devotion, and artistic commitment can 

transcend personal ambition and even life itself. Through the characters of Sue, Johnsy, and 

especially Behrman, O. Henry illustrates that true love is often demonstrated not through grand 

declarations but through acts of care, endurance, and ultimate self-sacrifice. 

The theme of selfless love first appears in the unwavering friendship between Sue and Johnsy. 

Living together as struggling artists in Greenwich Village, their relationship is based on mutual 

support and shared dreams. When Johnsy falls ill with pneumonia and loses her will to live, Sue 

becomes her emotional anchor. She tirelessly nurses her friend, consults the doctor, and attempts 

to keep her spirits alive through conversation and artistic engagement. Sue’s love is deeply 

selfless because it involves emotional labor and personal sacrifice; she sets aside her own artistic 

ambitions and mental well-being to focus entirely on Johnsy’s recovery. Even when Johnsy’s 

pessimism becomes exhausting and irrational—believing she will die when the last ivy leaf 

falls—Sue responds not with anger but with patience and compassion. Her actions demonstrate 

that genuine friendship requires perseverance and empathy, especially in moments when hope 

appears fragile. 

However, the most profound embodiment of sacrifice and selfless love is found in the character 

of Behrman. Introduced as an aging painter who has never achieved artistic success, Behrman 

initially appears gruff and unsuccessful. Yet beneath his rough exterior lies a deeply caring 

individual who feels protective toward the younger artists in his building. When he learns about 

Johnsy’s fatalistic belief in the falling leaves, he is deeply moved. Instead of dismissing her 

fears, he takes decisive action that ultimately costs him his life. On a stormy night, he ventures 

out into harsh weather to paint a realistic ivy leaf on the wall, ensuring that Johnsy will continue 

to see a “last leaf” that does not fall. This act exemplifies the highest form of selfless love, as 

Behrman knowingly risks his health without any expectation of recognition or reward. 



Behrman’s sacrifice also redefines the concept of artistic achievement. Throughout his life, he 

had dreamed of painting a masterpiece but failed to produce one in the traditional sense. 

Ironically, it is only through an act of love and compassion that he finally creates his true 

masterpiece—the painted leaf that restores Johnsy’s hope and saves her life. O. Henry suggests 

that art’s highest purpose is not fame or technical brilliance but the ability to inspire, heal, and 

preserve life. In this way, Behrman’s final act merges artistic creation with moral courage, 

illustrating that the greatest achievements are often rooted in selfless intentions rather than 

personal ambition. 

The story also demonstrates how sacrifice generates transformation. Johnsy’s belief that she will 

die when the last leaf falls symbolizes her surrender to despair. However, when the leaf remains 

despite the storm, she experiences a psychological awakening. She realizes that her desire to die 

was misguided and begins to fight for recovery. The illusion created by Behrman’s sacrifice 

becomes a catalyst for her renewed will to live. Thus, O. Henry emphasizes that acts of selfless 

love can profoundly influence others’ lives, instilling hope where despair once prevailed. 

Furthermore, the narrative underscores the collective nature of compassion within the artistic 

community. Sue’s dedication and Behrman’s ultimate sacrifice reveal that survival often depends 

on shared humanity rather than individual strength. The characters’ interconnected lives reflect 

the social realities of urban artists, whose struggles with poverty and illness require mutual care 

and emotional solidarity. 

In conclusion, The Last Leaf stands as a powerful testament to sacrifice and selfless love. 

Through Sue’s tireless devotion and Behrman’s ultimate act of artistic heroism, O. Henry 

portrays love as a force capable of defying despair and transforming suffering into meaning. The 

painted leaf becomes a symbol not only of hope but also of the enduring impact of compassion. 

By presenting sacrifice as both an emotional and creative act, O. Henry elevates ordinary 

individuals into quiet heroes, reminding readers that true greatness lies in selfless service to 

others. The story’s enduring appeal arises from this universal message: that love, when expressed 

through sacrifice, has the power to preserve life and illuminate even the darkest moments of 

human experience. 



 


