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Abstract: This article explores the role of art and creativity in O. Henry’s The Last 

Leaf. The story portrays how artistic expression serves as a medium for human connection, 

emotional healing, and moral inspiration. Through the character of Behrman, an aging 

artist, and his final masterpiece, the narrative demonstrates that art can influence life and 

death, providing meaning beyond aesthetic value. The study highlights the ways in which 

creativity becomes a tool for empathy, courage, and enduring impact, arguing that the story 

celebrates the transformative power of human artistic endeavor. 
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O. Henry’s The Last Leaf, first published in 1907, tells a concise yet profoundly 

meaningful story of art’s capacity to inspire and transform. Set in Greenwich Village, the 

narrative follows two young artists, Johnsy and Sue, whose lives are affected by illness 

and the oppressive presence of pneumonia. Central to the story is Behrman, an elderly, 

struggling painter, whose devotion to his craft ultimately becomes a life-saving act. While 

much of the critical attention has focused on hope and sacrifice, the story also offers a rich 

exploration of the role of artistic expression as a catalyst for human resilience and moral 

influence. 

The story foregrounds the idea that art is not limited to aesthetic appreciation but can 

function as a form of moral engagement. Behrman’s final painting, the last leaf on the vine, 

is not created for fame or recognition. Instead, it embodies his empathy and understanding 

of Johnsy’s fragile emotional state. Through this act, Behrman demonstrates that art has 
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the power to affect perception and inspire action. The last leaf becomes more than paint on 

a wall; it is a symbol of endurance, courage, and the interconnectedness between artist and 

observer. 

O. Henry illustrates that creativity can bridge emotional and physical realities. 

Johnsy’s fixation on the falling leaves is both literal and metaphorical: she believes that 

she will die when the last leaf falls. Behrman’s intervention transforms her perception. By 

creating a leaf that defies time and decay, he reshapes her reality, indirectly restoring her 

will to live. This dynamic demonstrates art’s capacity to alter human consciousness, 

blurring the line between representation and lived experience. 

Furthermore, the story emphasizes the transformative power of small, committed acts 

of artistry. Behrman’s painting, executed under harsh conditions during a storm, reflects 

both technical skill and moral purpose. His dedication shows that creativity is intertwined 

with intentionality; the value of art lies not merely in beauty but in its ability to convey 

meaning and impact human life. In this sense, The Last Leaf presents art as an active force, 

capable of sustaining hope and resilience in tangible ways. 

The narrative also explores the relational aspect of creativity. Behrman’s work is 

motivated by concern for Johnsy, and the story underscores how art can facilitate empathy 

and social connection. Unlike abstract or self-serving art, Behrman’s creation directly 

engages with the emotional needs of others. O. Henry suggests that the significance of 

artistic expression increases when it responds to human vulnerability, creating a link 

between aesthetic creation and ethical action. 

Symbolism is central to understanding the story’s message about art. The last leaf, 

painted in realism, represents permanence amid impermanence. While all other leaves fall, 

signaling the passage of time and mortality, this single leaf remains. Its persistence 

becomes a visual metaphor for the endurance of creative expression and its capacity to 

influence life. Through this symbol, O. Henry elevates art from decorative function to 



   Ustozlar uchun                           pedagoglar.org 
 

94-son  5–to’plam  Aprel-2026                  Sahifa:  407 

 

existential importance, illustrating that the impact of creativity can extend beyond its 

immediate context. 

Additionally, the story engages with the social and cultural role of the artist. Behrman, 

though unsuccessful in his professional career, achieves moral and personal significance 

through his final act. O. Henry challenges conventional notions of artistic success, 

suggesting that the true value of creativity may lie in its ethical and humanistic 

contributions rather than fame or financial reward. Behrman’s legacy demonstrates that 

artistry is measured not only by technical mastery but by its ability to shape human 

experience. 

In conclusion, The Last Leaf presents a compelling meditation on art’s transformative 

potential. Through Behrman’s selfless creation, the story illustrates how artistic expression 

can inspire courage, sustain life, and foster emotional connection. O. Henry emphasizes 

that creativity is intertwined with empathy and moral awareness, and that even modest acts 

of artistic dedication can have profound effects. The story remains a timeless reflection on 

the enduring power of art to shape perception, influence action, and provide meaning in 

the face of adversity. 
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