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Abstract: 

This research paper delves into the symbolism used by the renowned American short story 

writer, O. Henry, in his classic tale, "The Gift of the Magi." By examining the historical context 

of the Modern Age and O. Henry's life, we set the stage for a comprehensive analysis of the 

story's central symbols: a gold watch and the wife's cherished hair. These symbols play a 

pivotal role in the narrative as a young married couple sacrifices their most prized possessions 

to exchange heartfelt Christmas gifts. Through a meticulous exploration of these symbols and 

their interconnections, this study aims to unravel the deeper messages intended by the author, 

shedding light on the profound themes embedded in the story. 

Introduction: 

Symbolism in literature has long been a captivating subject of scholarly exploration, shedding 

light on the intricate layers of meaning woven into the narratives. O. Henry, an iconic American 

short story writer of the early 20th century, is celebrated for his adept use of symbolism to 

convey profound messages within his tales. This research embarks on an expedition into one 

of O. Henry's most beloved works, "The Gift of the Magi," to unveil the significance of the 

symbols at its heart. By deciphering the layers of meaning behind the story's symbols, we aim 

to gain a deeper understanding of the author's intended messages and the enduring impact of 

his storytelling. 

O. Henry, born as William Sydney Porter, is renowned for his unique storytelling style, marked 

by witty wordplay, unexpected plot twists, and a keen eye for human emotions. His works have 

https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.10079058
mailto:saradadevi211@gmail.com


  

International Journal of Research 
(IJR) 

  

e-ISSN: 2348-6848 
p-ISSN: 2348-795X 

 Vol. 10 Issue 11 
November 2023 

 

Received: 22  October  2023 
Revised: 1  November 2023 
Final Accepted 7 November 2023 

Copyright © authors 2023 DOI: https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.10079058 

35 

left an indelible mark on American literature, and "The Gift of the Magi" stands as a shining 

example of his literary craftsmanship. This heart-warming and thought-provoking short story 

revolves around the lives of a young married couple, Jim and Della, living in modest 

circumstances. Their profound love and their willingness to sacrifice for each other serve as 

the crux of the narrative, but it is the symbolism of the gifts they exchange that adds a rich layer 

of meaning to the story. 

The primary objective of this study is to dissect the symbols employed by O. Henry in "The 

Gift of the Magi" and to explore how they interplay, offering deeper insights into the themes 

of love, sacrifice, and the human condition. Through this analysis, we endeavour to provide 

readers and scholars with a more profound appreciation of O. Henry's storytelling prowess and 

a better grasp of the enduring messages he conveyed through the medium of his short stories. 

As we embark on this journey of unravelling symbols, we aim to reveal the timeless and 

universal truths that O. Henry sought to communicate through his iconic tale. 

Historical Context: 

To understand the backdrop against which O. Henry's works, including "The Gift of the Magi," 

were crafted, we must delve into the Modern Age. The Modern Age, which roughly spanned 

from the late 19th century to the early 20th century, was marked by a transformative shift in 

social, cultural, and intellectual paradigms. This period witnessed rapid industrialization, 

urbanization, and technological advancements that reshaped the world as people knew it. Key 

characteristics of the Modern Age included a growing emphasis on individualism, urban living, 

and a departure from traditional values and norms. It was an era of dynamism, change, and a 

quest for new identities, both at the personal and societal levels. These seismic shifts in society 

and culture provided the fertile ground upon which O. Henry's literary endeavours would 

thrive, as he captured the essence of these transformations in his stories. 

O. Henry, born William Sydney Porter in 1862, led a life marked by its own twists and turns, 

which profoundly influenced his works. His experiences included a stint as a pharmacist, a 

ranch hand, and even a prisoner, and it was during his incarceration that he began writing some 

of his most celebrated stories. These life experiences, combined with his deep understanding 

of human nature, enabled him to craft narratives that resonated with the evolving ethos of the 

Modern Age. O. Henry's works often explored the themes of class struggle, the complexities 
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of human relationships, and the paradoxes of city life, mirroring the uncertainties and 

contradictions of the time. His ability to infuse his stories with humor, irony, and sentiment 

made him a literary luminary whose works continue to be cherished, studied, and appreciated 

for their insight into the human condition. 

Symbolism in 'The Gift of the Magi': 

In O. Henry's "The Gift of the Magi," two central symbols take centre stage: the gold watch 

and the wife's long, beautiful hair. These symbols serve as the driving forces behind the 

narrative and hold profound significance in the context of the story. At the outset, the gold 

watch is a symbol of time itself, representing the relentless march of moments and the finite 

nature of existence. Della, the wife, views the watch as a treasured possession, reflecting the 

couple's modest and unassuming life. Its initial significance lies in its representation of the 

couple's aspirations, especially Della's desire to offer her husband a meaningful and valuable 

gift for Christmas. 

Conversely, Della's long, beautiful hair symbolizes her youth, femininity, and, in a broader 

sense, her identity. It is her crowning glory, a defining feature that carries great personal value. 

The hair is not merely a symbol of physical beauty; it embodies her self-worth and her role as 

a wife who wishes to present herself as attractive to her husband. It's essential to acknowledge 

the hair's initial value, as it represents not just a physical trait but a significant part of her sense 

of self and her worth in her marriage. These symbols initially hold great meaning for Jim and 

Della, embodying their hopes, desires, and the deeply personal aspects of their lives, setting 

the stage for the story's powerful themes of love and sacrifice. 

Interplay of Symbols: 

The heart of "The Gift of the Magi" lies in the poignant interplay of the symbols—the gold 

watch and Della's hair—with the choices made by Jim and Della. The couple's decision to 

sacrifice their most cherished possessions reveals a profound demonstration of love, 

selflessness, and the true meaning of giving. Jim's willingness to part with his gold watch to 

buy combs for Della's hair, and Della's decision to cut her long, beautiful locks to afford a chain 

for Jim's watch, encapsulate the essence of their love. It's a testament to their commitment to 

making each other happy and the sacrifices they are willing to endure to achieve this end. In 
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this act of mutual sacrifice, the symbols themselves undergo a transformation, from objects of 

material worth to emblems of a deeper, sacrificial love. 

The emotional and symbolic impact of these choices resonates long after the story concludes. 

Jim and Della's selfless acts of gift-giving not only underscore the profound love they share 

but also highlight the intrinsic value of love itself over material possessions. The story's 

symbolism takes on new layers of meaning, emphasizing that love and sacrifice can render 

even the most precious items trivial in comparison. The gifts they exchange, though seemingly 

rendered useless, become enduring symbols of their boundless affection and the realization that 

the greatest gifts are often intangible, residing in the heart and spirit rather than in the material 

world. The interplay of these symbols ultimately illustrates the story's timeless message that 

true wealth lies in the love and sacrifice we offer to one another. 

Author's Intended Messages: 

O. Henry's motivations in "The Gift of the Magi" appear to be twofold. First, he seems to aim 

at illuminating the transformative power of selfless love and sacrifice, emphasizing that love 

is not measured by the material value of the gifts we give but by the depth of our devotion and 

our willingness to make personal sacrifices for the happiness of our loved ones. By juxtaposing 

the symbols of the gold watch and Della's hair with the act of giving, O. Henry underscores the 

intrinsic worth of love itself. Secondly, O. Henry uses this narrative to comment on the human 

condition, highlighting the universal tendency to value and attach significance to material 

possessions, which can blind us to the intangible treasures of the heart. In doing so, O. Henry 

prompts readers to reflect on their own values and priorities, inviting them to contemplate the 

enduring worth of love and sacrifice. 

The deeper messages conveyed through the symbols in "The Gift of the Magi" offer enduring 

lessons about human relationships, empathy, and the nature of giving. The story invites us to 

reconsider the things we hold dear and to question whether we prioritize material possessions 

over the emotional bonds we share with loved ones. It suggests that love and selflessness, as 

demonstrated by Jim and Della, have the power to transform seemingly insignificant and 

mundane objects into profound emblems of the human capacity for generosity and devotion. 

Through this narrative, O. Henry conveys a timeless message: that the most precious gift we 
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can offer to one another is the gift of our own hearts, and that love, when given freely and 

without reservation, holds immeasurable value, far surpassing any material wealth. 

Literary and Cultural Significance: 

"The Gift of the Magi" stands as a testament to O. Henry's exceptional storytelling and his 

unique narrative style. Within O. Henry's body of work, this story is a quintessential 

representation of his thematic exploration of love, sacrifice, and the human condition. His 

works often revolve around ordinary people facing extraordinary circumstances, and "The Gift 

of the Magi" encapsulates this approach. It's a microcosm of the author's larger body of work, 

showcasing his ability to infuse humour, irony, and heartfelt sentiment into seemingly simple 

tales, which, upon closer examination, reveal profound insights into the complexities of human 

relationships and the choices we make out of love. 

Culturally, "The Gift of the Magi" has left an indelible mark. Since its publication, the story 

has become a beloved holiday classic, frequently anthologized and adapted into various forms 

of media. It transcends cultural and temporal boundaries, resonating with readers from all walks 

of life. The themes of love, sacrifice, and the true meaning of giving are universal and enduring, 

making the story relevant to people of diverse backgrounds. Its enduring popularity is a 

testament to the story's ability to touch the hearts of readers, reminding us of the importance of 

selflessness and the intangible treasures that define the human experience. O. Henry's tale 

continues to be a point of reference in discussions of the holiday season and the deeper 

significance of gift-giving, maintaining its cultural relevance and impact for generations. 

Moreover, "The Gift of the Magi" has been adapted into numerous adaptations across literature, 

theatre, film, and television, further solidifying its place in popular culture. It has inspired 

countless writers and artists to explore similar themes of love, sacrifice, and the interplay of 

material and emotional value. This story has shown that simplicity in storytelling can carry 

profound truths and that acts of selflessness and sacrifice can resonate deeply with people 

across cultures and time periods, making it a cultural touchstone for the ages. 

Literary and Cultural Significance: 

"The Gift of the Magi" stands as a testament to O. Henry's exceptional storytelling and his 

unique narrative style. Within O. Henry's body of work, this story is a quintessential 
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representation of his thematic exploration of love, sacrifice, and the human condition. His 

works often revolve around ordinary people facing extraordinary circumstances, and "The Gift 

of the Magi" encapsulates this approach. It's a microcosm of the author's larger body of work, 

showcasing his ability to infuse humour, irony, and heartfelt sentiment into seemingly simple 

tales, which, upon closer examination, reveal profound insights into the complexities of human 

relationships and the choices we make out of love. 

Culturally, "The Gift of the Magi" has left an indelible mark. Since its publication, the story 

has become a beloved holiday classic, frequently anthologized and adapted into various forms 

of media. It transcends cultural and temporal boundaries, resonating with readers from all walks 

of life. The themes of love, sacrifice, and the true meaning of giving are universal and enduring, 

making the story relevant to people of diverse backgrounds. Its enduring popularity is a 

testament to the story's ability to touch the hearts of readers, reminding us of the importance of 

selflessness and the intangible treasures that define the human experience. O. Henry's tale 

continues to be a point of reference in discussions of the holiday season and the deeper 

significance of gift-giving, maintaining its cultural relevance and impact for generations. 

Moreover, "The Gift of the Magi" has been adapted into numerous adaptations across literature, 

theatre, film, and television, further solidifying its place in popular culture. It has inspired 

countless writers and artists to explore similar themes of love, sacrifice, and the interplay of 

material and emotional value. This story has shown that simplicity in storytelling can carry 

profound truths and that acts of selflessness and sacrifice can resonate deeply with people 

across cultures and time periods, making it a cultural touchstone for the ages. 

Methodology: 

In order to interpret the symbols in "The Gift of the Magi," our research employed a 

combination of literary analysis and close reading techniques. This methodological approach 

allowed us to delve deeply into the text and discern the layers of meaning embedded in O. 

Henry's storytelling. 

Close reading, as a fundamental aspect of our methodology, involved a meticulous examination 

of the text, sentence by sentence and paragraph by paragraph. This method enabled us to 

discern the subtle nuances, metaphors, and literary devices employed by O. Henry in his 

narrative. By scrutinizing the details, dialogue, and descriptive language used in the story, we 
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identified how the symbols, such as the gold watch and Della's hair, evolved and transformed 

throughout the narrative. Close reading allowed us to unveil the emotional and thematic 

significance behind these symbols and their interplay. 

In addition to close reading, our research methodology also encompassed a broader literary 

analysis. This involved situating "The Gift of the Magi" within the context of O. Henry's body 

of work and the broader literary tradition. It entailed examining O. Henry's writing style, 

recurring themes, and storytelling techniques to understand how the use of symbols in this 

particular story aligned with or diverged from his other works. By conducting a literary 

analysis, we gained a more comprehensive perspective on O. Henry's intentions and the cultural 

and literary significance of this story. The combination of close reading and literary analysis 

facilitated a holistic interpretation of the symbols, offering insights into the author's craft, 

thematic depth, and the enduring messages conveyed in "The Gift of the Magi." 

Results and Discussion: 

The analysis of the symbols in "The Gift of the Magi" has revealed a rich tapestry of meaning 

and significance deeply woven into the narrative. The gold watch and Della's hair, initially 

symbols of material possessions and personal identity, undergo a transformation through the 

course of the story, symbolizing the core themes of love and sacrifice. These symbols become 

intertwined in a poignant dance of giving, reflecting the profound relationship between Jim and 

Della. 

The gold watch, which represents the inexorable passage of time and material wealth, takes on 

a different character as Jim willingly sells it to buy combs for Della's hair. Here, it evolves into 

a symbol of selflessness, illustrating Jim's readiness to part with a cherished possession for the 

sake of Della's happiness. Similarly, Della's decision to cut her hair, once a symbol of her 

identity and beauty, becomes a profound gesture of love and sacrifice. These symbols become 

emblematic of the couple's willingness to give up something precious to fulfil the other's desire, 

emphasizing the depth of their love. The implications are clear: true happiness is found in 

giving, and the value of love transcends material possessions. O. Henry masterfully guides the 

reader to these realizations through the interplay of these symbols, leaving us with a lasting 

message about the selflessness of love and the enduring power of sacrifice in human 

relationships. 
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Conclusion: 

In the course of this research, we embarked on a comprehensive exploration of the symbolism 

in O. Henry's "The Gift of the Magi," unravelling the layers of meaning behind the gold watch 

and Della's hair. Our analysis unveiled the profound messages intended by the author, shedding 

light on the story's core themes of love, sacrifice, and the true essence of giving. We observed 

how the symbols, initially associated with material value and personal identity, were 

ingeniously transformed into emblems of selflessness and the deep emotional bonds between 

the characters, Jim and Della. Through the interplay of these symbols, O. Henry conveys a 

timeless message: the most precious gifts are those of the heart, and the selfless acts of love 

and sacrifice have enduring significance in our lives. 

The insights gained from our research emphasize the lasting resonance of "The Gift of the 

Magi" as a literary classic. O. Henry's ability to use symbols to depict the selflessness and depth 

of human love has left an indelible mark on readers, transcending time and cultural boundaries. 

This story continues to captivate hearts, as its enduring message reminds us of the importance 

of prioritizing love and compassion over material possessions, especially during the holiday 

season. O. Henry's storytelling prowess endures, and his legacy lives on as readers worldwide 

continue to find solace and inspiration in the timeless themes he so skilfully crafted in "The 

Gift of the Magi." 

Future Research Directions: 

The study of O. Henry's works and literary symbolism offers an array of promising avenues 

for further exploration. One direction could involve an in-depth comparative analysis of O. 

Henry's use of symbolism with that of other notable authors from the same era or genre. This 

comparative approach could shed light on the unique qualities of O. Henry's storytelling and 

his contributions to the development of American short fiction. 

Additionally, O. Henry's prolific output warrants a more comprehensive examination of his 

lesser-known stories. Unearthing hidden gems within his bibliography and dissecting their 

symbolism could expand our understanding of his versatility as a writer and reveal new insights 

into his thematic explorations. Another potential research direction lies in investigating the 

influence of O. Henry's works on subsequent generations of authors, as well as the adaptation 

and reinterpretation of his themes and symbols in contemporary literature. 
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Furthermore, a broader exploration of literary symbolism, beyond O. Henry, could provide a 

deeper understanding of how authors from various periods and cultural backgrounds employ 

symbols to convey universal themes. This cross-cultural and cross-temporal approach could 

enrich our comprehension of the power of symbolism in storytelling and its enduring relevance 

in literature. 
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