
the gift of the magi commonlit
the gift of the magi commonlit is a widely studied literary work that provides readers
with a profound exploration of love, sacrifice, and irony. This short story by O. Henry is
often included in educational platforms like CommonLit, making it accessible for students
and educators to analyze and discuss. The narrative centers around a young couple, Jim
and Della, who each give up their most prized possessions to buy a Christmas gift for the
other, only to discover the poignant irony of their sacrifices. Understanding the themes,
characters, and literary devices used in "The Gift of the Magi" enriches readers’
appreciation of its timeless message. This article examines the story's plot, themes,
character analysis, literary elements, and educational significance as presented in
CommonLit resources. The following sections provide a comprehensive overview and
detailed insights into this classic work.
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Overview of The Gift of the Magi

Plot Summary

"The Gift of the Magi" narrates the story of a young married couple, Jim and Della, who
are financially poor but rich in love. As Christmas approaches, each desires to give the
other a meaningful gift despite their limited means. Della sells her long, beautiful hair to
buy a chain for Jim’s prized pocket watch, while Jim sells his watch to purchase combs for
Della’s hair. The story concludes with the revelation of their mutual sacrifices,
highlighting the depth of their love and the irony of their situation.

Historical Context

Written by O. Henry in the early 20th century, "The Gift of the Magi" reflects the socio-
economic conditions of the time, emphasizing themes of poverty and selflessness. The
story captures the essence of Christmas spirit and generosity during an era when material



wealth was scarce for many families. Its publication in 1905 solidified O. Henry’s
reputation for crafting poignant, twist-ending tales that resonate with readers across
generations.

Thematic Analysis

Love and Sacrifice

The central theme of "The Gift of the Magi" is the selfless love demonstrated by Jim and
Della. Their willingness to sacrifice their most valuable possessions for each other
exemplifies unconditional love and devotion. This theme underscores the idea that true
wealth is found in relationships rather than material goods.

Irony and Its Role

Irony is a pivotal thematic element in the story, particularly situational irony. Both
characters give up something essential to acquire gifts that complement the other’s prized
possession, only to find the gifts rendered practically useless. This ironic twist reinforces
the story’s message about the value of love and sacrifice over materialism.

The Value of Gifts

The story challenges conventional notions of gift-giving by illustrating that the worth of a
present lies not in its monetary value but in the thought and love behind it. The gifts
exchanged by Jim and Della symbolize their affection and willingness to give up personal
treasures to make each other happy.

Character Examination

Della Young

Della is portrayed as a devoted and resourceful wife, willing to part with her most
cherished physical attribute—her long hair—to buy a meaningful gift for Jim. Her
character embodies selflessness and the sacrifices made out of love, representing the ideal
of putting others before oneself.



Jim Young

Jim is equally devoted, sacrificing his prized pocket watch, a family heirloom, to purchase
a gift for Della. His actions demonstrate his deep affection and willingness to prioritize his
wife's happiness over his own attachment to material possessions. Jim’s character
complements Della’s, illustrating mutual love and sacrifice.

Supporting Characters

While the story focuses primarily on Jim and Della, the narrator plays a significant role by
providing insights into their lives and emphasizing the moral lessons. The narrator’s tone
is both warm and reflective, guiding readers to understand the deeper meanings behind
the characters’ actions.

Literary Devices and Style

Narrative Voice and Tone

The story employs a third-person omniscient narrator who uses a conversational and
sometimes witty tone. This narrative style creates an intimate connection with readers and
enhances the emotional impact of the story’s themes and irony.

Use of Symbolism

Symbolism is prevalent throughout the story, with the couple’s possessions representing
more than their material value. For example, Della’s hair symbolizes beauty and pride,
while Jim’s watch signifies heritage and personal worth. Their sacrifices symbolize the
depth of their commitment and love.

Irony as a Literary Device

O. Henry’s signature use of situational irony culminates in the story’s twist ending, which
both surprises and enlightens readers. This irony serves to highlight the contrast between
material possessions and emotional wealth, reinforcing the story’s central themes.



Imagery and Descriptive Language

The story uses vivid imagery to evoke the setting and emotional states of the characters.
Descriptions of Della’s hair and Jim’s watch create tangible images that deepen readers’
understanding of the characters’ sacrifices and the story’s emotional resonance.

Educational Use on CommonLit

Curriculum Integration

CommonLit includes "The Gift of the Magi" as part of its literary anthology, making it
accessible for middle and high school curricula. The story is often used to teach literary
analysis, theme identification, and the understanding of irony and symbolism. Its inclusion
supports standards related to reading comprehension and critical thinking.

Guided Reading and Assessment

CommonLit provides a range of resources for educators, including guided reading
questions, vocabulary exercises, and assessments tailored to "The Gift of the Magi." These
tools help students engage deeply with the text and develop analytical skills.

Discussion Topics and Writing Prompts

The platform offers discussion questions and writing prompts that encourage students to
explore the story’s themes, character motivations, and moral implications. These activities
enhance comprehension and foster meaningful classroom dialogue.

Benefits of Using CommonLit for This Story

Accessible digital format with annotations

Supports differentiated instruction with varied reading levels

Encourages critical thinking through interactive questions

Provides teacher resources for lesson planning

Facilitates assessment of student understanding



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Gift of the Magi' on
CommonLit?
'The Gift of the Magi' primarily explores the theme of selfless love and sacrifice, showing
how the characters give up their most prized possessions to buy gifts for each other.

Who are the main characters in 'The Gift of the Magi' on
CommonLit?
The main characters are Della and Jim, a young married couple who are deeply in love but
financially poor.

How does the setting influence the story in 'The Gift of
the Magi'?
The story is set in a modest, early 20th-century American apartment, reflecting the
couple’s financial struggles and emphasizing the value of love over material wealth.

What literary devices are prominent in 'The Gift of the
Magi' on CommonLit?
The story uses irony, symbolism, and imagery to enhance its message, particularly
situational irony where the couple’s gifts become impractical but meaningful.

Why is 'The Gift of the Magi' considered a classic
Christmas story on CommonLit?
It is considered a classic because it highlights the spirit of giving, love, and sacrifice
during the holiday season, transcending materialism.

What is the significance of the title 'The Gift of the
Magi' in CommonLit’s story?
The title refers to the Magi, or wise men, who gave valuable gifts to Jesus; similarly, Della
and Jim’s sacrifices represent wise and priceless gifts of love.

How do Della and Jim demonstrate selflessness in 'The
Gift of the Magi'?
Both characters sell their most valuable possessions—Della her hair and Jim his watch—to
buy meaningful gifts for each other, showing their selfless love.



What is the role of irony in 'The Gift of the Magi' on
CommonLit?
Irony is central to the story’s impact: the gifts each buys become useless because of their
sacrifices, yet this irony highlights the depth of their love.

How does 'The Gift of the Magi' on CommonLit teach
about the value of love versus material things?
The story teaches that love and sacrifice are more valuable than material possessions, as
true happiness comes from selfless giving rather than wealth.

Additional Resources
1. The Gift of the Magi by O. Henry
This classic short story tells the heartfelt tale of a young couple, Jim and Della, who each
sacrifice their most prized possession to buy a meaningful Christmas gift for the other.
Their selfless acts highlight themes of love, sacrifice, and the true spirit of giving. It’s a
timeless narrative that explores the value of personal sacrifice over material wealth.

2. A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens
In this novella, Ebenezer Scrooge, a miserly old man, is visited by three spirits who help
him understand the importance of generosity and compassion. The story emphasizes
redemption and the joy found in giving to others. Like "The Gift of the Magi," it explores
themes of kindness and the spirit of Christmas.

3. The Necklace by Guy de Maupassant
This short story revolves around a woman who borrows a necklace to appear wealthy but
ends up losing it, leading to years of hardship. The tale examines themes of pride,
sacrifice, and the consequences of materialism, echoing the ironic twists found in "The
Gift of the Magi."

4. The Little Prince by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry
This philosophical novella explores themes of love, sacrifice, and the value of intangible
treasures through the adventures of a young prince. It encourages readers to look beyond
appearances and appreciate the deeper meaning of relationships and gifts. The story
resonates with the emotional depth found in "The Gift of the Magi."

5. The Velveteen Rabbit by Margery Williams
A beloved children’s story about a toy rabbit who becomes real through the love of a child.
It touches on themes of transformation, love, and the power of giving from the heart.
Much like O. Henry’s tale, it reveals that true value lies in love and selflessness.

6. To Build a Fire by Jack London
This short story depicts a man’s struggle for survival in the harsh Yukon wilderness. While
it contrasts with the warmth of "The Gift of the Magi," it similarly explores human
resilience and the consequences of underestimating life’s challenges. The story offers a
stark look at human determination and humility.



7. Thank You, Ma’am by Langston Hughes
This short story tells of a boy who tries to steal a woman’s purse but instead receives
unexpected kindness and forgiveness. The narrative highlights themes of compassion,
trust, and the impact of generosity, linking closely with the benevolent spirit in "The Gift
of the Magi."

8. The Last Leaf by O. Henry
Another poignant story by O. Henry, it centers on a young woman ill with pneumonia and
the old artist who paints a leaf to give her hope. The tale explores themes of sacrifice,
hope, and friendship, paralleling the emotional sacrifices in "The Gift of the Magi."

9. Harrison Bergeron by Kurt Vonnegut
Set in a dystopian future where everyone is made equal by handicapping the talented, this
story examines themes of individuality, sacrifice, and freedom. While stylistically different,
it shares a focus on the value of personal qualities and the costs of societal expectations,
offering a thought-provoking contrast to the intimate sacrifices in "The Gift of the Magi."
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