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		LITTLE WOMEN

		LOUISA MAY ALCOTT was born in Germantown, Pennsylvania, in 1832, the second of four daughters of Abba May Alcott and Bronson Alcott, the prominent Transcendentalist thinker and social reformer. Raised in Concord, Massachusetts, and educated by her father, Alcott early on came under the influence of the great men of his circle: Emerson, Hawthorne, the preacher Theodore Parker, and Thoreau. From her youth, she worked at various tasks to help support her family: sewing, teaching, domestic service, and writing. In 1862, she volunteered to serve as an army nurse in a Union hospital during the Civil War—an experience that provided her with material for her first successful book, Hospital Sketches (1863). Between 1863 and 1869, she published several anonymous and pseudonymous Gothic romances and lurid thrillers. But fame came with the publication of her Little Women (1868–69), a novel based on the childhood adventures of the four Alcott sisters, which received immense popular acclaim and brought her financial security as well as the conviction to continue in her career as a writer. In the wake of Little Women’s popularity, she brought out An Old-Fashioned Girl (1870), Little Men (1871), Eight Cousins (1875), Rose in Bloom (1876), Jo’s Boys (1886), and other books for children, as well as two adult novels, Moods (1865) and Work (1873). An active participant in the woman’s suffrage and temperance movements during the last decade of her life, Alcott died in Boston in 1888, on the day her father was buried.
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		Introduction

		“There was one book in which I believed I had caught a glimpse of my future self: Little Women, by Louisa May Alcott…. I identified myself passionately with Jo, the intellectual. Brusque and bony, Jo clambered up into trees when she wanted to read; she was more tomboyish and daring than I was, but I shared her horror of sewing and housekeeping and her love of books. She wrote; in order to imitate her more completely, I composed two or three short stories.”

		It may surprise some readers to discover that this literary tribute to Little Women‘s influence on her career comes not from a writer of children’s books, but from the philosopher Simone de Beauvoir, who wrote about Alcott in her autobiography, Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter (1958). Yet Beauvoir’s debt to Alcott is far from unique; I could cite equally ardent testimonials to Alcott from many other women writers and intellectuals from Gertrude Stein to Joyce Carol Oates. What is a surprise is that this famous, influential, and immensely popular novel, which has been translated into dozens of languages and sold millions of copies throughout the world, has only recently been accepted as an American literary classic, or received serious attention from literary critics. While it has influenced the work of many American women writers, in male literature, such as the stories of Hemingway and Fitzgerald, Little Women stands as a code term for sentimentality and female piety, although it is highly unlikely that either Hemingway or Fitzgerald had read it. In a typically dismissive critical judgment of the 1950s, Edward Wagenknecht declared that Little Women “needs—and is susceptible of—little analysis.” Indeed, there can be few other books in American literary history which have had so enormous an impact on the imagination of half the reading population, and have been so neglected by the other half.

		In the past decade, the critical reputation of Louisa May Alcott, along with other popular nineteenth-century women novelists, such as Harriet Beecher Stowe, has been forcefully challenged by feminist critics such as Nina Baym and Jane Tompkins, who have questioned the patriarchal assumptions of American literary history, while scholarly editions of Alcott’s pseudonymous sensation fiction, satiric writing, feminist novels, and letters have showed how much her work demands serious attention and analysis. Little Women has been the subject of much critical reevaluation and debate. The Alcott scholar Madelon Bedell has described Little Women as “the American female myth,” a paradigmatic story of growing up female. Several Americanists, including Ann Douglas, Sarah Elbert, and Anne Rose, have discussed the novel as an important feminist critique of the Transcendentalist movement. Nina Auerbach interprets Little Women as a novel about self-sustaining communities of women, while Judith Fetterley regards it as Alcott’s personal “Civil War,” a novel split by conflicting impulses about femininity and creativity.

		To read Little Women at the end of the twentieth century is thus to engage with contemporary ideas about female authority, critical institutions, and the American literary canon, as well as with nineteenth-century ideas of the relationship between patriarchal culture and women’s culture. Like Simone de Beauvoir, but without the same reflective irony, Louisa May Alcott always regarded herself as a dutiful daughter. Her father praised her in a sonnet as “duty’s faithful child,” and Alcott herself described her highest ambition as being “a good daughter” rather than “a great writer.” Yet by modern standards, such creative capitulation to the dominant culture’s image of female propriety is a serious flaw. In the words of the feminist poet Adrienne Rich, the serious woman artist must struggle to break away from such traditional and internalized obligations, for “the dutiful daughter of the fathers can only be a hack.”

		For some feminist critics, Alcott’s lifelong effort to tailor her turbulent imagination to suit the moralism of her father, the commercialism of her publishers, and the puritanism of “gray Concord,” kept her from fulfilling her literary promise. For others, Little Women itself stands as one of the best studies we have of the literary daughter’s dilemma: the tension between female obligation and artistic freedom.

		Louisa May Alcott felt strong obligations and connections to both the maternal and paternal sides of her lineage. The second of four daughters (her sisters, Anna, Elizabeth, and May, became the Meg, Beth, and Amy of Little Women), Louisa was born on her father’s thirty-third birthday, November 29, 1832, and always felt a keen sense of both rivalry and kinship with him. Amos Bronson Alcott was one of the eccentric seers of American Transcendentalism, a social visionary, speculative philosopher, and educational reformer admired and often subsidized by more successful contemporaries like Emerson and Hawthorne. Antimaterialist in his beliefs, and incapable of earning money, Bronson was unabashedly willing to accept financial aid from his friends, in-laws, daughters, and wife. Even Emerson thought him a “tedious archangel,” whose unrealistic and parasitic “genius” gave genius a bad name. To Louisa, he was always “the modern Plato,” an admired intellectual who held his rightful place in “this famous land of Emerson, Hawthorne, Thoreau, Alcott & Co.,” but also a comically impractical philosopher in need of constant care and much brisk female keeping-up. “Regards to Plato,” Louisa writes at the end of a typical letter home. “Don’t he want new socks? Are his clothes getting shiny?”

		Both parents thought that the impetuous, moody Louisa, who seemed “topsy-turvey” almost from infancy, took after her hot-tempered, imaginative mother, Abba May Alcott, the beloved “Marmee” of Little Women. “The mother and daughter are part of one another and cannot be separated long at a time,” Bronson observed. Louisa dedicated many of her books to her mother, nursed her through her final illness, and told a correspondent that her finest deed had been making her mother’s last years happy ones. Their lifelong attachment and interdependence suggests the fluid emotional boundaries that recent feminist psychologists such as Nancy Chodorow and Carol Gilligan find characteristic of mother-daughter bonds; in nineteenth-century America, moreover, the psychic bonds formed by mothers and daughters were reinforced by a women’s culture the historian Carroll Smith-Rosenberg has called “the female world of love and ritual.” At the heart of this female world was “an intimate mother-daughter relationship”; both mothers and daughters expressed “closeness and mutual emotional dependency.” Yet the mutual devotion of Abba and Louisa kept Louisa bound to a female ethic of self-sacrifice; she was never able to break away from her mother to forge an independent life.

		While Abba provided steady love, sympathy, and encouragement for Louisa’s literary aspirations, however, Bronson cast her as the difficult daughter in the family, and did everything he could to tame her and to teach her proper feminine decorum and self-control according to his educational principles. We can get the full allegorical flavor of their struggle in a childhood episode Madelon Bedell calls “The Drama of the Apple.” When Louisa was two and Anna four, Bronson decided to test the children’s obedience by leaving prohibited apples where the children were sure to see them. Docile Anna resisted; rebellious Louisa, declaring “Me must have it,” devoured the forbidden fruit. In this domestic version of Paradise Lost, Bronson was Jehovah to Louisa’s Eve, a stern patriarchal authority figure punishing female self-assertion.

		The imagery of the apple and female temptation was central to the Alcott family’s personal mythology of Eden and the Fall, in which women, sexuality, and the bodily appetites stood for all the earthly obstacles to male transcendence. Louisa mockingly called her father’s failed Utopian commune, Fruitlands, “Apple Slump”; in the last icy winter days of the experiment, apples and water had been their only food. But eating apples also became identified in her mind with female creativity and sexuality, with writing, knowledge, and transgression. Alcott called her drafts “green apples,” and wrote in her garret with “a pile of apples to eat” while she planned stories, a habit she gave Jo in Little Women. “I shall be a ripe and sweet old pippin before I die,” she declared in her journal. As Helena Michie points out in The Flesh Made Word (1986), “If Eve’s desire for the apple represents the decentering force of women’s power, it is also deeply linked with the question of authority and, finally, of authorship.”

		Bronson and Abba Alcott were not only Louisa’s dual models of authority, but her first models of authorship as well. Her earliest memory was of “playing with books in my father’s study—building houses and bridges of the big dictionaries and diaries, looking at pictures, pretending to read, and scribbling on blank pages whenever pen or pencil could be found.” The stories Bronson told his daughters were “abstract and allegorical” He used every story to teach a moral lesson; and his favorite text was Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, which he encouraged the children to act out. In contrast, Abba told “highly romantic” stories of “the witchcraft days” in Salem, in which her ancestors had played a part. Alcott would always associate her own most pleasurable writing with witchcraft; in a memoir, she described her imagination as “the caldron” into which every memory and experience entered. Women’s writing, in the title of one of her adolescent plays, was the “witch’s curse,” a passionate legacy that could be both magical and dangerous.

		Outside of the immediate family, her major literary influences also reflected patriarchal and matriarchal traditions and styles. The young Louisa read widely in American, English, and European women’s literature: Madame de Staël, Mary Wollstonecraft, Maria Edgeworth, Fanny Burney, George Sand, George Eliot, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Charlotte Yonge, Fredrika Bremer, Lydia Maria Child, Harriet Beecher Stowe, Susan Warner, Gail Hamilton, Margaret Fuller, and Harriet Prescott Spofford. Both she and Abba avidly read Elizabeth Gaskell’s biography of Charlotte Brontë, and saw themselves as an American version of the tragic Brontë family. “Wonder if I shall ever be famous enough for people to care to read my story and troubles,” Alcott mused. “I can’t be a C. B., but I may do a little something yet.”

		But her main literary resource was her father’s library, where she devoured Plutarch, Dante, Shakespeare, Carlyle, Dickens, Byron, Scott, and Goldsmith. Growing up in Concord, Alcott was also deeply influenced by the great men of her father’s circle: Emerson, Hawthorne, the preacher Theodore Parker, and Thoreau. Emerson in particular, Alcott noted, was “the god of my idolatry”; she was overjoyed to receive a picture of him from her father as a birthday gift, or to be invited as a young woman to his discussion group on “Genius.” When Bronson was impressed by Louisa’s “metaphysical” novel, Moods, his first reaction was to exclaim, “Emerson must see this.”

		Another masculine idol of literary worship was Goethe. As an adolescent, Alcott read Goethe’s Correspondence with a Child, letters between the fifty-year-old sage and an adoring teenager, Bettina von Arnim. In this erotic but unconsummated exchange, incestuous feelings were meshed with romantic images of female devotion to towering male genius. The book was enormously popular among the Concord and Cambridge literati; Emerson thought all young women should study it. While Abba was struck by Goethe’s coldness, Louisa was impressed by Bettina’s passion. When she read the story, she “at once was fired with a desire to be a Bettine [sic], making my father’s friend [Emerson] my Goethe. So I wrote letters to him, but never sent them, sat in a tall cherry tree at midnight … left wild flowers on the doorstep of my ‘Master’ and sang Mignon’s song under the window in very bad German.” When she was fifteen, Emerson gave her a copy of Wilhelm Meister, and from that day on, she regarded Goethe as her “chief idol.”

		Yet these models of male literary genius were also inhibiting and restrictive for an ambitious young woman writer. As Alcott later noted, “To have had Mr. Emerson for an intellectual god all one’s life is to be invested with a chain armor of propriety.” While the gods of Concord wrote in seemingly serene indifference to financial need, Alcott found the economic stimulus to be the strongest motive for her urge to write professionally. In her teens, Alcott made a Faustian vow to save her family with her success: “I will do something by-and-by. Don’t care what, teach, sew, act, write, anything to help the family; and I’ll be rich and famous and happy before I die, see if I won’t!” As she grew older, the Faust theme became increasingly compelling for Alcott’s imagination. In an unpublished novel, “The Long Love Chase” (1867), Alcott imagined a young woman who makes a pact with the devil in order to get out of her boring and confined life. In her later novel, A Modern Mephistopheles (1877), a young writer bargains with the devil in order to become a famous poet. Both stories suggest her guilty sense of having bartered her womanhood and art in the name of financial expedience, to achieve literary and commercial success.

		Louisa found independence from her parents only in her writing. Whenever she could snatch the time from sewing, housework, teaching, or domestic service, she gave herself up to a “vortex” of ecstatic creativity in which she felt neither hunger nor fatigue, “but was perfectly happy and seemed to have no wants.” Writing for Alcott was almost a trance-state. “While a story is underway,” she told a friend, “I live in it, see the people more plainly than real ones round me, hear them talk, and am much interested, surprized or provoked at their actions, for I seem to have no power to rule them, and can simply record their experiences and performances.”

		But the vortex also brought out disturbing emotions and fantasies of sexuality, anger, rebellion, and escape. And even apart from these forbidden feelings, Bronson’s disapproval of female self-consciousness as selfish and narcissistic conflicted with Alcott’s need to explore her own feelings as a young woman and a budding writer. When she was seventeen, he noted disapprovingly that while Anna’s journal was “about other people, Louisa’s is about herself.” For several years thereafter she wrote only intermittently in her journal, and her struggle to deny the self shows up as well in her characteristic omission of the first person both in her diary entries and in Jo’s speech in Little Women.

		Alcott’s ideas about sexuality, love, and marriage were conflicting and ambivalent. The death of her sister Lizzie in 1858 and her confidante Anna’s marriage the same year to a neighbor, John Pratt, were parallel traumas. Anna’s wedding signaled the breakup of a sustaining sisterhood. “I’d rather be a free spinster and paddle my own canoe,” Louisa wrote defiantly. In an interview with the writer Louise Chandler Moulton, she later commented with pre-Freudian candor on her own feelings: “I am more than half-persuaded that I am a man’s soul, put by some freak of nature into a woman’s body … because I have fallen in love in my life with so many pretty girls and never once the least bit with any man.” Many of her essays explored the possibilities of a single life for women, or a sustaining community of women artists and professionals, and she often criticized the problems caused by early marriage and wedlock: “Half the misery of time comes from unmated pairs trying to live their legal lie decorously to the end at any cost.” Yet in other stories and novels, including Little Women, Alcott tried to imagine genuinely egalitarian marriages in which women could be strong and loving, and in which they could continue to work and create. It is impossible to say whether her own spinsterhood was the result of a lesbian sexual preference unfulfilled in Victorian culture, or her recognition that her needs for independence could not be satisfied in the marital opportunities she was offered.

		After a decade of literary apprenticeship during which she steadily published stories, poems, and essays while supporting herself as teacher, seamstress, and even domestic servant, Alcott’s professional writing life really began on her thirtieth birthday. In 1862, she made the daring decision to volunteer as a nurse in a Civil War army hospital in Washington: “I want new experiences, and am sure to get ’em if I go.” Although she lasted only six weeks before she contracted typhoid fever, the experience gave Alcott her first real separation from her family, and a chance to test herself emotionally and physically without Abba’s emotional protection or Bronson’s surveillance. Nursing also provided the material for her first successful book, Hospital Sketches (1863), a book which combined Dickensian humor and indignation with a strong and serious plot.

		During the next several years, she was finally able to give up other work and to write full-time, developing her literary skills by writing in several different modes. In an age when English women writers like the Brontës and George Eliot had disguised their identities under male pseudonyms, Alcott might have done the same. Instead she first followed the American model of hyperfeminine pen names, calling herself first “Flora Fairfield,” then self-mocking names that expressed her discomfort with the role of woman intellectual or activist, such as Minerva Moody, Oranthy Bluggage, or “Tribulation Periwinkle,” the nurse of Hospital Sketches.

		In the mid-1860s, however, Alcott secretly published several lurid thrillers under the sexually ambiguous pseudonym “A. M. Barnard.” These stories gave her the opportunity to unleash her imagination in plots of seduction, incest, adultery, disguise, and violent revenge. “I think my natural inclination is for the lurid style,” she told a Concord friend. “I indulge in gorgeous fantasies and wish that I dared inscribe them upon my pages and set them before the public.” “Behind a Mask,” which she wrote in August 1866, is the most important and suggestive of these sensation-stories. The history of Jean Muir, a disillusioned and embittered middle-aged actress who successfully masquerades as a victimized young governess, deceives all the members of the family, and finally wins herself a rich husband, it seems like a metaphorical representation of Alcott’s own double life as dutiful daughter and rebellious fantasist. The story can be seen as a narrative meditation on the possibilities for feminist subversion of patriarchal culture, on the ways for women to express themselves, or at least their power, through role-playing. If women are trapped within feminine scripts of childishness and victimization, Alcott suggests, they can unmask these roles only by deliberately overacting them.

		In September 1867, Thomas Niles, a partner in the enterprising Boston firm of Roberts Brothers, asked Alcott to write a “girls’ story” for them, and in February 1868, Bronson Alcott, who was hoping to get Roberts Brothers to publish his book of Transcendental essays, repeated the request: “They want a book of 200 pages or more just as you choose. Mr. Niles the literary partner spoke in terms of admiration of your literary ability, thinking most highly of your rising fame and prospects. He obviously wishes to become your publisher and mine.” Louisa was dubious at first: “I plod away, though I don’t enjoy this sort of thing. Never liked girls, or knew many, except my sisters; but our queer plays and experiences may prove interesting, though I doubt it.”

		What was a “girls’ story”? Essentially moralistic, it was designed to bridge the gap between the schoolroom and the drawing room, to recommend docility, marriage, and obedience rather than autonomy or adventure. Writing for girls bestowed moral obligations on the author too. “Girls’ literature ought to help to build up women,” wrote one nineteenth-century critic, Edward Salmon. “If in choosing the books that boys shall read it is necessary to remember that we are choosing mental food for the future chiefs of the race, it is equally important not to forget in choosing books for girls that we are choosing mental food for the future wives and mothers of that race.”

		Another set of literary models were the immensely popular domestic novels written by, for, and about women, such as Susan Warner’s The Wide, Wide World (1850) and Charlotte Yonge’s The Heir of Redclyffe (1853). In the mid-nineteenth century, American women’s fiction, often described as “sentimental,” offered a matriarchal critique of patriarchal institutions from slavery to Christianity, and preached suffering and resignation to women: “Though we must sorrow, we must not rebel.” Its plots were characterized by warmth, intense sisterly feelings, and a sacramental view of motherhood. Thematically and stylistically, the domestic novel emphasized, images of an Edenic women’s culture. Professionally, the domestic novelists—the “scribbling women” of Hawthorne’s famous attack—experienced intense conflict between their public artistic ambitions and their private feminine roles. They did not perceive themselves as geniuses or even artists; instead, as Nina Baym has shown in Woman’s Fiction, they justified their writing by financial need and spiritual urgency, and “deliberately and proudly disavowed membership in an artistic fraternity.”

		The scribbling women can also be seen as literary spinsters, American Arachnes. In The Madwoman in the Attic, Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar also describe the longstanding mythic tradition that “associates virgin women—women who spin, or spinsters— with spinning spiders.” American women writers’ identification with the spider as Muse is frequent during the post-Civil War period, in such texts as Rose Terry Cooke’s “Arachne”:

		
			Poor sister of the spinster clan!

			I too from out my store within

			My daily life and living plan,

			My home, my rest, my pleasure spin.

		

		Alcott, too, often described herself as “spinning tales like a spider” or “like a spider, spinning out brains for money.” As a girl she had a “curious empathy” for spiders, frequenting a childhood spot she called “Spiderland,” and even holding elaborate funerals for deceased specimens. Yet as much as she had internalized the role of solitary spinster, whose brain and body generate words instead of babies, when she began her autobiographical novel, Alcott would not give in to the self-pity, the lachrymose sentiment, and the lugubrious piety that characterized so much female scribbling of the period. Her admiration for the novels of Dickens gave her a comic perspective on her characters. Furthermore, her fondness for the American idiom made her turn more to the pungency of a Caroline Kirkland or a Gail Hamilton than the mournful language of Warner or Charlotte Yonge. Having just returned from a trip to “slow going” England, where, she writes in her letters home, everything was so “unyankee,” orderly, and sedate, Alcott was all the more aware of her native land, where “the very cows … look fast.” She gave her characters, and especially Jo, the distinctive accents of American girls.

		Louisa had long planned a novel, possibly satiric, about Bronson’s visions and the Alcott family’s hardships, to be called “The Pathetic Family,” “The Cost of an Idea,” or “The Forlornites.” But when she started writing, she gave up this plan, and shifted attention from her father’s experiments to herself and her sisters, sending “Mr. March” off to the Civil War, and beginning with Christmas among the March girls and their mother.

		In June she sent Niles the first twelve chapters, which they both found dull. “But I work away and mean to try the experiment; for lively, simple books are very much needed for girls, and perhaps I can supply the need.” Her idea was to take the family of daughters through a year, and in planning the narrative framework of Little Women, Alcott incorporated both patriarchal and matriarchal traditions: the allegory of Pilgrim’s Progress and the theatrical melodrama of “The Witch’s Curse.” She wanted readers to be aware of the Bunyan model, and had decided that instead of a preface she would use an epigraph based on Part II of Pilgrim’s Progress, in order to “give some clue to the plan of the story.” Yet Alcott also wanted to revise Bunyan to explore women’s experience. Bunyan’s allegory deals primarily with male pilgrimage; his Christiana has four sons “to tell you what/ It is for men to take a Pilgrims lot.” Alcott, however, makes the pilgrim of her epigraph a woman whose example will teach “young damsels” and “little tripping maids” to follow God.

		Allusions to Pilgrim’s Progress structure the story in Part I, beginning with the first chapter, “Playing Pilgrims,” in which Marmee announces the theme of female progress toward the paradise of goodness: “Our burdens are here, our road is before us, and the longing for goodness and happiness is the guide that leads us through many troubles and mistakes to the peace which is a true Celestial City.” The March girls receive copies of Bunyan’s little book for Christmas (not the New Testament, as some critics have thought), and they pursue their quest, guidebooks in hand, discussing their burdens, as Beth finds the Palace Beautiful in Mr. Laurence’s mansion, Amy goes through the Valley of Humiliation at school, Jo meets the monster Apollyon when she lets her anger at Amy smoulder, and Meg is tempted by Vanity Fair in a visit to the wealthy Moffat family.

		By mid-July Alcott had written ten more chapters, ending the manuscript with the family’s Christmas reunion, when Mr. March returns from the war. Beth tells that she has been reading how “after many troubles, Christian and Hopeful came to a pleasant green meadow, where lilies bloomed all the year round, and there they rested happily, as we do now, before they went on to their journey’s end.” But Niles was not content. “I am not sure that it would not be best to add another chapter to Little Women,” he wrote to her. “I have read the whole of it & I am sure it will ‘hit,’ which means I think it will sell well. A chapter could well be added, in which allusions might be made to something in the future.” Finally Alcott wrote the twenty-third chapter about Meg’s engagement, ending with the promise of more to come, and emphasizing the dramatic metaphor which, along with Pilgrim’s Progress, provided the structure for the book: “So grouped the curtain falls upon Meg, Jo, Beth and Amy. Whether it ever rises again, depends upon the reception given to the first act of the domestic drama, called ‘LITTLE WOMEN.’ “When the proofs arrived at the end of August Niles was enthusiastic, and Alcott found her own work “not a bit sensational, but simple and true, for we really lived most of it.”

		Despite her disclaimers about the book, Alcott’s realism was never simplistic; she found a number of innovative ways to represent the tensions and conflicts in her characters’ lives. While the Pilgrim’s Progress drama uses Bronson Alcott’s favorite moral allegory to teach female self-restraint, the melodrama of “The Witch’s Curse,” as Karen Haltunnen has suggested, allows for “passionate self-expression.” In the play, Jo can dress like a man, make love to her sister, express rage and plot murder, and practice witchcraft with impunity. Yet insofar as Alcott always thought of the female imagination as “the witch’s curse,” the play suggests the frustrating paradox of Jo’s creative drives in a post-Salem New England society.

		In addition to balancing the novel between the attractions of moral pilgrimage and the temptations of rebellious witchcraft, Alcott incorporated a variety of literary forms into the novel’s two books, making full imaginative use of her own youthful writings, including stories, plays, poems, letters, and even newspapers. The chapter called “The P. C. and P. O.,” in which the four March girls take on the identities of Dickens’s male Pickwick Club members, is another feminist revision of a male literary model Although they have assumed male names, Meg and Beth insist that theirs is a “ladies’ club,” and resist Laurie’s admission; Jo, however, insists that Laurie will “give a tone” to their paper and “keep us from being sentimental.” Jo even remodels her own works in imitation of Laurie’s masculine tones. Yet the Victorian sentimentality of which the book is often accused by those who have never read it is belied by Alcott’s naturalness, humor, and restraint even in the death scenes. When Beth’s canary, Pip, dies of neglect, for example, and Amy proposes to revive him in the oven, Beth retorts, “He’s been starved and he shan’t be baked.” The description of the death of the Hummel baby (“it gave a little cry and trembled and then lay very still”) is equally direct. Alcott’s experience in the war had given her an authority in writing about death which made sentimentality unlikely.

		Little Women was published on October 1, 1868, and was a huge success, far overshadowing Bronson’s simultaneous publication of his Tablets. By the end of October, the first edition of two thousand copies had been sold, and Niles wrote to ask her for “corrections to make for a new edition of ‘Little Women,’” noting that there had been some objections from Sunday School librarians to the Christmas theatricals. “For my part,” he wrote, “I think it is about the best part of the whole book. Why will people be so very good?”

		Alcott resisted the suggestion to substitute something for Christmas theatricals, but immediately began a sequel, writing “like a steam engine” at the rate of a chapter a day. “I dont like sequels, and dont think No 2 will be as popular as No 1,” she wrote her uncle, “but publishers are very perwerse & wont let authors have thier [sic] way so my little women must grow up & be married off in a very stupid style.” She was annoyed when girls wrote to her to ask “who the little women marry, as if that was the only end and aim of a woman’s life.” At first Alcott resisted the pressures of the standard marriage plot: “I won’t marry Jo to Laurie to please any one.” But she quickly saw the fictional possibilities in creating a different kind of marriage for Jo. “Jo should have remained a literary spinster,” she wrote to her friend Alf Whitman, “but so many enthusiastic young ladies wrote to me clamorously demanding that she should marry Laurie, or somebody, that I didn’t dare refuse & out of perversity went & made a funny match for her. I expect vials of wrath to be poured out upon my head, but rather enjoy the prospect.” To Niles, she wryly suggested that the sequel might be titled “Little Women Act Second,” “Leaving the Nest. Sequel to Little Women,” or “Wedding Marches,” because there was “so much pairing off.” She ended the novel with a chapter called “Harvest Time,” in which Marmee’s sixtieth birthday is celebrated by her grown-up children and grandchildren. Thus the story covers a twenty-year span, taking Jo from the age of fifteen to thirty-five.

		In addition to succumbing to the requisite pairing-off, Alcott made other concessions to her publishers. In Part II, her sister May’s drawings for the first edition, which had been generally criticized as amateurish by reviewers, were replaced by illustrations by the well-known American artist Hamnatt Billings, who had also illustrated the works of Tennyson and Keats. Although he first drew Laurie as a “scrubby little boy,” and then as a “baa lamb … straight out of a bandbox,” eventually Billings proved willing to follow her instructions.

		Despite Alcott’s fears about a sequel, thirteen thousand copies of Part II were sold in the month following the publication of Part II, on April 14, 1869. By the end of the year, Louisa had made $8,500 in royalties, and the family’s fortunes had turned. Even Bronson took his daughter’s sudden celebrity in stride, and began to enjoy being introduced as “The Father of ‘Little Women’”: “I am riding in her chariot of glory, wherever I go.” By 1870, Alcott recognized that her hard times as a writer were over. Publishers were clamoring for anything new from her pen, and in the first half of the 1870s, she accommodated publishers and readers with a steady flow of novels and short stories, including An Old-Fashioned Girl (1870), Little Men (1871), Work (1873), “Transcendental Wild Oats” (1873), Eight Cousins (1875), and Rose in Bloom (1876).

		But Alcott also complained that the success of Little Women confined her to a particular style and subject matter. In 1877, she published A Modern Mephistopheles anonymously in Roberts Brothers’ No Name Series, and in 1879, she began Diana and Persis, an adult novel about two women artists, based on her sister May’s career as a painter in Europe, and on her unconventional marriage to a much younger Swiss musician and businessman. In the novel, Alcott expressed her views on the combination of love and art: “I believe a woman can & ought to have both if she has the power and courage to win them. A man expects them, and achieves them; why is not a woman’s life to be as full and free as his?” But May’s death in childbirth at the end of 1879 put a stop to her exploration of these new fictional territories. “I shall try to have it unlike the others if possible,” she wrote to the children’s magazine editor Mary Mapes Dodge, of a new story; “but the dears will cling to the Little Women style.” In 1881, having bought the copyright to her first unsuccessful novel, Moods, Alcott rewrote the ending to fit with middle-class ideas of morality.

		It also appears that Alcott gave in around this time to her publishers’ demands for a more polished and sentimentalized text of Little Women. In 1880, a new edition with nearly two hundred illustrations by the popular artist Frank T. Merrill appeared, which also included innumerable textual changes. Spelling errors and mistakes in French were corrected, and Alcott’s vigorous slang, colloquialisms, and regionalisms were replaced by a blander, more refined and “ladylike” prose. Jo calls her father “Papa” rather than “Pa,” says “work” rather than “grub,” “crumpled” rather than “crunched,” “ways” instead of “quirks,” “cross” instead of “raspy,” and “many” instead of “lots.” Alcott also changed many New England regional idioms to suit her publisher’s sense of a national best-seller suitable for Sunday-school libraries; “prim as a desk” became “prim as I can,” for example, and “quinydingles” became “notions.” Literary allusions were simplified for a mass audience, so that a reference to “Garrick buying gloves of the grisette” in Chapter 26 is changed to “Romeo and Juliet.”

		More significant changes came in the descriptions of two major characters. Whereas the original Marmee was “a stout, motherly lady, with a ‘can-I-help-you’ look about her which was truly delightful,” explicitly not “a particularly handsome person,” in the 1880 edition, these details are gone, and Marmee becomes much more genteel, fashionable, and idealized: “tall” rather than “stout,” “not elegantly dressed, but a noble-looking woman.”

		Alcott’s changed description of Laurie says even more about the dictates of gender roles in successful literary romance. In the original, when Jo sizes up Laurie at the Gardiner’s party, he is both foreign and androgynous, with “curly black hair, brown skin, big black eyes, long nose, nice teeth, little hands and feet, tall as I am.” Inviting Jo to dance, Laurie makes “a queer little French bow.” Apparently, however, these less-than-perfect features and effeminate foreign gestures were a problem in the romantic hero. In the 1880 edition, Laurie is much improved: “handsome nose, fine teeth, small hands and feet.” Most significantly for the belief in male superiority, Laurie is now “taller” than Jo, and invites her to dance with “a gallant little bow.”

		Thus the 1880 edition, which is the one virtually all modern readers know, is in a sense a bowdlerized text, in which the rough edges of Alcott’s imagination have been smoothed away, and the pungent originality of her voice toned way down. According to Madeleine Stern, Daniel Shealy, and Joel Myerson, the editors of Alcott’s correspondence, furthermore, the changes are not discussed in her letters to Niles or her personal journals. Stern, Alcott’s most distinguished biographer and literary editor, believes that “textual alterations and variations may well have been accomplished by publishers, some careless, some over-zealous,” although we do not at this point have documentary proof that such was the case. Apparently, though, Alcott went along with these changes— another sign of her loss of self-confidence and daring in the later part of her career. “Though I do not enjoy writing ‘moral tales’ for the young,” she wrote to an admiring correspondent, “I do it because it pays well.”

		Looking at the course of Alcott’s literary career, and at Jo’s choice of marriage to a fatherly German professor in place of her own literary career, many feminist critics have come to the conclusion that Little Women was the turning point at which Alcott compromised her imaginative vision in the interests of commercial success. They see the domestic drama of Little Women as a capitulation to middle-class ideals of female self-sacrifice. Thus Martha Saxton finds Little Women “a regression for Louisa as an artist and as a woman.” Through Jo’s marriage and renunciation of her writing, Karen Halttunen maintains, “Alcott performed literary penance for her greatest sins against the cult of domesticity: her flight to Washington, her Gothic period, her consuming literary ambition and her refusal to marry.” Judith Fetterley concludes that Jo ends in “self-denial, renunciation, and mutilation.”

		But these strong negative judgments now seem overstated and extreme, demanding from Alcott’s nineteenth-century female Bildungsroman a twentieth-century feminist ending of separation and autonomy. In my view, Little Women has survived because it is both convincing and inspiring. Alcott’s novel of female development dramatizes the Transcendentalist dream of sexually egalitarian lives of love and work. Seen in this context, Jo’s literary and emotional career is a happy one, even if it does not conform to our contemporary feminist model of a woman artist’s needs. Furthermore, despite the haste with which it was written, Little Women is more tightly constructed and more stylistically controlled than any of Alcott’s other books. In her themes as well as her style, Alcott set the escapist fantasies of sensationalism within a realistic feminist framework. In Little Women, she managed to do what she had never achieved in the sensation-stories: create vivid, credible, and enduring characters, and write about them in a memorably American and personal voice, very different from the stilted tones of the sensation-stories, or the orphic notes of her male mentors.

		Critics who view the novel as the story of Jo’s decline into marriage and motherhood contrast descriptions of the creative vortex in which Jo abandons herself to her art, with her apparent surrender to patriarchal values about true womanhood in marrying the professor. When “genius burns,” young Jo gives herself up to writing with “entire abandon,” unconscious of the ordinary cares of life and the ordinary duties of womanhood. When she goes up to the attic to write, she wears a special black “scribbling suit,” on which she can wipe her inky pen at will (unlike the everyday dresses, the badge of her restrictive feminine role, which she invariably scorches, stains, smudges, rips, or shrinks), and a rakish cap with a red bow, “gaily erect” when work is going well, “plucked wholly off” when inspiration fails.

		In contrast, Professor Bhaer reproaches Jo for writing sensation-fiction; his library shelves hold all the patriarchal classics: Homer, Milton, Goethe, and Shakespeare. By the time he comes to court her, the novel’s language suggests that sexual involvement has appropriated her creative energy; now it is his bushy hair, rather than Jo’s red scribbling-bow, that is “rampantly erect.” The literary life Jo has always desired comes to seem “selfish, lonely, and cold.” In their life together, Bhaer will steer her into “calmer waters,” and away from the turbulent imaginative whirlpool of the vortex.

		Yet Alcott herself never idealizes the costs and effects of the vortex for the woman writer. While the surrender to “genius” is satisfying while it lasts, it offers Jo no sustenance for her daily life; she invariably emerges from the “divine afflatus” after a week or two, “hungry, sleepy, cross, or despondent.” When she thinks about her future as a “literary spinster,” Jo is realistic about the loneliness and self-denial it entails: “a pen for a spouse, a family of stories for children, and twenty years hence a morsel of fame, perhaps.”

		In exploring and comparing the artistic development of both Jo and Amy, Alcott suggests that the Romantic model of “genius” has serious problems for women. Because it is derived from male experience and mythology, genius requires a woman artist either to sacrifice the feminine side of her personality, or to labor continually under the sense of infinite artistic inferiority. As girls, both Jo and Amy measure themselves continually against the most towering and unapproachable models of male genius: Shakespeare for Jo, Michelangelo for Amy. Amy’s path takes her to Rome, where, face-to-face with the reality of her precursor’s art, she decides that she is not a genius, and determines “to be great or nothing. I won’t be a common-place dauber, so I don’t intend to try any more.” Instead, through Laurie’s largesse, she will help other “young women with artistic tendencies.”

		Jo’s trajectory is different. She too aspires to equal male literary giants, and then postpones her own literary career in the interest of educating and mothering “poor, forlorn little lads.” Nonetheless, Jo has learned to exchange the model of male “genius” for a more realistic feminine model that is based on training, experimentation, professionalism, and self-fulfillment. It’s true that Beth praises her adolescent melodramas as the work of “another Shakespeare,” and that Professor Bhaer gives her Shakespeare’s complete works and advises her to “read him well and he will help you much”; but Jo is not the female genius, “Shakespeare’s sister,” imagined by Virginia Woolf in A Room of One’s Own, who will redeem women’s writing. Perhaps as an American woman, Alcott was less committed to patriarchal literary myths of heroic individuals, and more democratically optimistic about a community of writers who would shape a collective story like the one her characters tell in their game in Chapter 12.

		Alcott takes Jo through a literary progress that resembles her own pilgrimage. Beginning with fairy tales and melodramas, Jo’s adolescent ambitions are vague and grand: “I’d have a stable full of Arabian steeds, rooms piled with books, and I’d write out of a magic inkstand…. I want to do something splendid before I go into my castle,—something heroic, or wonderful,—that won’t be forgotten after I’m dead.” The publication of her first story, “The Rival Painters,” is both the outcome of her involvement with romance, fantasy, and the foreign, and the inscription of her ongoing rivalry with Amy for the role of family artist.

		Motivated by the example of “Mrs. S. L. A. N. G. Northbury,” the successful sensationalist writer who is modelled on the best-selling American novelist of the 1850s, Mrs. E. D. E. N. South-worth, Jo then sets out to write a sensational story, “full of desperation and despair,” for the Blarneystone Banner. Her first effort wins her a hundred-dollar prize, and she discovers that her pen can win comforts for the family, pay the butcher’s bill, and send Beth to the seaside for a month. Her most ambitious project is a novel for which she is paid three hundred dollars. It is criticized from all sides; but, as Jo staunchly notes, “Not being a genius like Keats, it won’t kill me.” Her writing is not the product of frail romantic genius, but of hard work: “literary labors.” In other efforts, she produces lurid sensation-fiction for the Weekly Volcano; didactic children’s tales, and, after Beth’s decline, her first commercial and critical success, a tale inspired by “love and sorrow,” and presented in the realistic mode her father tells her is her “true style.” Unlike Amy, Jo does not have the opportunity to travel in Europe, where every street, park, and church is saturated with literary history. Her material must come from her own experience, and Alcott intends us to believe her at the end when she vows that her writing will be all the stronger for her years as wife, mother, and teacher.

		Moreover, in order to forge a complete life as a woman and writer, Jo must leave the female world of love and ritual, and discover her own sexuality and independence. Her girlhood stories often deal transparently with her feelings about her sisters: artistic rivalry with Amy, guilty responsibility for Beth, fear of losing Meg’s love. “The Rival Painters,” as Alcott notes, is written when Jo begins to realize that “Margaret was fast getting to be a woman,” and to “dread the separation which must surely come some time, and now seemed very near.” Alcott shows that the separation, so intensely dreaded, is nonetheless a necessity if Jo is to break away from the uncritical loving bonds of her family and become a mature, rather than a little, woman, as well as a serious writer. After Meg’s marriage, Beth’s death, and Amy’s engagement, Jo acknowledges her own emotional and sexual needs. Though she “used to be contented” with the family, she finds that she wants more. “Mothers are the best lovers in the world,” she tells Marmee, “But I’d like to try all kinds.” The horsehair pillow with which she warded off Laurie’s romantic advances is sent to the garret; and she writes her story about Beth.

		Within the Victorian framework of the novel, Jo’s separation from her family can only be accomplished through marriage. At fifteen Jo opts to be an old maid rather than marry for money, and Marmee approves: “better be happy old maids than unhappy wives.” Yet spinsterhood is never positively presented in the book. Miss Crocker, or “Croaker,” as the girls call her, is a “yellow spinster, with a sharp nose and inquisitive eyes,” a gossip and a sponger. At this stage in Alcott’s writing, there are no viable alternatives to marriage, although she would explore them in her later works.

		Yet Professor Bhaer proposes at the point when Jo seems to have found her literary style at last, and the marriage for which she sets aside the pen to run a school for boys has disappointed many critics. Sarah Elbert notes that “in the domestic novels Alcott proposes safe marriages to kind, protective father-like figures who will channel the energies of their young wives to good works.” Bedell too feels Little Women ends in “unease and dissatisfaction” with Jo’s marriage to a “sexless, fusty middle-aged man,” sacrificing both “romance and independence.” Judith Fetterley sees Bhaer as “the heavy authority figure necessary to offset Jo’s own considerable talent and vitality…. In marrying Professor Bhaer, Jo’s rebellion is neutralized and she proves once and for all that she is a good little woman who wishes for nothing more than to realize herself in the service of some superior male.”

		Some women readers have felt hostile to Bhaer because they regret the loss of the charming, sensitive, and sensual Laurie. Beauvoir recalled that she had “bitterly reproached Jo March … for having betrayed her childhood love.” The need to make Laurie a romantic hero, more glamorous and experienced than Jo, has also been reflected in the changes Hollywood has made in adapting the novel, both in aggrandizing Laurie and diminishing Jo. In the 1949 film directed by Mervyn LeRoy, for example, Laurie, played by Peter Lawford, is introduced as having run away from school to join the army, lying about his age, and being wounded in battle. The script (in the Baker Library at Dartmouth College) by Sally Benson and Andrew Solt describes him as looking “not unlike our idea of Edgar Allan Poe,” as if Jo’s literary ambition had been displaced onto him.

		Yet like a number of Alcott’s other works, Little Women represents Alcott’s belief that the fullest art came from women who had fulfilled both their sexual and their intellectual needs, and her effort to imagine such a fulfillment for Jo. As Anne Hollander, alone among Alcott’s contemporary critics, has argued, “Jo can write as a true artist only later when she finally comes to terms with her own sexual self.” Despite her joking complaints about pressure from her readers, Alcott intended Professor Bhaer to be much more than a “silly match” for Jo. She portrays Bhaer as warmhearted, affectionate, and expressive, as well as unconfined by American codes of masculinity. Intellectual but unpretentious, loving and nurturant, and thoroughly dependable, Bhaer, as Sarah Elbert has noted, “has all the qualities Bronson Alcott lacked … the feminine attributes Louisa admired and hoped men could acquire in a rational, feminist world.” In Jo’s Boys (1886), Alcott’s continuation of the March family chronicle, Professor Bhaer hugs his sons, “not ashamed to express by gesture or by word the fatherly emotions an American would have compressed into a slap on the shoulder and a brief ‘All right.’ ”

		Bhaer’s courtship of Jo is unselfconscious and openhearted. He sings Mignon’s song to Jo with a “tender invitation,” reversing the roles of idol and worshipper in Alcott’s Goethesque fantasy. Although in the picture of her that he cherishes, Jo is “a severe and rigid young lady with a good deal of hair,” he responds to and encourages the warmth beneath her prim exterior, coming to her chilly doorway like “the midnight sun.” By the time he finds the courage to propose to her, Jo has stopped comparing him with Laurie, and finds him looking “young and handsome.” As a couple, Jo and Bhaer have both values and feelings in common; they share an interest in educational reform, in new ideas, and in practical philanthropy. Most important, he understands her need to work. “I’m to carry my share, Friedrich, and help to earn the home,” Jo tells him. “Make up your mind to that, or I’ll never go.”

		Could Alcott have imagined as happy an alternative life for Jo outside of marriage and motherhood? Could she have been “an independent artist living an adventurous life in some sort of Bohemian quarter of Boston, supposing such a place to have existed?” As Madelon Bedell concludes, “That solution might be true to Jo’s dreams, but not to Jo’s character and certainly not her time and place. She is no George Sand; and this is America, not France.” But in the real world, other women writers read Alcott’s story, never forgot it, and had the freedom to make different choices. Joyce Carol Oates’s novel, A Bloodsmoor Romance (1982), is based on Little Women and the story of the Alcott family, but is free to construct fantasy resolutions of Jo’s dilemma, as one talented sister becomes an actress, another an inventor, a third a spiritualist medium, and the fourth, magically, a man. “I read Little Women a thousand times,” the novelist Cynthia Ozick recalls. “Ten thousand. I am Jo in her ‘vortex,’ not Jo exactly, but some Jo-of-the-future.” Through all the Jos of the future who will continue to read their own lives in the story of Alcott’s Little Women, the independent Jo lives and writes, not as the unattainable genius, Shakespeare’s sister, but as a sister of our own.
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		A Note on the Text

		Little Women was originally published by the firm of Roberts Brothers in Boston in two volumes which appeared in October 1868 and April 1869. These were both called Little Women, or, Meg, Jo, Beth and Amy; the second volume was simply subtitled “Part Second.” In 1880, the two volumes were combined into one book titled Little Women, with the chapters renumbered consecutively, and it has been published in this form in the United States ever since. In England, the second volume was given the name Good Wives; although Alcott had no part in this decision, and would have scorned such a moralizing domestic title, the designation persists to the present day. In 1880, moreover, Alcott made a number of changes in the text, correcting grammatical errors and modifying her diction and some of her frank descriptions to suit her publisher’s expectations of polite ladylike prose. I have elected to present the novel in its initial, uncorrected form, under the single title by which it has been known, and which follows Alcott’s intentions. This text reproduces the original 1868 and 1869 editions, emended to correct obvious printer’s errors. I have also renumbered the chapters consecutively for the sake of convenience and ease of reference. Some of Alcott’s revisions that raise interesting questions are discussed in the Introduction and the Notes.
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		Preface

		
			“Go then, my little Book, and show to all

			That entertain, and bid thee welcome shall,

			What thou dost keep close shut up in thy breast;

			And wish that thou dost show them may be blest

			To them for good, may make them choose to be

			Pilgrims better, by far, than thee or me.

			Tell them of Mercy; she is one

			Who early hath her pilgrimage begun.

			Yea, let young damsels learn of her to prize

			The world which is to come, and so be wise;

			For little tripping maids may follow God

			Along the ways which saintly feet have trod.”

			ADAPTED FROM JOHN BUNYAN1

		

	
		PART I

		1
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		Playing Pilgrims

		“Christmas won’t be Christmas without any presents,” grumbled Jo, lying on the rug.

		“It’s so dreadful to be poor!” sighed Meg, looking down at her old dress.

		“I don’t think it’s fair for some girls to have lots of pretty things, and other girls nothing at all,” added little Amy, with an injured sniff.

		“We’ve got father and mother, and each other, anyhow,” said Beth, contentedly, from her corner.

		The four young faces on which the firelight shone brightened at the cheerful words, but darkened again as Jo said sadly,—

		“We haven’t got father, and shall not have him for a long time.” She didn’t say “perhaps never,” but each silently added it, thinking of father far away, where the fighting was.1

		Nobody spoke for a minute; then Meg said in an altered tone,—

		“You know the reason mother proposed not having any presents this Christmas, was because it’s going to be a hard winter for every one; and she thinks we ought not to spend money for pleasure, when our men are suffering so in the army. We can’t do much, but we can make our little sacrifices, and ought to do it gladly. But I am afraid I don’t;” and Meg shook her head, as she thought regretfully of all the pretty things she wanted.

		“But I don’t think the little we should spend would do any good. We’ve each got a dollar, and the army wouldn’t be much helped by our giving that. I agree not to expect anything from mother or you, but I do want to buy Undine and Sintram2 for myself; I’ve wanted it so long,” said Jo, who was a bookworm.

		“I planned to spend mine in new music,” said Beth, with a little sigh, which no one heard but the hearth-brush and kettle-holder.

		“I shall get a nice box of Faber’s drawing pencils; I really need them,” said Amy, decidedly.

		“Mother didn’t say anything about our money, and she won’t wish us to give up everything. Let’s each buy what we want, and have a little fun; I’m sure we grub hard enough to earn it,” cried Jo, examining the heels of her boots in a gentlemanly manner.

		“I know I do,—teaching those dreadful children nearly all day, when I’m longing to enjoy myself at home,” began Meg, in the complaining tone again.

		“You don’t have half such a hard time as I do,” said Jo. “How would you like to be shut up for hours with a nervous, fussy old lady, who keeps you trotting, is never satisfied, and worries you till you’re ready to fly out of the window or box her ears?”

		“It’s naughty to fret,—but I do think washing dishes and keeping things tidy is the worst work in the world. It makes me cross; and my hands get so stiff, I can’t practise good a bit.” And Beth looked at her rough hands with a sigh that any one could hear that time.

		“I don’t believe any of you suffer as I do,” cried Amy; “for you don’t have to go to school with impertinent girls, who plague you if you don’t know your lessons, and laugh at your dresses, and label your father if he isn’t rich, and insult you when your nose isn’t nice.”

		“If you mean libel I’d say so, and not talk about labels, as if pa was a pickle-bottle,” advised Jo, laughing.

		“I know what I mean, and you needn’t be ‘statirical’ about it. It’s proper to use good words, and improve your vocabilary,” returned Amy, with dignity.

		“Don’t peck at one another, children. Don’t you wish we had the money papa lost when we were little, Jo? Dear me, how happy and good we’d be, if we had no worries,” said Meg, who could remember better times.

		“You said the other day you thought we were a deal happier than the King children, for they were fighting and fretting all the time, in spite of their money.”

		“So I did, Beth. Well, I guess we are; for though we do have to work, we make fun for ourselves, and are a pretty jolly set, as Jo would say.”

		“Jo does use such slang words,” observed Amy, with a reproving look at the long figure stretched on the rug. Jo immediately sat up, put her hands in her apron pockets, and began to whistle.

		“Don’t, Jo; it’s so boyish.”

		“That’s why I do it.”

		“I detest rude, unlady-like girls.”

		“I hate affected, niminy piminy chits.”

		“Birds in their little nests agree,” sang Beth, the peace-maker, with such a funny face that both sharp voices softened to a laugh, and the “pecking” ended for that time.

		“Really, girls, you are both to be blamed,” said Meg, beginning to lecture in her elder sisterly fashion. “You are old enough to leave off boyish tricks, and behave better, Josephine. It didn’t matter so much when you were a little girl; but now you are so tall, and turn up your hair, you should remember that you are a young lady.”

		“I ain’t! and if turning up my hair makes me one, I’ll wear it in two tails till I’m twenty,” cried Jo, pulling off her net, and shaking down a chestnut mane. “I hate to think I’ve got to grow up and be Miss March, and wear long gowns, and look as prim as a China-aster. It’s bad enough to be a girl, any-way, when I like boy’s games, and work, and manners. I can’t get over my disappointment in not being a boy, and it’s worse than ever now, for I’m dying to go and fight with papa, and I can only stay at home and knit like a poky old woman;” and Jo shook the blue army-sock till the needles rattled like castanets, and her ball bounded across the room.

		“Poor Jo; it’s too bad! But it can’t be helped, so you must try to be contented with making your name boyish, and playing brother to us girls,” said Beth, stroking the rough head at her knee with a hand that all the dishwashing and dusting in the world could not make ungentle in its touch.

		“As for you, Amy,” continued Meg, “you are altogether too particular and prim. Your airs are funny now, but you’ll grow up an affected little goose if you don’t take care. I like your nice manners, and refined ways of speaking, when you don’t try to be elegant; but your absurd words are as bad as Jo’s slang.”

		“If Jo is a tom-boy, and Amy a goose, what am I, please?” asked Beth, ready to share the lecture.

		“You’re a dear, and nothing else,” answered Meg, warmly; and no one contradicted her, for the “Mouse” was the pet of the family.

		As young readers like to know “how people look,” we will take this moment to give them a little sketch of the four sisters, who sat knitting away in the twilight, while the December snow fell quietly without, and the fire crackled cheerfully within. It was a comfortable old room, though the carpet was faded and the furniture very
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