
  
    LOUISA MAY ALCOTT


    AMERICAN WRITER AND POET


    
      	Born in Germantown, Pennsylvania in 1832.


      	Died in Boston, Massachusetts in 1888.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	Hospital Sketches (1863), collection of sketches based on letters written during the US Civil War


          	An Old Fashioned Girl (1870), novel


          	Work: A Story of Experience (1873), semi-autobiographical novel

        

      

    


    Louisa May Alcott was an American novelist and poet, best known for her series of books based around the March family, the first of which was Little Women, published in 1868. She was raised by transcendentalist (a philosophical movement which started in the Eastern US in the 1820s) parents and educated by well-known intellectuals in her father’s alternative educational school. Her family suffered financial hardship and she wrote and worked as a governess to support them. She remained single all her life and was a dedicated feminist and campaigner for the abolition of slavery.

  


  
    LITTLE WOMEN


    BE COMFORTED, DEAR SOUL


    
      	Genre: coming-of-age fiction


      	Reference edition: Alcott, L. M. (1868) Little Women or, Meg, Jo, Beth and Amy. Boston: Roberts Brothers.


      	1st edition: December 1868


      	Themes: women’s roles, duty versus personal growth, the Protestant work ethic, the importance of family

    


    This work was published at a time when the recent US Civil War had caused social and political upheaval and roles and expectations for women were beginning to change. Alcott herself had an alternative upbringing, but the traditional 19th-century Christian values of hard work, thrift and conformity are still present in her work.


    Little Women, which takes place in contemporary America, tells the story of the genteel but impoverished March family: sisters Meg, Jo, Beth and Amy, their mother Marmee and their absent father. It tells the story of the sisters’ growth into adulthood, as they face trials and challenges both personal and public and are visited by poverty, illness and death.


    This book was extremely well received, becoming an instant classic, and it is still hugely popular amongst a mostly female readership today. This semi-autobiographical work was originally published as the first in a two-novel series, and Alcott wrote a sequel, Good Wives, which was published in 1869. In 1880, the text of Little Women and Good Wives was combined in a single volume which was also titled Little Women. In 1871, Alcott wrote Little Men: Life at Plumfield with Jo's Boys. This new book focussed on the character of Jo Bhaer (née March) and tells the story of the children at Plumfield Estate School. It includes several characters from Little Women and is regarded as the third (or second, if Little Women and Good Wives are considered a single volume) novel in the Little Women series. This was followed in 1886 by Jo's Boys, and How They Turned Out: A Sequel to “Little Men”, the final novel by Alcott to feature characters first introduced in Little Women.


    This summary is based on the original 1868 version of Little Women and does not include Good Wives.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    THE FOUR PILGRIMS


    The story opens on Christmas Eve with the four March sisters, Meg, Jo, Beth and Amy, complaining about their poverty. Their conversation reveals their characters. We learn that they are a respectable family who have fallen on hard times. They decide to buy presents for Marmee instead of themselves, and her return home with a letter from their pastor father who is absent while serving as a minister in the Civil War encourages them all to be positive. On Christmas morning, each girl wakes to find a copy of A Pilgrim’s Progress under her pillow, and this book becomes a motif throughout the novel as they strive to bear their personal and external burdens as Christian does in the book. Later, they donate their breakfast to a poor family. Mr Laurence, their elderly neighbour, hears of this sacrifice and sends a huge meal over, and the day ends happily.


    We are introduced to a close, warm and thoughtful family, guided by the calm centre of Marmee, who maintain their roles as impoverished gentlewomen with the Christian values of thrift, hard work and social duty central to their lives.


    THE LITTLE BROTHER


    Later, Meg and Jo are invited to a party at a rich friend’s house, where Meg revels in all the luxury and attention and Jo meets Laurie, the young and lonely grandson of Mr Laurence. They immediately become firm friends, a relationship that allows Jo to behave in a less ladylike manner than she is normally expected to do, and she later introduces him to the whole family, where he becomes an honorary son and brother.


    Visiting Laurie whilst he is sick, Jo accidentally insults Mr Laurence, but he admires her spirit and later meets all the girls. He grows especially close to the shy and music-loving Beth, and sends her his dead granddaughter’s piano as a gift.


    BUNDLES OF CONTRADICTIONS


    We get to know the girls’ evolving personalities through their various adventures. Meg and Jo must work to support the family because of their poverty, the former as a governess and the latter as a companion to the irascible Aunt March, whilst Amy and Beth aid Hannah, the help, to run the house. Romantic Meg dreams of a more comfortable life and Jo dreams of being a writer and having the freedom and independence to behave in a less ladylike way. Flighty and popular Amy, the artistic March, is caught trading limes at school, caned and withdrawn to learn at home. Jo and Amy fight because Jo will not take her along on a theatre trip with Laurie, and Amy retaliates by burning aspiring author Jo’s precious writing. Jo has a temper that she finds hard to manage and she is so angry that she almost lets Amy drown when they are ice skating. Pretty Meg is taken on by a rich family and lets them dress her up in the latest fashion, but she soon feels uncomfortable and learns that appearances can influence the opinions of others. Gentle, domestic Beth, happy at home with her dolls and kittens, learns to fight her shyness at a picnic given by Laurie for some English friends where she chats to the crippled youngest son.


    The family form the Pickwick Club and produce a family newspaper. Laurie is invited to become an honorary member, despite Meg hearing rumours that she wants to marry him for his money. Through these incidents, we learn of a family that works and plays together, that fights and makes up, whose moral compass revolves around the central tenets of family, respectability, hearth, and home whatever their differences, and whose lives are beginning to be affected by the outside world. At the centre of all of these happenings is Marmee, wise and loving with her advice and support as the girls struggle to shoulder their burdens, defeat their vices and come of age.


    THE LETTER


    A letter arrives one day to say that Mr March is very ill in hospital. Marmee has to go and care for him and Jo cuts off her hair, her pride and joy, to help finance the trip. Accompanying her is Mr Brooke, the tutor of Laurie who has fallen in love with Meg. The sisters are left to cope alone but have many problems, with ruined meals and broken furniture. Little Beth falls seriously ill from scarlet fever, contracted from one of the destitute Hummels whom she visited when no one else would. Amy is sent to stay with Aunt March. Beth is ill for a long time and almost dies, so Marmee is finally sent for and she returns as the fever breaks, much to the joy of everyone. Beth recovers, though she never regains her full strength.


    ALL’S WELL THAT ENDS WELL


    The book ends with Mr March returning home with his escort Mr Brooke, weak but content, and the family are able to celebrate together. Mr Brooke proposes to Meg with her parent’s consent and she initially says no to him, but when the formidable Aunt March berates her about considering marrying a poor man, she changes her mind, and by the end of the book they are engaged.


    Mr March gathers his family close in the parlour and he speaks of each daughter in turn, outlining the changes he sees in them, how he recognises how they have carried their bundles of burdens so bravely, how they have grown in to little women and fine ones of whom he is proud. The novel ends with another scene of warmth and togetherness, this time with a complete family around the fire, thus neatly bookending the story for the reader.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    MEG


    Meg is the eldest and prettiest March sister. She is the archetypal genteel 19th-century girl with her love of fine dresses, nice food and frills and fripperies, and she is the only sister who can recall a family life when all of these things were readily available. She wants to be a wealthy woman and live in a beautiful house, and is a romantic girl, dreaming of dances and picnics. We are told that “She was ‘fond of luxury’ and her chief trouble was poverty” (Chapter4, p.58). This can make her greedy and sometimes jealous, and she spends a lot of time trying to become like her rich friend Sally Gardiner, allowing the Moffat family to dress her up like a doll in a manner unbecoming to her place as a respectable Protestant young woman. This opens her eyes to the fact that she does not feel comfortable like this. She is also a hard worker, serving as a governess to small children, and by the end of the book she is engaged to the poor but dependable tutor, Mr Brooke.


    JO


    Jo is the character most similar to the writer herself: she is a tomboy, an aspiring author, clumsy, quick-tempered, adventurous and very unconventional. She wants to play with the boys and fight in the war with her father, and she generally subverts the contemporary notions of genteel womanhood.


    At one point, she says “Mercy me! I don’t know anything about love and such nonsense!” (Chapter20, p.294). Even her name, Jo, is the masculine form of her real name, Josephine. However, she also works hard, serving as a companion to the fearful Aunt March in order to help support her family. Jo eschews the idea of marriage and wants to do something great when she grows up, preferably with her ‘scribbling’. Jo has to overcome her impulsivity and hot temper, and balance her ambitions with the expectations that come with her social role. She is a fascinating character and one that still resonates with readers today.


    BETH


    Beth is almost unnaturally sweet, patient and angelic in a ‘Tiny Tim’ way, and we feel that she is not of this world, or at least not long for it (and these feelings prove to be correct in Good Wives). She is too shy to go to school, so does a few lessons at home, but mostly fulfils the household chores and takes care of the little things that make life comfortable for her family. Content with her cats, her dolls and her music, she has no ambitions beyond the parlour. Her one luxury is the piano that Mr Laurence gives her, which once belonged to his dead granddaughter, a foreshadowing of what is to come. She becomes very sick as a direct consequence of doing good for others, and survives as an even more weak and ghostly presence. She is the classic “Angel in the House” figure epitomised in the eponymous poem by Coventry Patmore (English poet and critic, 1823-1896) – “She loves with love that cannot tire”.


    AMY


    Amy is the youngest of the four sisters. She is vain, affected, rather silly, pretty and popular at the start of the book, with ambitions to be a gentlewoman with all the trappings and the lifestyle that this entails. She hates the poverty in which the family is forced to live (“I don’t think I can bear it, but I’ll try”, Chapter17, p.264), but she works hard on her appearance and manners, makes valuable social calls and is actually excellent at making social contacts. Amy is also artistic and has great natural taste. We see signs of a quick temper, such as when she burns Jo’s story, and pique, as when she is punished at school and immediately persuades her mother to remove her forever. She is also a warm-hearted and honest girl, and this makes her popular in the social circles in which she moves. Her ambition to marry well is one which many young women in her situation would have understood and one of which her parents would have approved.


    MARMEE


    Marmee is the perfect mother: she is hard-working, principled, socially active in helping others, a wonderful housewife and careful with the moral lessons she guides her daughters with. In fact, she is the idealised 19th-century Christian mother. She is strong under immense pressure and her religious faith guides and comforts her. She says: “I want my daughters to be beautiful, accomplished, and good; to be admired, loved, and respected


    MR MARCH


    

    THE LAURENCE CLAN
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