Critical Articles for Little Women
Dramaturg: Sean Connolly

In my research from critical articles about Little Women: The Musical | began to realize
quickly that very little has been written critically about the musical. When I contacted several
noted academics, who are considered to some of the leaders in Louisa May Alcott, many did not
even know that a musical had been made about Little Women. However, there were still many
areas that seemed important to know more about, at least to know what other academics were
writing about.

Most importantly it was important to know as much about the female perspective of this
work as possible. One had to start with how it was received when it was published in 1868, this
was done both through reviews and what scholars had written about it in the 1800s. Then my
research took me to examining how it is still being looked at, from the late 19th century, through
the middle of the 20th and now to today. Next I detected that there were several areas of research
that most academics wrote about when discussing Little Women. These academics looked at how
patriarchy, gender, imagination, and feminism has defined Little Women. These four topics form
the backbone for almost all scholarly writing on the subject. As such, [ included articles that
explored these issues. There are certainly other articles that I could have included as well, but
depending on what of the four topics they are discussing, they for the most part say the same
thing. There are outliers to this however. Some briefly touched on the idea of the musical, but
their lack of understanding of even the most fundamental elements of theatre deemed it
inappropriate to included, as well as some other more outrageous statements on gender which
would have suggested these articles had been written in the 1950s not the 2000s. Regardless, the
articles included here give a good overview of what the majority of academic have been writing
about regarding Little Women.



A Collection of Reviews and Assessments of Little Women
By Various Authors

Almost all the reviews of Little Women were positive. There was music praise for Alcott as a
writer, and no one seemed to be surprised, upset or have any other opinions on Alcott’s gender as
a writer. The books were loved by much of the population, male, female, young and old. And as
one can see from the “Little Women: leads polls” even in the 1920s the books was ranked as one
of the most popular books in America by high schoolers.
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82 Critical Essays on Louisa May Alcott

most ordinary every-day life. Parents desiring a Christmas book for a girl
from ten tosixteen vears, cannot do better than to purchase this.

The writer almost promises, as the storv is concluded, to follow this
volume with others of similar character. We sincerely hope she will.

[Review of Little Women, PartIl,
1869] Anonymous*

No reader of Miss Alcott’s Little Women, published some months since
by Roberts Brothers, but will desire to possess the “second part” of the
charming sketches which she has just given to the public through the same
publishers. The first series was one of the most successful ventures to deline-
ate juvenile womanhood ever attempted; there was a charm and attractive-
ness, a naturalness and grace, about both characters and narrative, that
caused the volume to become a prime favorite with everybody. This issue
continues the delight — it is the same fascinating tale, extended without
weakening, loading the palate without sickishness. The varied emotions of
the young heart are here caught and transfixed so that we almost note the
expression of the face upon the printed page. Surely Miss Alcott has won-
derful genius for the portraiture, as, years ago, we knew she had for the
entertainment, of children. Lee & Shepard have the volume.

[Review of Little Women, Part1l,
1869] Anonymous*

The second part of this charming story is out, and all who [ollowed the
four sisters and their brother-friend through their childish years, will be
eager to follow their various experiences through maidenhoed, in college,
abroad. and later, in the new home centres they all, save one, helped to
make. It would not be fair to those who will read the book, and whose eyes
may fall upon this notice to tell any of the story. It is enough to say that the
second part perfectly fulfills the promise of the {irst, and one leaves it with
the sincere wish that there were to be a third and a [ourth part; indeed he
wishes he need never part company, with these earnest, delightful people.

One thought ought to be sown broadcast, till it supplants the heresy
that “boys must have wild oats to sow.” with the truth that purity and virtue
are not less the birthright of the brother than of the sister. Of Laurie she says

*Heprinted from the Comnonwcealth, 7(24 April 1864, 1.
*Reprinted from National Anti-Sluvery Standard. 28 (1 Mav 1580, |3].
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{Review of Little Women, Part 1,
1868] Anonymous®

Miss Alcott’s new juvenile is an agreeable little story, which is not only
very well adapted to the readers for whom it isespecially intended, but may
also be read with pleasure by older people. The girls depicted all belong to
healthy types, and are drawn with a certain cleverness, although there is in
the book a lack of what painters call atmosphere — things and people being

painted too much in “loecal colors,” and remaining, under all eircumstances, =~

somewhat too persistently themselves. The letterpress is accompanied by
four or five indifferently executed illustrations, in which Miss May Alcott
betrays not only a want of anatomical knowledge, and that indifference to
or non-recognition of the subtle beauty of the lines of the femule figure
which so generally marks women artists, but also the fact that she has not
closely studied Lthe text which she illustrates. .
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[Review of Little Women, Part I,
1868] Anonymous®

This is decidedly the best Christmas story which we have seen for a
long time. The heroines (there are four of them) are the “little women™ of
the title, ranging from twelve to sixteen vears of age, each interesting in her
way, and together cnacting the most comical scenes and achieving most
gratifving results. The father is in the army, and it is to please him that his
daughters make an effort of a vear to correct certain faults in their disposi-
tions. In this they are quite successful, and the father comes home, after
many sad war scenes, to find his little ones greatly improved in many re-
spueets, a comlort and joy to both their parents. The book is most originally
written. It never gets commonplace or wearisome. though it deals with the

*Reprinted from the Nation, T (22 October 1868), 335,
*Reprinted From Arthars Home Magazine, 32 (Decewbier 1568 3575,
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The poor fellow had temptations enough from without and from
within. but he withstood them pretty well. — for much as he valued liberty
he valued good faith and confidence mare. — so his promise to his grand-
{ather. and his desire to be able to look honestly into the eves of the women
who loved him. and sayv"All's well, kept him safe and steady.

Very likely some Mrs. Grundy will observe, "1 don't believe it: boys
will be boys, young men must sow their wild oals. and women must not
expect miracles.” [ dare say you don’t, Mrs. Grundy. but its [sic] true. nev-
ertheless. Women work a good muny miracles, und [ have a persuasion
that they may perform ceven that of raising the standard of manhood by
refusing to echo such sayings. Let the bovs be bovs, — the longer the bet-
ter —and Jet the young men sow their wild oats if they must. — but moth-
ers, sisters, and friends may help to make the crop & small one. and keep
many tares from spoiling the harvest, by believing. —and showing that
they believe, — in the possibility of loyalty to the virtues which make men
munliest in good women's eyves. If it is a feminine delusion, leave us to
enjoy it while we may — for without it half the beauty and the romance of
life is lost, and sorrowful forebodings would embitter all our hopes of the
brave, tender-hearted litte lads, who still love their mothers better than
themselves, and are not ashamed to own it

Miss Alcott could crave no richer harvest than that which is sure to
come from her sowing. Thousands of young people will read her story of
these healthy, happy homes, and their standard of home and happiness
must in many cases be raised. This is a blessed thing to accomplish in these
days of extravagance, when the highest ideal of home is more and more
seldom realized.

[Review of Little Women, Part 11,
1869] Anonymous®

Little Women, Part 11, by Louise M. Alcott. is a rather mature hook for
the little women, but a capital one for their elders. It is natural, and free
from that false sentiment which pervades too much of juvenile literature.
Autobiographies, if genuine, are generally interesting, and it is shrewdly
suspected that Joe's experience as an author photographs some of Miss Al-
cott's own literary mistakes and misadventures. But do not her children
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grow rather rapidly? They are little children in Part First, at the breaking Zoon A s

out of the civil war. They are married, settled, and with two or three chil-
dren of their own before they get through Part Second.

*Reprinted from Harpers New Monthiy Magazine. 39 (Augist 1808}, 455-56,
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[Little Women and the Rollo Books] Barrett Wendell*

Miss Alcott’s Little Women does for the "60’s what Rollo does for the
*40's,

Mr. Jacob Abbott’s “Rollo Books,” . . . remain, with their unconscious
humour and art, such admirable pictures of Yankee life about 1840.
Twenty-eight years later, Louisa Alcott, the admirably devoted daughter of
that minor prophet of Transcendentalism, published a book for girls, called
Little Women, which gives almost as artless a picture of Yankee life in the
generation which followed Rollo’s. A comparison between these two works
is interesting. Comically limited and consciously self-content as the world
of Rollo is, it has a refinement which amounts almost to distinction. What-
ever you think of the Holiday family and their friends, who may be taken as
types of the Yankee middle class just after Gilbert Stuart painted the pros-
perous gentlemen of Boston, they are not vulgar. The world of Little
Women is a far more sophisticated world than that of Rollo, a bigger one, a
rather braver one, and just as sweet and clean. But instead of unquestioning
self-respect, its personages display that rude self-assertion which has gener-
ally tainted the lower middle class of English-speaking countries.

Little Women Leads Poll:
Novel Rated Ahead of Bible for
Influence on High School Pupils Anonymous®

Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women is still one of the favorite books of
American childhood, according to a poll just completed by Current Litera-
ture among high school classes. The pupils were asked “What book has in-
terested vou most?” The Alcott novel was the first choice.

Next in order came the Bible, Pilgrim’s Progress, Helen Keller's Siory of
My Life, Polyanna, E. J. Copus’s As Gold in the Furnace, Romona [sic]
Ben-Hur, Bruce Barton's The Man Nobody Knows, The Bent Twig, So Big,
and Trail Makers of the Middle Border.

An essay contest was conducted at the same time, with fifteen prizes for
the best written essays on the subject of the book selections. The first prize
went to Mildred Childs of Gray, Ga., who chose Little Women.

*Reprinted from A Literary History of America (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1900},
pp, 237, 337.
*Reprinted from the New York Times, 22 March 1927, p. 7. Copyright 1927 by the New York
Times Company, Reprinted by permission.
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When the Alcott Books
Were New Dorathea Lawrance Mann®

There are best sellers and best sellers, but the sales of Little Women are
now mounting up toward the three million mark.

[Passage on biographical background deleted.]

Little Women was translated into French, German and Dutch, and
was well known in England and on the continent. In Holland the first book
was published under the title, Under the Mother's Wings, while the second
part was known as On Their Own Wings. In 1890, when he was in Athens,
Frank Sanborn found a copy of it in modern Greek. Just a few years ago
Little Women was translated into Chinese by the Misses Sung Tsing-yung
and Martha E. Pyle, and appeared in red-linen covers with golden Chinese
characters and a fanciful colored-picture in time to be a gift for the Chinese
New Year. The fame of the book is world-wide. In the Royal Free Hospital
of London not so long ago there was established a Little Women bed.
One of the remarkable things about Little Wonten has been the way in
which its sales have gone on increasing. Great as was its success during its
author's lifetime, it did not touch its fame or its sales in the succeeding
years. In 1921 it was selling better than it did in 1896, twenty-live years
carlier. The delegates to the American Library Convention held in Detroit —
in June, 1922, and the delegates to the National Educational Association in 72;/ &
Boston the same year were given a ballot bearing the names of one hundred Lo
books considered to be the children’s favorites. They were asked to indicate 4‘(;"7

twenty-five books which they would consider the best for a one-room coun- Cry \O(

try school. When the vote was tabulated the result showed that Little , "///
Women headed the list, with Lewis Carroll's volume containing the two e,
stories, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass 5(6%
second. < b
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One Hundred Good Novels David A. Randall '/9(1, ’G%
and John T. Winterich® .

Little Women

Little Women / Or, / Meg, Jo, Beth And Amy / By Louisa M. Alcott / Ilus-
trated By May Alcott / Boston / Roberts Brothers / 1868.

*Reprinted from Publishers” Weekly, 116 {28 September 1929), 1619, 1623, 1624. Fxverpted
fron the Publishers” Weekly of September 28, 19249, published by R, R, Bowker Company.
Copyright 1929, Used by permission.

*Reprinted from Publishers” Weekly, 135 (17 June 1939}, 2E83-84. Coltations by Randull:
notes by Winterich,



The Westminster Confession of Faith. Glasgow: Free Presbyterian

Publications, 1990. FreePress.org. Free Presbyterian Church, 2006,
Web. 29 Qct. 2013.
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Little Women in its Time by Daniel Shealy

Little Women was written in the “golden age of children’s literature, and Alcott was writing for
mainly a female audience, although all genders have enjoyed the novel. In the late 1860s, Litrle
Women was met with mostly positive reviews from the mainstream press. Her positive
acceptance from mainstream Americas was based in Alcott’s contemporary approach to writing.
Her back ground was in the women's rights movement and equality in education. While
interesting, Shealy does spend a little too much time talking about Alcott’s background and
political women at the time, many of his conclusions don’t really illustrate any specific moments
of enlightenment in the novel. However, there are a few exceptions that are interesting to talk
about. 1st. Shealy concludes that the Hummels were deliberately placed in the story to talk about
the poor immigrant story, and Professor Bhaer represents the successful immigrant. These might
prove interesting ideas to talk about in our production.



Little Women in Its Time

Daniel Shealy

In August 1868, as Louisa May Alcott was correcting proofs for
part one of Little Women, she confided in her journal: "It reads
better than I expected. Not a bit sensational, but simple and true,
for we really lived most of it; and if it succeeds that will be the
reason of it” (Journals 166). When Thomas Niles, editor at Roberts
Brothers publishers of Boston, first appmached the. Iturty-_ﬁve-year-
old Alcott tt_about writing a book aimed at a female audience, the
author was unsure of her topic: “Never liked girls or knew many,
exccgj my sisters; but our queer plays and experiences may prove
interesting, though I doubt it” (Journals 165-166). Alcott turned the
real-life escapades and tribulations of herself and her three sisters,
Anna, Elizabeth, and May, into the fictionalized adventures of
the March sisters, Meg, Jo, Beth, and Amy. In turn, she created a
family that readers as varied as Edith Wharton, Theodore Roosevelt,
Gertrude Stein, and J. K. Rowling have cherished for almost 150
years. In an early review of 10 October 1868, The Commonwealth,
a Boston newspaper, declared: “Few writers bear along with them
so successfully the expressions, desires, sympathies and feelings
of children as Miss Alcott, and the happy consequence is that her
portraiture of child-life is real, penetrating and abiding’ (qtd. in Clark
61). With the publication of Little Wamen, Alcott created one of the
first realistic American children’s books. It was to be a significant
work, one that changed the landscape of children’s literature.

Three years before Little Women, the golden age of children’s
literature began in America with the publication of Mary Mapes
Dodge’s Hans Brinker; Or, the Silver Skates (1865), a work that
combined history and geography with a dramatic, yet sentimental,
realistic plot. The 1860s also saw a boom in magazines devoted to
children that would escalate throughout the last half of the century.
However, most literature for children prior to the Civil War was
designed more for moral instruction or education than entertainment.
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Children could read the didactic works of Samuel Goodrich's series

of “Peter Parley” books or the numerous adventures of Jacob
Abbott’s Rollo character. Even Elsie Dinsmore (1867), the first in
a series of over twenty-five books by Martha Finley (1828-1909),
who used the pseudonym Martha Farquharson, featured a character
so insistent upon proper moral and religious behavior that she would
sit in protest at her piano stool for hours rather than play secular
music on a Sunday.

Compared to Elsie Dinsmore, Alcott’s Meg, Jo, Beth, and Amy
seem like real girls. They have faults, and thei_makmakes But
how they attempt to correct their faults is what makes the book
realistic. Such a difference in the type of literature for children was
not lost on Some reviewers. Putnam’s Magazine, in its December
1868 review of Little Women, a announced; “Verily theré is a new
era in this country in the hterature for chlldren Most Sunday-
school books were stories of unnatura]l}r good aud pious boys and

girls, who, however wel:_p_QLﬂnIactlxe_ennugh_m rouse a desire of
imitation in the youthful breast” (qtd. in Clark 67). By re-imagining

her own childhood and those of her sisters, Alcott created characters
with whom her readers identified. Avid readers adapted chapters of
the novel for amateur plays; others started their own n_Newspapers,
like the Marcﬁes’ “Pickwick Portfolio.” Many enthusiastic young
girls wrote to Alcott insisting that Jo marry Laurie.
While Little Women, as Alcott herself noted, was based upon
her own parents and siblings, whom she often referred to as the
“pathetic family” (Selected Letters 122), the novel was also also very
much a product of its time, Today, Little Wonen p possesses a patina
of nostalgia for a simpler life. However, to readers in the late 1860s,
the book was modern, addressmg issues and concerns of many ‘many young
women and families: the uncertainiies of war and its aftermath, the
growing pains of induistrializationand 1 1mm1gratlon and the struggles
for gender cquahty The central question Alcott grapples with is one
that readers, then and now, must settle for themselvcs ‘How does a
young girl grow into womanhood-—not the cult of true womanhood

one marked by independence and equality? The answer that Alcott
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gives in Little Women transformed this story of an impecunious
family into a classic American novel.

Although Little Women is not often thought of as a Civil War
novel, the war permeates part one. Opening in December 1861, the
book focuses on life at home during the war. Mr. March’s absence as
a chaplain in the army creates an ongoing tension in the book. From
the very first page, Alcott reveals a hole in the family’s unity and
happiness when Jo declares: “*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 way, where the fighting was”
(Little Women 11). Alcott heightens the tension in Chapter 15, as a
telegram informs the family that Mr. March has fallen gravely ill.
Thoughts of him fill the sisters’ minds—and the readers’—until he
finally makes his appearance, healthy but weak, in the penultimate
* chapter of part one.

Louisa May Alcott, a fervent abolitionist like her parents, well
knew the suffering that entire families experienced during the Civil
War. She herself longed to be able to serve her country. When the
Concord Artillery of the State Regiment, Massachusetts Volunteer
Militia, departed on April 19, 1861, in anticipation of conflict, Louisa
confided in her journal: “A busy time getting them ready, and a sad
day seeing them off; for in a little town like this we all seem like one
family in times like these . . . as the brave boys went away perhaps
never to come back again. ['ve often longed to see a war, and now [
have my wish. I long to be a man; but as I can’t fight, I will content
myself with working for those who can” (Journals 105).

Along with her mother, sisters, and other prominent Concord
families, including the Emersons, Louisa was part of the Women's Aid
Society in Concord, formed in 1861, sewing clothing and preparing
bandages for the soldiers. In Chapter | of Little Women, Jo knits
blue army socks, but moans: “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™ (13). Even Marmee arrives home late on Christmas Eve
because she was preparing boxes to ship to Union soldiers for the
holiday. War casts a pall of uncertainty in part one, an uneasiness that
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many of Alcott’s first readers vividly recalled when encountering
the book in 1868.

Alcott, like her fictional counterpart Jo March, yearned to
join the war effort. Once she turned thirty years old in November
1862, Alcott applied for a position as nurse and served in that
capacity at the Union Hotel Hospital in the Georgetown section of
Washington, DC. Arriving in December 1862, just as the first of
the dying and wounded soldiers were brought in from the killing
fields of the Battle of Fredericksburg, Alcott was thrust suddenly
into the horrifying results of war. She quickly learned that impartial
death chose no side. While the cost of the Civil War was enormous,
approximately seventy-five billion dollars by today’s comparisons,
the human costs were staggering. In The Republic of Suffering:
Death and the American Civil War, Drew Gilpin Faust observes;
“The number of soldiers who died between 1861 and 1865, an
estimated six-hundred-twenty thousand, is approximately equal to
the total American fatalities in the Revolution, the War of 1812, the
Mexican War, the Spanish-American War, World War I, World War
I, and the Korean War combined” (xi). Contracting typhoid fever
in mid-January 1863, Louisa returned to Concord with her father’s
assistance. Adapting the letters she had written to her family into
an episodic story, Alcott published Hospital Sketches serially in the
Boston Commonwealth in May and June 1863. As the first account
of a Civil War hospital, Alcott’s work attracted attention, inspiring
noted abolitionist James Redpath to publish Hospital Sketches in
book form that August. It proved to be Alcott’s first real success as a
writer, at least in the New England region.

However, the Civil War was not the only great change Alcott
experienced. By 1860, the United States’ population was not one
that its Founding Fathers would have recognized. The great Irish
Potato Famine of 1845-1852 had brought a million Irish immigrants
to America. Because of their poverty, their lack of education, and
especially their Catholic religion, the Irish were discriminated
against, and many Americans thought these foreigners could never
be assimilated into the country. German, Eastern European, and
Chinese immigrants arrived in greater numbers than ever before,
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most of them with little access to education, employment, housing,
or health care. Poverty brought with it crime, violence, physical
abuse, and vice. Opposition to such a large influx of immigrants also
grew as Nativist political parties were formed to attempt to limit
United States citizenship. By 1860, Boston’s population was over
36 percent foreign-born and the problems were myriad.

In Little Women, Alcott hints at these disparities in Chapter 7,
“Amy’s Valley of Humiliation,” when Amy tosses her contraband
pickled limes out the schoolroom window and the pupils discovered
“that their feast was being exulted over by the little Irish children,
who were their sworn foes™ (59). The Irish children, who must have
shouted in delight at this unexpected treat, could never afford to
pay for an cducation—unlike Amy and her classmates. Instead,
their life’s dictionary was the street. Alcott also gives us a brief, but
accurate, portrayal of the poverty endured by German immigrants
when the Marches take Christmas breakfast to the Hummels in
Chapter 2. Walking the backstreets of town, the angels of charity
soon discover the reality: “A poor, bare, miserable room it was, with
broken windows, no fire, ragged bed-clothes, a sick mother, wailing
baby, and a group of pale, hungry children cuddled under one old
quilt, trying to keep warm” (Alcott, Lirtle Women 21). Although
Alcott depicts the problems of immigration, she also, through her
portrayal of Professor Bhaer, shows how successful immigration
can be. Bhaer wishes to assimilate into American culture and is able
to do so with his marriage to Jo, just as his own sister had married
an American. Little Women demonstrates that nineteenth-century
America was truly becoming a melting pot of cultures. At the same
time, the nove! does not hide the fact that such changes have costs
rooted in poverty and ignorance.

The Alcott family was indeed familiar with poverty—their
own and others. Abigail Alcott was a staunch defender of the poor,
exhibiting constant kindness and charity. From 1848 to 1850,
she served as a social worker—a “City Missionary”—where she
viewed the horrible living conditions of the poor. After leaving
her paid position, Abigail opened her own employment office (an
“intelligence office”) in order to find suitable work for the needy,
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noting, “We do a good work when we clothe the poor, but a better
one when we make the way easy for them to clothe themselves, the
best when we so arrange society as to have no poor” (qtd. in Barton
143). Just as Marmee encourages her daughters to assist the needy in
Little Women, so too did Abigail Alcott inspire her own daughters to
help others. But Mr. March’s letters home to his “little women” also
affect the sisters’ thoughts and actions, just as Bronson Alcott’s ideas
for a more perfect society and individual had a profound impact
on his daughters, especially Louisa. Abigail’s brother, Rev. Samuel
Joseph May, once said of Bronson: “He was radical in all matters
of reform; went to the root of all things, especially the subjects of
education, mental and moral culture” (qtd. in Dahlstrand 49).

Born on November 29, 1832 (a birthday she would share with
her father, Bronson Alcott), Louisa May Alcott was a child of the
age of reform in the United States. She grew up surrounded by
Transcendentalist writers in Concord and Boston, including her
father, who thought that all people possessed divinity, a belief that
branded them as heretics to many of the old religious order, Even
Bronson Alcott had, with the assistance of the British reformer
Charles Lane, established a utopian community called Fruitlands,
in rural Harvard, Massachusetts in the summer of 1843. This
experiment in consociate living, however, failed by the following
January, leaving the Alcotts homeless and Bronson a depressed man.
But the whole nation seemed caught up in the winds of change—not
just the Transcendentalists. The activist Alcotts took part in most of
the major movements: abolition, assistance to the needy, education
reform, and woman’s rights, among others. Some of the most
prominent leaders of reform were among the Alcotts’ family friends:
Wendell Phillips, William Lloyd Garrison, Ralph Waldo Emerson,
Henry David Thoreau, Margaret Fuller, Elizabeth Palmer Peabody,
Theodore Parker, and Lucy Stone. Influenced by her parents’ active
involvement in changing the individual and society for the better,
Louisa herself took up the banner of change.

Alcott’s interest in reform began with her parents’ involvement
in the anti-slavery movement. Bronson Alcott was an early member
of the American Anti-Slavery Society (1833-1870), which was
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founded by his friend Garrison. Abigail Alcott, perhaps inspired
by the actions of her abolitionist brother, joined the Boston Female
Anti-Slavery Society and later the Concord Female Anti-Slavery
Society. As fervent abolitionists, the Alcotts also opened their homes
to escaped slaves as a stop on the Underground Railroad. Alcott
herself knew many of the anti-slavery leaders, or at least heard them
speak as they mobilized financial and moral support: Angelina and
Sarah Grimke, William and Ellen Craft, Frederick Douglass, Harriet
Tubman. John Brown visited Concord in the late 1850s, meeting
with its leading abolitionists. Recent Harvard graduate Benjamin
Franklin Sanborn, a friend to the Alcotts and teacher at a new private
academy in town, even joined Brown’s cause as part of the “Secret
Six,” a group of prominent citizens who helped finance Brown’s
raid on Harpers Ferry. After the failed October 1859 attack upon the
federal arsenal, Louisa recorded in her journal: “Glad I lived to see
the Antislavery movement and this iast heroic act in it” (Journais 95).
As both an onlooker and a participant in the anti-slavery movement,
Louisa’s desire for change led to her involvement in other types of
reform. One of the most effective keys to reform was, of course,
education. The ability to enlighten an individual or one’s self was
the first step in reform, and Alcott had learned much about education
from her father.

Bronson Alcott, born in 1799, was the son of a poor farming
family in Connecticut. Self-educated, he worked as a peddler,
traveling as far as the Carolinas to sell his domestic wares before
finding a teaching position in Connecticut, where in 1827 he met
Abigail May, the daughter of the well-to-do merchant, Colonel
Joseph May, a prominent Bostonian. She was captivated by the tall
philosopher and his “earnest desire to promote better advantages
for the young” (qtd. in Dahlstrand 49). The two married at King’s
Chapel in Boston in 1830. Bronson soon earned a reputation as
an excellent teacher, and, in 1834, he opened a new school in the
Boston Masonic Temple. At this “Temple School,” he initiated a
number of educational reforms: children had their own desks and
the environment was aesthetically pleasing. Class was conducted
by the Socratic method, and students were instilled with the
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Transcendentalist idea of divinity within. Corporal punishment was
not permitted. Dorothy McCuskey notes that Bronson:

paid particular attention to the development of the imagination,
partly because he felt it was neglected elsewhere, and partly because
he considered the child to be dependent upon it before reason and
judgment develop. For this reason he used stories, pictures, and
imaginative poetry . . . Singing and instrumental music he valued as
a means of cultivating the ear and voice, and he liked marching and
dancing to music. (47—48)

Bronson was fortunate to have as instructors, at various times,
three women who were more educated than he. Elizabeth Palmer
Peabody, an important figure in the Transcendentalist movement,
and her youngest sister Sophia Peabody (future wife of Nathaniel
Hawthorne) both taught at the school and were far superior to
Bronson in their language skills, especially Greek and Latin.
Margaret Fuller, a feminist, a Transcendentalist, and later author of
Woman in the Nineteenth Century (1845), also taught at the Temple
School. Bronson’s educational reforms can be seen in Peabody’s
Record of A School (1835) and his own Conversations with Children
on the Gospel (1836-1837). His practices, as reported in these
books, prompted an outcry from conservative Boston, who believed
Alcott, along with his Transcendentalist friends, was a religious
heretic. Enrollment dwindled, and Bronson eventually closed the
Temple School in June 1838, moving the few remaining students
to a smaller school in his house on Beach Street in Boston. When
Bronson enrolled a young African American girl, Susan Robinson,
parents objected and withdrew their children. In June 1839, the
school closed, and Bronson Alcott’s career as a teacher was over.
Louisa, who as a child visited the Temple School, was educated
primarily at home; however, her father’s educational reforms
found their way into Little Women. In Chapter 7, “Amy’s Valley
of Humiliation,” Alcott uses Mr. Davis, Amy’s teacher, to criticize
American education. Comparing Davis to Dr. Blimber, the incpt
head of the boys’ school in Charles Dickens’ Dombey and Son
(1848), Alcott notes: “Mr. Davis knew any quantity of Greek, Latin,
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Algebra, and ologies of all sorts, so he was called a fine teacher;
and manners, morals, feelings, and examples were not considered of
any particular importance” (Little Women 58). After reprimanding
Amy for possession of the pickled limes, Mr. Davis physically
punishes her by striking her hand with a ruler, an act that prompts
Marmee to declare, “I dislike Mr. Davis’ manner of teaching, and
don’t think the girls you associate with are doing you any good”
(61). Bronson’s emphasis on student-centered education can also be
seen in Chapter 11, “Experiments,” where Marmee allows the girls
to discover on their own the value and need for domestic chores.
In addition, at the conclusion to part two of Little Women, Alcott
introduces readers to the newest student of Jo and Professor Bhaer’s
school at Plumfield: “a merry little quadroon [a person who is one-
fourth black], who could not be taken in elsewhere, but who was
welcome to the ‘Bhaer-garten,’ though some people predicted that
his admission would ruin the school” (377). Although the quadroon
mysteriously disappears in the March family sequels, the character
is clearly inspired by Bronson’s defiant act of integration some
thirty years earlier. In many ways, Little Women exemplifies how
education is not just facts learned in a classroom, but instead part
of the very fabric of one’s life. Alcott would go on to explore her
father’s education theories in Little Men (1871) and its sequel Jo's
Boys (1886). While Alcott was active in various reform movements,
she was perhaps most strongly drawn to the struggle for woman'’s
rights.

Louisa May Alcott was fifteen years old when the first woman’s
rights convention was held in Seneca Falls, New York in July 1848.
As the daughter of abolitionists, Alcott was taught to regard everyone
as equal. Both Bronson and Abigail Alcott supported the woman’s
rights movement (the singular “woman” stressed the importance
of the individual as well as alluding to Mary Wollstonccrafi’s 1792
work, 4 Vindication of the Rights of Woman,; With Strictures on
Political and Moral Subjects, one of the first important books to treat
the rights of a woman seriously), and Alcott herself began to take an
active part in the fight. Having read Margaret Fuller’s Woman in
the Nineteenth Century as a teenager, Alcott believed she had every
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inherent right to achieve her own independence and self-reliance. As
Alcott was writing Little Women in 1868, Elizabeth Cady Stanton
and Susan B. Anthony began publishing their feminist newspaper
The Revolution. As part two of the novel appeared in April 1869, the
two suffragists organized the National Woman Suffrage Association
(NWSA). However, some people, including Alcott, thought the
organization too strident, especially in its demand that women be
given the vote at the same time as African Americans. This demand,
they felt, would slow the effort of freedmen to obtain the right to cast
their vote. The clash caused many supporters in the New England
Woman’s Suffrage Association, led by Julia Ward Howe and Lucy
Stone, to consider creating a new organization. The American
Woman’s Suffrage Association was formed in November 1869, and
in 1870, the organization began publishing the Woman s Journal, a
mouthpiece for its ideas. Alcott herself would contribute a number
of articles or letters to this paper.

With such stlrrmg social change in the political air as Louisa
May ﬂpott was witing Little Women, much of that zeitgeist could
not help but ﬁnd its way in mto tﬁe novel—most notably u_l__tl_mg_gy_tﬂfct
of marriage. ‘While part one ends with the impending marriage of
Meg and John Brooke, part two centers on marriage in various
ways, so much so that Alcott jokingly told her editor that a friend
had suggested “Wedding Marches” as its title (Selected Letters
119). Even reviewers noted that the novel went beyond the normal
fare of juvenile literature. The Massachusetts Springfield Daily
Republican writes that the March sisters “are girls with the instincts
of womanhood strong and active . . " (qtd. in Clark 62). Alcott had
explored marriagé in several of her earlier works, most notably
her first novel Moods (1864), where the young protagonist Sylvia
Yule discovers, only after marriage, that she is unprepared to take
a husband. Alcott believed that in a democratic society, marriage
must be egahtanan and a home should be built on love and mutual

' helpfulness a lesson eventually leamed by Meg when she Eu'rangcs
for her wealthier friend o buy her expensive ( dress fabnc in order
to proir'ae her Husﬁ‘and John™ wnth a winter coat. Even Jo's marriage
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protest Alcott heard from her first readers. Although Alcott originally -

wished for Jo to remain unmarried, she well understood the realities

of the late | 36(15. Women had so few opportunities for employment.

In addition, the Civil War had devastated the pool of available
husbands. Elaine Showalter notes: “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” (62). In fact, as
early as October 1856, Alcott had depicted an independent woman
and egalitarian marriage. In her story “The Lady and the Woman,”
published in the Boston Saturday Evening Gazette, Alcott’s
protagonist Kate Loring declares:

An affectionate or accomplished idiot is not my ideal of a woman.
[ would have her strong enough to stand alone, and give, not ask,
support. Brave enough to think and act, as well as feel. Keen-eyed
enough to see her own and other’s faults, and wise enough to find a
cure for them. I would have her humble, though self-reliant, gentle,
though strong; man’s companion, not his plaything; able and willing
to face storms, as well as sunshines, and share life’s burdens, as they
come. (35)

These are the same qualities that Marmee would like to see in her
daughters. What Alcott describes here is not a pious, pure, passive,
and domestic young woman, but a modern one—a woman of the
nineteenth century.

Little Women is very much a novel of its time, but it also
transcends its time as Louisa May Alcott creates a universal
family with many of the same struggles that still exist today. At
the conclusion of the novel with the entire family around her, Jo
declares her future plans: “I want to open a school for little lads—a
good, happy, homelike school, with me to take care of them, and
Fritz to teach them” (Little Women 374). Thus, the novel ends much
as it began—with thoughts of reform. From the identification of the
March sisters’ burdens to the education of Jo's boys at Plumfield,
Littie Women demonstrates the ability to improve both one’s self
and society. One would expect nothing less from Louisa May Alcott,
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who once closed her letter to the feminist newspaper the Woman's
Journal, *“Yours for reforms of all kind” (Selected Letters 238).
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The Critical Reception of ‘Little Women’ by Beverly Lyon Clark

Although difficult to decipher between popular and critical resources in the 19th Century, Alcott
did managed to be discussed by many academics in the 1800s. These early critical reviews of
Little Women expressed mostly positive reactions to her work, claiming that her characters were
real and relatable. Additionally, these early sources claim that this was by no means just a
children's book, and that it was read with fervour from all parts of the population because these
characters were very much like normal Americans. After her death her popularity waned and
slowly her work was considered more and more, children's literature. Her popularity among
academics waned even further well into the 20th Century, but the love affair with young readers
and women who have continued to read and watch Lirtle Women to this day. Academics began to
reexamine Alcott’s work again in the late 20th Century as new feminist approaches were
discussed, even more contemporary approaches in examining Little Women have emerged, for
instance, looking at how people have read Alcott’s work. Regardless, these studies have
established Alcott once again in a position of prominence in the world of great American
Literature.



The Critical Reception of Little Women
Beverly Lyon Clark

From the “children’s friend” to the permanent adolescent who
“has never really faced life’s darker mysteries” to the creator of
“the American female myth” (qud. in Clark, Louisa 252; Shepard

393; Bedell xi), the reputation of Louisa May Alcott has soaredﬁ

then dipped, then “soared again. In the nmeteemh century, she was
lauded as havmg rarc 1n51ght as a wnter, ‘but by the begmmng of

decades of the century did she start to recetve increasing and/

increasingly favorable critical attention.

To begin with the nineteenth century, it’s difficult to distinguish
the critical reception of Alcott’s best-known work, Little Women (part
1, 1868; part 2, 1869), from the popular reception. For critical and
popular reception weren’t yet as oppositional as they would become
in the following century. The scholars who would later play a key
role in determining and upholding a canon of great literature were
not yet paying much attention to American literature; indeed, the
scholarly presses and journals that we now consider the torchbearers
of criticism were just starting to emerge. Yet one can get a sense of
Alcott’s critical reputation by tumning to such sources as literature
textbooks, polls, and reviews and commentaries in newspapers and
literary journals. Overal!, in the mid-nineteenth century, Alcott’s
critical reputation was high, peaking in the 1870s, even if the more

highbrow the venue, the more likely it was to condescend to herand.

her work.
Even in an era when college courses in American literature
were rare, there’s some evidencc that Alcott s work ﬁgured in high

.......

positive “discussion in Charles F. Rlchardson s influential 4 Primer
of American Literature (1878), for instance, and half a dozen
paragraphs in John S. Hart’s 4 Manual of American Literature:
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A Text-Book for Schools and Colleges (1872). Yet of sixteen later
textbooks of American literature that I have scanned, published
between 1890 and 1910, only eight mention Alcott at all, and those |
mentions are brief, often only addenda to fuller discussions of her
Transcendentalist father, Bronson Alcott. Her reputation was waning
by the end of the century. |

The nineteenth century was also_an era in_which children’s
literatire was not sharply dlf’ferentlated from_that for gd_ultsz Its, and
Little Women was not considered to be  just for the young. It appeared
as a matter oF coiirse on lists of recommended titles for children—
on, for example, a list prepared by the influential Pratt Institute Free
Library (P., “Books” BR665). But it also appeared on general lists,
which is to say, on lists for adults. An 1893 poll in the Critic is
suggestive: the editors had invited readers to name the books that
were “the greatest yet produced in Amenca OM“
(“Best American Books” 357). Little Women_came in twenty- -fifth
on the list of thlrty-nme one of only four titles by a woman.

As for reviews, more than one reviewer of Part 1 of Little
Women_found the novel _“charming,” “attractive,” “capital,”
“health_y i “wholesome . “fresh,” “natural,” “lively,” “spright J,”
or “sparkling.” The Basto_ﬁ Sunday Courier pronounced it ‘
excellent book for young folks, and far from uninteresting to those
o_&r_&r_g;gmh" (qtd. in Clark, Louisa 61), a sentiment echoed in,
among other places, the Nation, one of the few national journals
that reviewed the book. (More reviewed ]ater novels, after Alcott
had established her reputation.) A few did not find Little
Women sufficiently plotted or sufficiently religious (and hence not
suitable for Sunday school libraries); others found too much slang
or vulgarity and desired “mor@dx -like language" (qtd. in Clark,

rea s

L e

Louisa 84). But overall, in reviews of both P Part | and Par art | and Part 2 (often
called Good Wives in Britain), Alcott was | p_ranaed_@l_mg_lwy Seems o
lessons, her fresh style, and the realism of her characters. In the b,, e A’z.);
words of a modern CHEIC, reviewers found that Alcott’s work met W%ﬂ £
their requircments that it “delight and instruct” and “be what they ‘F e 1l
considered true to life or ‘natural’ (Zehr 323).
tha bt ‘U
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One gauge of Alcott’s status is response in the Atlantic Monthiy,
the most prestigious American literary magazine in the second
half of the nineteenth century. It offered essays on and frequently
reviewed children’s literature, especially literature about boys (see
Clark, Kiddie Lit 55-56). Its editors started reviewing Alcott’s work
in 1870, when they addressed An Old-Fashioned Girl. Bemused by
the “plain material,” the reviewer condescendingly found the “pretty
story . . . almost inexplicably pleasing” (qtd. in Clark, Lowisa 110).
That inexplicably sounds a note that recurs in nineteenth-century
criticism—a puzzlement that the ordinary events that Alcott wrote
of were nevertheless so engaging. Later reviewers in the Atlantic
found various Alcott works lively and cheerful, perhaps displaying
“roseate optimism,” but with “nothing like real character drawing”
(qtd. in Clark, Louisa 375, 339).

Many other periodicals, popular and elite, reviewed Alcott’s
work as well. Lyman Abbott, writing for Harper s New Moanthly
Magazine, was ¢ __g_rlg_gm:gj_thgt her books for the young veered too
much to adult concerns, namely, courtship, and also displayed a lack
of reverence for_elders: he called Part 2 of Lirtle Women “a rather
mature book for the little women, but a capital one for their elders,”
and he claimed that Eight Cousins (1875) “is better reading for the
aunts than the cousins” (qtd. in Clark, Louisa 78, 258). Abbott’s
views were echoed by Henry James, writing in the Nation, where
he chastised Alcott for catering to children’s views “at the expense
of their pastors and masters” (qtd. in Clark, Lowisa 247). Abbott
nevertheless conceded, in a notice regarding An Old-Fashioned
Girl, that Alcott was *“a writer of rare power” (qtd. in Clark, Louisa
95).

Indeed, most nineteenth-century revicwers werc positive
about Alcott’s work rk. They were p_amcularly enthusiastic about the
realism of her characters. An American reviewer of Part 2 of Little
Women, for example, spoke to Alcott’s “wonderful genius for the
portraiture . . . of children” (qtd. in Clark, Lowisa 71). A British
rewm of Little Women praised it for being *truer to
nature _t'l_l_gl__ a_verjtable narrative of actual events” (Rev. 381). An
American reviewer of Little Men (187 1), the sequel to Little Women,
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claimed that “this same power of intense realization and portraiture,
exercised in a broader sphere, makes a great novelist, a George
Eliot or a Charlotte Bronté. But Miss Alcott has chosen to write for
children, and she has her reward in a boundless popularity” (qtd. in
Clark, Louisa 151). Another addressed Alcott’s “absolute fidelity to
real life” by claiming,

She is entitled to greater praise as an artist than has been bestowed
upon her; ultimately she will be recognized as the very best painter,
en genre, of the American domestic life in the middle classes; the
very faithfulness, the aliveness—there ought to be that word—of her
pictures prevents their having full justice done them at once. (qtd. in

Clark, Louisa 149)

While some critics faulted Alcott’s language (the frequency with
whlch characters used the colloguial ain ¥, for exanygle), it was 1n part

critic wrote in 1876, Alcott “is unquesuonably one of the few
women who can make not merely small children but even college
Sophomores talk with something of the raciness of real life” (qtd. in

Clark, Louisa 260).

After Alcott died in 1888, many periodicals weighed in with
evaluations of her work in obituaries and in reviews of an 1889
biographical compilation by Ednah D. Cheney, Louisa May Alcott:
Her Life, Letters, and Journals. Obituaries tend to praise the
deceased, but those of a popular figure such as Alcott also included
critical judgments. In venues ranging from the Christian Union to the
Washington Post, Alcott received praise for the nobility of her own
character and the reality, the naturalness, of her fictional characters.
In a comment that speaks to both realism and wholesomeness, a

writer for the Hartford Courant stated, “She_made good people -
' mterestmg (Boston 3). The London Times credited A cott with

“a forcible style, with considerable humour and a Keen eye for
character,” and with “creat[ing] for the young a new kind of fiction”

(Obituary 7). Some American periodicals were more measured:
the writer for the Critic admitted that Alcott’s portraiture of young
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people might be apt, but her “claims to popularity as a writer do
not rest upon the literary merit of her books” (“The Alcotts” 119).
Thomas Wentworth Higginson claimed in Harper’s Bazar that
“the instinct of art she never had” and suggested that her work was
unlikely “to reach an audience remoter than that of today” (218). Yet
as if in response, Dorothy Lundt predicted in the Boston Evening
Transcript that “much of loftier pretensions will die, while the world
is calling for new editions of ‘Little Women’” (8).

In Cheney’s biographical compilation, she memorialized Alcott
as “Duty’s faithful child,” to quote Bronson'’s term for her, someone
who willingly devoted herself to serving her family. The review
of Cheney’s book in the Atlantic underscored the self-sacrifice;
“The book is at once a reproach to the self-indulgent and a waming
to young writers. One cannot escape the conviction that great
possibilities were lost in Miss Alcott’s career” (“Two” 421). Even
more than obituarists, reviewers of this book tended to praise the
woman more than the author. The popular author John Habberton
began his review for Cosmopolitan by stating, “About twenty years
ago a million or more men, women and children enjoyed the most
delightful literary surprise which native wit had devised within_ the
century” (254). Namely, Little Women. Yet he ended by suggesting
that the reader of Cheney’s book “will find_the woman better,
greater, and more delightful than her books” (Habberton 255). Other
reviewers agreed. The Literary World lamented that “this noble
woman’s strong mind and warm heart did not find expression in
some more permanent work than her delightful books for children.
Surely this woman’s life was greater than anything she ever wrote”
(“Louisa May Alcott” 366).

Overall, Alcott’s critical rcputation rose after the publication
of Little Women in 1868 and ci crested in the mid- 1870s. By the time
of her death in 1888, her work was still popular and praised for
being morally beneficial—she was.indeed the “children’s friend,”
as she was commonly called—but she was accorded diminishing
enthusiasm _in_elite venues. ]§oth children and adults had been
cnthusnastxc about_her writing, both females and males_L but as she
became increasingly identified with_ children’s literature, and as
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children’s literature lost status in the I(_:l:i_l;i(_:?l establishment, Alcott,
too, lost favor. i v T

Alcott’s critical star continued to_dim afier the tum of the

century. The arbiters of culture were shifting from the genteel literary
establishment to the academy, and the canon of authors considered
important became less female, less child friendly, less genteel (see
Clark, Kiddie Lit 48-76). Indeed, genteel had become a contested
term, and it was used in varying ways to belittle Alcott.
3 Her work was part of what George Santayana called the genteel
‘ tradition, the hecalmed backwater_of culture, which tended to be
perfunctory and conventional and associated with American women
(see Santayana 4). Yet nineteenth-century attitudes toward gentility
still lingered, and sometimes, in these contexts, Alcott was not
genteel enough. In 1911, Katharine Fullerton Gerould, writing in
the Atlantic, criticized Alcott’s characters, with their bad grammar,
as “underbred” and “provincial,” having a “trace of vulgarity” and
an “untrained and crude” aesthetic sense: “You know that their
furniture was bad—and that they did not know it” (181-83). Whether
too genteel or too little so, Alcott was simply not to be admired in
highbrew contexts.

When she was addressed in such contexts, enthusiasm was
tempered. In a chapter on children’s literature in the four-volume
Cambridge History of American Literature (1917-21), Algernon
Tassin described Little Women as having a “most assured position”
(2:402) among books for children. Yet he still felt the need to criticize
Alcott’s work for adults as mediocre and to suggest, somewhat
dismissively, that it was the simple recording of her memories in
Little Women that lent the book “its atmosphere of real life and its
real portraits” (2:402). By 1948, the one reference to Alcott indexed
mm;w;l_ﬂmfm History of the United States is simply
in an account of franstations into Swedish, “a curious selection from

new and half-forgotten authars, with Louisa May Alcott rubbing
elbows with Dashiell Hammett” (Spiller 2:1383). Half-forgotten?

NAM& not by women, not by the crowds who flocked
to sce the 1933 and 1949 film versions of Liftle Women. But rather by
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Among other influential feminist scholars in the 1970s and
1980s, Karen Halttunen similarly drew on the sensation stories:

she explored a Shlﬂ in_Alcott’s work from using “theatncallqgj
to undermine the cult of domest lCl'Q{” in these stories to using

theatricality, beginning with Litle Women tq_shape_mum“od
domestrcrty, even while implying “that the true Victorian woman
was, above all, a skilled actress, who schooled her emotians” (242,

245). Nina Auerbach unearthed the po litics of the community of
' women created by Marmee and her daughters, potentrally “areigning

society,” even if they can’t finally amalgamate “their matnarchate
with the history it tries to subdue” (37, 73). In 1990, Ann B.
Murphy summarized much of the criticism to date, especially the
way it addressed the contradictions and tensions in Little Women,
and whether the result for the characters is ambiguous success or
conclusive failure.

In the 1990s, critics gave notable play to matters of reception
and reader response. For Catharine R. Stimpson, Little Women
was the emblematic paracanonical text, a text that re caders have
loved, no matter its place in the canon of “grea " literature, Richard
Brodhead further explored the di fférentratronheﬂ&cencaaomcalaud

storypaper sensation fiction, elite literary "\i/_o'r-l'{-s aqd_dgmestlc
fiction targeting the middle-class young, Alcott bneﬂxengag__d with
all three strands, mapping their relations in Little Women, before
focusing her career on the last. Barbara Sicherman unearthed the
many ways in which readers have read the novel, often based on
their class status or aspirations, whether they read it as_a romance
or quest, as a way of gaining entry into middle-class domesticity
or escaping it. Since then, a myriad of essays and chapters have
addressed Lintle Women—historicizing it, exploring adaptations
or international responses, and analyzing Alcott’s treatment of
masculinity, consumer culture, or the non-heteronormative, Among
the book-length projects, significant scholarly work has included
the editing of biographical materials, such as Alcott’s letters
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(1987) and journals (1989), the compilation of biographical and
cultural information in Gregory Eiselein and Anne Phillips’ Louisa
May Alcott Encyclopedia (2001), as well as several biographies,
including John Matteson’s Pulitzer Prize-winning Eden’s Outcasts
(2007). There have also been several recent reprintings of works
by Alcott, including three significant and authoritative editions of
Little Women: Phillips and Eiselein’s Norton Critica) Edition (2004),
Elaine Showalter’s edition for the prestigious Library of America
(2005), and Daniel Shealy’s annotated edition (2013).

Works of literary criticism have focused on the novel as well.
In “Litile Women"”: A Family Romance ( 1999), Elizabeth Lennox
Keyser provides intelligent exegeses of the novel’s chapters and also
a succinct summary of late-twentieth-century criticism of the novel.
In The Afterlife of “Little Women" (2014), Beverly Lyon Clark
focuses on matters of response, including adaptations, illustrations,
and spinoffs. Books that address Alcott’s work as a whole, whether
their focus is literary criticism or social or intellectual history,
Alcott alone or in context, also usually devote significant attention
to Little Women: they include another book by Keyser (1993) and
volumes by Cornelia Meigs (1971), Ruth MacDonald (1983), Joy
Marsella (1983), Sarah Elbert (1984), Charles Strickland (1985),
Gloria Delamar (1990), Christine Doyle (2000), Pascale Voilley
(2001), and Roberta Seelinger Trites (2007). There have also been
collections of criticism and/or reviews, some old, some new, edited
variously by Madeleine Stern (1984), Aiko Moro-oka (1995), Janice
M. Alberghene and Clark (1999), Clark (2004), and Phillips and
Eiselein (2004).

It's a sign of critical respect that such compendia have
appeared, that Alcott is represented in the Critical Essays series,
the Contemporary Reviews series, and the Norton Critical Editions.
Works by Alcott turn up in the major anthologies of American
literature, such as the Bedford, Heath, and Norton. Essays on Alcott
are published in the leading children’s literature journals, such as
Children s Literature and The Lion and the Unicorn, but also in other
prestigious scholarly journals, like Signs, New Literary History,
American Literature, American Quarterly, and American Literary
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History. In the nineteenth century, Little Women received respect
in part because literature for the young wasn’t strongly segregated
from that for aduits, and women writers hadn’t yet been summarily
dismissed by cultural gatekeepers. The novel lost respect in the
twentieth century when the arbiters were willing to cast women and
children aside. In recent decades, however, the publication of the lost
thrillers, the rise of feminism, and the increased status of children’s
literature in the academy have reversed that trend. Now, if anything,
scholarly respect for Alcott’s work is accelerating: half of the pieces
on Little Women currently indexed in the MLA online bibliography
were published after 2000, twice the rate for the previous quarter
century.
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In Jo's Garret, Little Women and the Space of Imagination by Sue Standing

This article delves into the importance of Jo’s private space. 1t takes the physical space in the
novel as the attic where she writes. Standing states that this is a private area of reflection, writing
and escape. The space not only aliows Jo to escape but it also allows the reader (or audience) to
escape with her. This is the realist space for Jo, even though she goes her to imagine and write,
the rest of the house could just as easily for her be an imagination. The Garret exists as a safe
space for Jo to write and can be used as an inspiration for other women as well because it has
inspired them. This article also talks about several other spaces that relate back to the garret, or
Jo wanting to escape there, such as the Beth scene on the beach.



t (London: IN Jo’s GARRET
Litrie WoMen AND THE SPACE OF IMAGINATION

Sue Standing

Every few weeks {Jo] would shut herself up in her room, put on ber seribbling
suit, and “fall into a vartex,” as she expressed it, writing away at her novel
with all her heart and soul, for uill that was finished she could find no peace.

This essay is a spatial and temporal rnosaicé av‘lr_n.ap_j"_)jgg;g'f.rvéo widely!,
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&nf)_act of reading Little Women on the formanon of the-iqla'ﬁg'fxi!é:;:é"séifkﬁ

I
Pm cight years old, For my birthday, someone has given me a copy of Little
Women. [ can still see the brown plasticized cardboard cover with its paint-
ing of the four March girls, [ read it right away and decide I want to be a
writer like Jo.

I'm forty years old. For a public art project, someone has asked me
to decide on the book thar most influenced me, then donate a copy to a li-
brary with a statement describing why I chose it. I shuifle books in my mind:
Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man? The Complete Poems of Emily
Dickinson? Denise Levertov’s The Sorrow Dance?

One fall Sunday, a friend asks me to go for a drive to orchard country,
Harvard, Massachusetrs, We find ourselves at Fruitlands, where Louisa May
Alcotr’s father, Bronson, started a short-lived communal living experiment. In
one of the bedrooms of the house—now a museum-—where the Alcotrs lived,
I'sce a lock of Louisa May Alcorr's hair, which palpably evokes Jo's sacrificed
hair. In another room, there are Pages of Alcont’s childhood diary, which [ have
never read before, and which bring back my own striving, moralistic entries:
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Sunday, September 24th [at Fruitlands, 1843]

Father and Mr. Lane have gone to N.H. to preach. It was very
lovely. . . . Anna and I got supper. In the eve | read “Vicar of Wakefield.”
I was cross today, and I cried when 1 went to bed. [ made good reso-
lutions, and felt better in my heart. If only 1 kepe all  make, | should
be the best girl in the world. But I don't, and so am very bad.

I am always susceptible to writers’ houses—have wept over Emily’s
white dress, drafts of “Ode to a Nightingale,” the Brontés’ imaginary king-
doms—but Louisa May’s lock of hair takes me straight back to my earliest
desire to become a writer. And to the primary reason [ now live in New En-
gland. 1 know what book to pick: I choose Little Women. 1 wish [ had my
original copy to send—it may be in my cedar chest (very like the chests in
Jo's poem “In the Garret™) full of things from childhood and stored at my
brother’s house in Seattle—but 1 buy another copy of the book in the
Fruitlands gift shop. And in it [ inscribe my reasons,

m
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ﬂ\’ bec.ause it feels good I remember the sensat:on of reading (Freudigns ﬂ]r”
; \/\/W ﬁla:e this) as one of returning to a warm aud safe environment, one that |
ad compfetc control over. When I picked up-a baok it.was.as.much to. g.ﬂ'.

rk_m somerhmx as it was.o set offto. the.new. f
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Women be totally commodified like “The Linle Mermaid™ and “Beauty and s 35‘:"?_ Y
the Beast™? There are Little Women paper dolls. Are outfits for Barbie dolls  ; spine fesy /%3
far behind? PO _Purg !

f ask some friends and colleagues, mostly writers thcrnselves, how ‘69"/ C
Little Women has been important to them{ﬂdcmde o re;caﬂ' the book my‘-
;' selF, w'E'cEJcsm my F Fruztlands nostalga,_l have not done since chlldhooc};
Tam a‘ﬂ'aﬁ' that my own reconsrructed deconstructed, feminist, postmoders
"1_:&15,; of the ook will fail my chxldhggd_ﬁ’m as Allyssa McCabe says,
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“Rituals and other repetitions seem a clear way to prove only that the spell
is no longer there.”

the shadow life—or double life—of writing.
7
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@gmneml ke to about Little Women recalled in grear d
mnd plcasurml circumstances surrounding their reading o
1

A
;tl:ne_booE_E; well as their emotional responses. Johana Arnold—whose
mother gave her Little Women when she was eleven years old, sick in bed,
and unable to dance in The Nutcracker—most remembers tha%
_..-.....,..a._.u-r—"[: T vt g L i

Johana, who had up to that point in her life been called Josie, insisted on
being called Jo from then on.

Allyssa McCabe also read Little Women when she was ill. “I was
about nine years old, when [ was young enough 1o be impressed with
myself for reading such a thick chapter book. Nine is a great age for
drea