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Fortune suddenly smiled upon Jo.
7:00
So the year rolled round, and at midsummer...
9:30
London. Dearest People, Here I really sit at a front window...
10:57
‘Jo, I’m anxious about Beth.’
12:59
New York, November. Dear Marmee and Beth, I’m going to write... 10:26
December. My Precious Betsey, As this is to be...
9:25
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Though very happy in the social atmosphere about her...
Jo possessed a respect for intellect...
Whatever his motive might have been...
When Jo came home that spring, she had been struck...
She walked up and down the long saloon while waiting...
Being decidedly nettled herself, and longing to see...
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Amy’s lecture did Laurie good...
Jo found her promise very hard to keep.
Jo was alone in the twilight...
She opened it and started as if another ghost had come…
While Laurie and Amy were taking strolls over velvet carpets...
When they came out, he put the parcel...
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Total time: 3:10:06

4

Good Wives
LOUISA MAY ALCOTT

newspapers. She enters a competition
being run by a newspaper in New York
and wins a hundred dollars, kickstarting
her literary career.
Time passes, and Meg gives birth to
twins, a boy and a girl. Amy has some
good news too: Aunt Carrol has invited
her on a grand tour of Europe. The
budding artist of the family, she sees it
as an opportunity to develop her skills:
‘It isn’t a mere pleasure trip to me, girls.
It will decide my career; for if I have any
genius, I shall find it out in Rome.’ She
has a wonderful time in London and Paris,
and meets a rich young man called Fred
Vaughn, whom she considers marrying.
Back at the March household, Jo
thinks that Beth is pining for Laurie.
Laurie, however, is becoming increasingly

The characters Louisa May Alcott (1832–
1888) created in Little Women have
proved enduringly popular, featuring in
countless films, television adaptations and
even a Japanese anime series. Good Wives
is the second volume of Little Women,
originally published in 1869 and then
as a single work in 1880 (although it is
often still published separately, under its
original title). Good Wives opens on Meg’s
wedding day. She’s getting married to
John Brooke, originally a tutor employed
by their friends the Laurences. It’s a
moment of joy, but also of sadness – Meg
is the first of the sisters to marry and leave
the family home. Meanwhile Jo is busy
writing her novel, but gets distracted
when she realises how much money she
can make writing sensational stories for
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dedicate themselves to making her last
year as happy as possible.
At first Jo is inconsolable after Beth’s
death, but when Laurie and Amy come
home she gradually becomes more herself
again. Then, unexpectedly, Professor Bhaer
shows up on the doorstep. Jo has missed
him very much, and realises that her
feelings for him are more than friendship.
The story ends on a positive note: Jo and
Professor Bhaer, now married, are going
to start a school – ’a happy, home-like
place for boys who need teaching, care,
and kindness’ – and the remaining sisters
finally find themselves content.
Surprising as it may seem, Alcott
was actually quite reluctant to write
Little Women, and had to be persuaded
by her publisher. The writing process
itself was apparently a chore: ‘Mr Niles
wants a girls’ story, and I begin... I plod
away, although 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,
although I doubt it.’ Alcott’s doubts were
soon dispersed: the first volume of Little
Women was a sensation, instantly selling

fond of headstrong, fiery Jo, who does not
reciprocate – at least, not in a romantic
sense. Feeling that the situation is coming
to a head, she decides she needs to leave
for a while. A friend of Mrs March’s in New
York, Mrs Kirke, is looking for a governess
for her two daughters, and Jo decides to
take up the post, which she hopes will
also give her time to write.
Living with Mrs Kirke in New York, Jo
meets an older German man, Professor
Bhaer. At first blush he doesn’t cut a
very dashing figure, ‘rather stout, with
brown hair tumbled all over his head, a
bushy beard, good nose, the kindest eyes
I ever saw, and a splendid big voice.’ They
become close, however, and he advises
her to write stories with a moral, rather
than ones that are purely sensational.
Jo returns home, and Laurie proposes.
Horrified, she turns him down: ‘We don’t
agree and we never shall; so we’ll be good
friends all our lives, but we won’t go and
do anything rash.’ To avoid awkwardness,
Laurie travels to Europe, where he meets
Amy again and they fall in love. Meanwhile
Beth, shy and sickly, continues to worsen.
Jo realises that she’s dying, and the family
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the public.’ Her upbringing weighed
heavily on her: raised by transcendentalist
parents in New England, her father was
a close friend of such famous intellectuals
as Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David
Thoreau and Margaret Fuller. Her father,
though distinctly eccentric, followed a
strict moral code, and Louisa found herself
incapable of rebelling against it. As she
later lamented, ‘To have had Mr Emerson
for an intellectual god all one’s life is to be
invested with a chain armor of propriety...
And what would my own good father
think of me... if I set folks to doing the
things that I have been longing to see my
people do? No, my dear, I shall always
be a wretched victim to the respectable
traditions of Concord.’
As a feminist and women’s rights
campaigner, Alcott also struggled with
the image of blissful domesticity espoused
in the book. After the first volume was
published, she complained, ‘Girls write to
ask who the little women marry, as if that
was the only end and aim of a woman’s
life. I won’t marry Jo to Laurie to please
any one.’ And she didn’t. Jo’s marriage
to Professor Bhaer is unconventional –

out, and the follow-up – Good Wives –
was equally well received. Nonetheless,
Alcott never felt entirely comfortable with
its success, worrying that she was turning
into a ‘literary nursemaid providing moral
pap for the young’, and making no secret
of the fact that she wrote the books (at
incredible speed, apparently managing a
chapter of Good Wives a day) primarily
because she needed the money.
The Alcott family had always been
rather poor, and Louisa had to work a
number of menial jobs before she found
fame as an author. The novels she initially
published (under a pseudonym) are little
read today, and don’t seem to fit with our
image of Alcott as ‘the novelist of children
– the Thackeray, the Trollope, of the
nursery and the schoolroom’ – as Henry
James put it in a review dated October
1875. Her early novels for adults, mainly
Gothic thrillers and romances, proved less
popular than her works for young people,
although Alcott herself always had a soft
spot for them: ‘I think my natural ambition
is for the lurid style. I indulge in gorgeous
fancies and wish that I dared inscribe
them upon my pages and set them before
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penniless, philosophical and significantly
older, he didn’t fit many of her readers’
ideas of a perfect match. In pairing
Jo – arguably the books’ most popular
character – with Bhaer, Alcott was being
deliberately contrarian.
Yet despite her evident ambiguity
of feeling about the book, Alcott could
not hide the fondness she felt for her
characters, who were largely based on her
own sisters (Jo being a reflection of Louisa
herself). The ‘little women’ are much,
much more than a simplistic echo of their
age. They are complex, interesting and
above all very human – in depicting them
with such sensitivity and depth, Alcott
endeared them to readers across the
world. Today they are as popular among
children as ever, and whatever misgivings
Alcott may have had about her books,
children are – as she noted in her diary –
‘the best critics’.
Notes by Caroline Waight
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The music on this recording was taken from the NAXOS catalogue
MACDOWELL FIRST MODERN SUITE / IN LILTING RHYTHM /
6 IDYLS / AMOURETTE
James Barbagallo, piano
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