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In lieu of  an abst ract , here is a brief  excerpt  of  t he cont ent :

A Portrait of the Artist as a Little Woman
Beverly Lyon Clark (bio)

Alcot t  as submissive, Alcot t  as subversive, Alcot t  as ambivalent —t hese
are dominant  t hemes in recent  reflect ions on Louisa May Alcot t .  The
same t hemes appear in Alcot t 's own writ ing about  writ ing, when she
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writ es about  Jo March. Though Alcot t  gives some play t o subversive
ideas of  self-expression, her overt  message is t hat  girls should
subordinat e t hemselves and t heir language t o ot hers. A lit t le woman
should channel her creat ivit y int o shaping t he domest ic space or shaping
her soul. She can enact  Pilgrim's Progress and learn t o live as a Christ ian—
t o live by God's Word, or by John Bunyan's word, not  by her own.

Ninet eent h-cent ury male aut hors send a very di erent  message t o
t heir readers. Jan B. Gordon not es t hat  in works as diverse as t he Alice
books, Mill's Autobiography, and David Copperfield, t he child "must
reverse or ot herwise overt urn a prescript ive t ext  t hat  had kept  him in a
figurat ive prison" (179). The opposit e is t rue for t he girls in Little Women.
Laurie may complain t hat  "a fellow can't  live on books" (62), rebelling
against  prescribed t ext s as ot her males do, but  Jo must  learn t o st if le
her rebelliousness and t o forgive Amy for burning t he only manuscript  of
her book, Jo's at t empt  t o f ind her own voice.

In her ot her works Alcot t  shows a similar reluct ance t o rebel. Her adult
novel Work may in e ect  rebel against  it s predecessor Jane Eyre, but  only
in t he service of  a higher submission. The heroine, Christ ie, object s t o
Charlot t e Bront ë's port rayal of  Rochest er: "I like Jane, but  never can
forgive her marrying t hat  man, as I haven't  much fait h in t he saint s such
sinners make" (80). Then Christ ie enact s her object ion t o Jane Eyre by
marrying not  t he Rochest er-like Mr. Flet cher but  David St erling, a t ype of
St . John Rivers, wit h whom she undert akes missionary work at  home; and
a symbolic bedroom fire is caused not  by t he madwoman in t he at t ic but
by Christ ie's dangerous penchant  for books. Alcot t  rebels against  t he
romance of Jane Eyre not  so much t o f ind her own voice as t o submit
[End Page 81] herself  t o t he divine and masculine allegory of  Pilgrim's
Progress. Christ ie's very name recalls t hose of  Christ ian and Christ iana,
and in her progress t hrough t empt at ions she event ually achieves a st at e
of grace, wit h t he help of  a charact er compared t o Mr. Great heart . Thus
Alcot t 's rebellion against  a predecessor t ext  is not  so rebellious a er all:
it  is a reworking of  t he secular Jane Eyre in order t o submit  t o t he higher
t rut hs of  Pilgrim's Progress, a reworking t hat  underscores t he searing
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dangers of  books t o women. She rebels not  t o f ind her own voice but  t o
modulat e it  in t he heavenly chorus.

In Work Alcot t  st if les her predilect ion for t he lurid and sensat ional,
much as she has suppressed her blood-and-t hunder t ales (f irst  by
publishing t hem anonymously or under a pseudonym and t hen by t urning
inst ead t o juveniles). In a t elling ent ry in her diary, at  age eight een, she
not es, "Reading Miss Bremer and Hawt horne. The 'Scarlet  Let t er' is my
favorit e. Mot her likes Miss B. bet t er, as more wholesome. I fancy 'lurid'
t hings, if  t rue and st rong also" (Cheney 63). Eight een years lat er, in her
own writ ing, Alcot t  has submit t ed t o t he preferences of  her mot her, t he
arch-represent at ive of  t he family, giving up t he got hic for domest ic
realism, banishing t he "skelet on in t he closet ." Or hiding "behind a mask,"
as so many of  Alcot t 's st rong got hic heroines do, concealing her passions
and longings behind t he passionless and virt uous facade of  her "marble
women."  Alcot t 's reworking of  Jane Eyre (one of  f i een it ems in an 1852
list  of  books she liked) is more a self-chast isement  for her sneaking
fondness for t hings got hic, more an act  of  penit ent  submission t o
Christ ian godliness t han a rebellion against  a predecessor t ext .

In Little Women, t oo, Alcot t  st if les t he sensat ional—or at  least  hides it .
In t he f irst  volume it  st ill lurks just  below t he surface. Thomas H...
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