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 Across disparate countries and radically different eras, Louisa May Alcott’s 
Little Women has come to life in a million different ways. It is a book that is 
unsparing in its depiction of the way the world is hard on ambitious girls, but 
also offers a comfort: that ambition – a vibrant inner life that breaks the bonds 
of the world – is its own reward. It is a book that we first encounter as children, 
when the world’s possibilities are wide open and there is nothing in the world 
that can hold us back; we return as young adults, when the constraints of 
adulthood and society begin to shape who we are; and we return again, as 
older readers, with the bittersweet nostalgia of what it meant to be young and 
bold, joined with the exciting joy of seeing a new generation experience that 
daring for themselves. The insistent power of the book is its distinctly individual 
call to grapple with life’s many clashing lures – with family, art, money, love, 
freedom, and the hope of being 100% who you are, creating your own  
unique story. 

This deeply personal, fiercely alive idea of Little Women is the one writer-
director Greta Gerwig wanted to transport to the screen. Gerwig approached 
the material with a determination to capture the sweeping, epic nature of the 
story that captures the enormity of what Alcott created, but also an honest, 
disarming emotional intimacy that brings the characters to life. As every reader 
brings her own personal interpretation and meaning to the story, Gerwig puts 
her own stamp on the story. The novel was originally published in two halves, 
the first focusing on the March sisters in auspicious girlhood, and the second 
covering the stark realities of adulthood. Gerwig pulls apart the novel, 
switchbacking between the two halves, with Jo’s story of determination and 
spirit providing the natural through-line and reconstruction between its parts. 
With its fluid approach to time, the film immerses the audience in the 
memories, moments, accidents of fate and acts of will that form the March 
sisters – ink-stained, defiantly independent writer Jo; nurturing, principled, 
would-be actor Meg; fragile, open-hearted musician Beth; clever, aspirational 
painter Amy – into their full, complicated adult selves, each so different but 
united in an unswerving sisterhood. 

The picture that emerges is of four women looking back with affection at how 
they became who they are. It is also one of a world where the dailiness of 
women’s lives – their discoveries, sacrifices and anger, their financial, artistic 
and domestic concerns – deeply matters. What does it mean to take the reins 
of your life when so much that happens, from a crack in the ice to a mistimed 
letter, is out of your control? And how does that look to four sisters with four 
divergent dreams?  

These are the questions Gerwig brings to the fore in a visually ravishing film 
with a look inspired by the bold artists who were changing the way people saw 
the world in Alcott’s time. The questions feel modern, yet it was Alcott who 
latched onto these oppositions that still stop us in our tracks: money vs. art, 
love vs. personal satisfaction, ideals vs. real life, caring for family vs. finding 
your own voice. 

Even before Gerwig demonstrated her powerful voice with Lady Bird, she told 
producer Amy Pascal she believed she was the right person to adapt Little 
Women. ‘I flung myself at it with everything I had,’ says Gerwig. ‘I had a very 
specific idea of what it was about: it’s about women as artists and it’s about 
women and money. That is all there in the text, but it’s an aspect of the story 
that hasn’t been delved into before. For me, it was something that felt really, 
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really close to the surface and even now, this movie feels more 
autobiographical than anything I’ve made.’ 

Gerwig read Little Women so many times as a child, she doesn’t remember the 
first time. Like a long list of fellow writers and artists, she felt such an intense 
identification with Jo March – tomboy, misfit and would-be novelist struggling 
against the status quo to become the woman she imagines – that Jo felt less 
like a made-up person and more like a charismatic mentor. She was the girl 
who knew what she wanted. To be freer. To create. To transcend all that was 
not allowed and yet to give of herself fully to her loved ones. That’s part of why 
Gerwig wanted to plunge audiences into the fabric of Jo’s world – its emotional 
oscillations and personal dynamics – in the most visceral way she could. 

‘Little Women has been part of who I am for as long as I can remember,’ 
Gerwig notes. ‘There was never a time when I didn’t know who Jo March was, 
and she was always my girl, the person I wanted to be and the person who I 
hoped I was.’ 

While Gerwig stays true to Alcott’s original voice, she reconstructs the novel in 
an inherently cinematic way, unmooring the story from linear time, transforming 
the March’s most unforgettable events into the stuff of memories and creative 
inspiration. This invites audiences to engage with the March sisters as 
something new: as adults looking back, and as the living source for  
Jo’s writing. 

‘Every time I read the book, it became something different,’ observes Gerwig.  
‘I first knew it in the cosiness of childhood, and then as I got older, new parts 
of it jumped out at me. As I began writing the screenplay, the part of it that was 
in clear relief was how the sisters’ lives as adults are so poignant and 
fascinating, because they’re trying to figure out how to honor the fearless youth 
they had as grown-ups.’ 

Gerwig also went deep into research, reading Alcott’s letters and papers, to 
draw on aspects of Alcott’s real life to give her adaptation a formidable, 
modern voice. For example, the real Alcott wrote, ‘I had lots of troubles, so  
I write jolly tales’; in the film, Marmee says, ‘I’m angry nearly every day of  
my life.’ 

In drawing early inspiration from Little Women, Gerwig has a lot of company. 
The late sci-fi master Ursula K. Le Guin called Alcott ‘close as a sister’.  
Novelist Erica Jong said Little Women sparked a belief that ‘women could 
become writers, intellects – and still have rich personal lives.’ The heroines of 
Elena Ferrante’s masterwork My Brilliant Friend bond over a tattered copy of 
Alcott’s book, vowing to write their own. Poet Gail Mazur thanked Alcott for 
helping writers ‘to live with, knowing we’re not alone, the conflict between the 
writer’s need for solitude and self-absorption and the yearning for the warmth 
of love.’ Harry Potter creator J.K. Rowling said of Jo March: ‘It is hard to 
overstate what she meant to a small, plain girl called Jo, who had a hot temper 
and a burning ambition to be a writer.’ 

For women, carving out any individualistic path, particularly an artistic life, has 
been perilous in any era. But that’s also why Jo hit home so hard with Gerwig. 
‘There’s a rebel spirit contained in Jo, and a hope for a life beyond what your 
gender dictates that is completely exciting to us still,’ says Gerwig. ‘She’s this 
girl with a boy’s name who wants to write, and she’s ambitious and she’s 
angry and she’s so many different things that we identify with. It’s like she 
allowed us to be free.’ 
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