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Abstract 

For many years Amy March, from Louisa May Alcott’s novel Little Women, has been 

seen as the worst sister. While all the sisters face their struggles, Amy’s flaws are the 

most egregious and noticeable. She is vain, spoiled, and selfish and is often referred to 

as the foil to Jo, the protagonist. She has even been referred to as the antagonist to Jo. 

This essay aims to analyse Amy’s character and use two of the film adaptations from 

1994 and 2019, both of which are directed, written and produced by a female crew, to 

compare the portrayal of her in the novel and how she is depicted in the two films. Both 

films offer a new perspective from other adaptations. The 1994 film had two actresses 

portraying Amy, one as a young girl and the other as a young woman while the 2019 

film was not in chronological order. Both these choices add more layers to the portrayal 

of the characters and mainly to Amy. The films both flesh out the character of Amy: the 

former focuses more on her as a young girl while the latter focuses on an older Amy. By 

comparing these two adaptations to the novel, it gives more depth to the character in her 

childhood and adulthood. The thesis also compares Amy Jo, and in order to analyse 

both the differences and similarities between the two sisters. By comparing the two of 

them it demonstrates both of their complexities and shows how the sisters’ lives mirror 

and contrast one another. This paper aims to analyse Amy’s growth and uses examples 

of scenes in the two films to show how Amy overcomes her struggles, aiming to show 

that Amy is more than the foil to her sister Jo.   
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Introduction 
 

For over one hundred and fifty years young readers have enjoyed Louisa May Alcott’s 

Little Women. Readers have identified with each sister, though Jo has long been the 

most popular character. For many years Amy has been the villain of the story, stealing 

Jo’s trip to Europe and Laurie from her, if not the foil to Jo’s character (Rao). Many 

films have adapted the story, the most recent being the two films from 1994 and 2019, 

directed by Gillian Armstrong and Greta Gerwig respectively. This thesis will 

demonstrate that Amy is more than Jo’s foil, and as complex and nuanced as her sister, 

using the 1994 and 2019 films for support.  

Little Women, The Novel 
 

Little Women is a novel by Louisa May Alcott first published in 1868. In 1869 Alcott 

published volume two of the novel (Cheney 190, 192). The first volume follows the 

March sisters for a year, in their young adult lives. It begins at Christmas time when 

their father is away at the Civil War and concludes when he returns the following 

Christmas. The sisters face their daily struggles and learn from their mistakes. During 

the year, Beth catches scarlet fever; Meg courts Mr. Brooke; and Jo begins selling her 

stories. The second volume begins three years later and follows the sister into their 

adulthood, where they settle down, get married and have children. Beth, who never fully 

recovered from her illness, dies and the other sisters achieve their independence.  

The main characters are the four March sisters: Meg, Jo, Beth, and Amy. In the 

beginning Meg is sixteen; Jo is fifteen; Beth is thirteen; and Amy is twelve. Meg, as the 

eldest, is responsible and kind, but vain and dreams of being rich and having a house 

full of nice things. Jo, a tomboy, is unconventional, and dreams of becoming a writer. 

Beth is sweet and shy, is a talented pianist and is content with being home with her 

family. Amy, the youngest, is selfish, and has dreams of becoming the best painter in 

the world. The four sister all have different dreams in life, but they also share many 

similarities. Meg, Jo, and Amy want to become wealthy, and Meg and Amy dream of 

having lovely things. Jo and Amy share a dream of becoming successful artists. Though 

they do not all get the life they dreamed of as young girls they go on to live happy lives, 

apart from Beth who dies young. Meg marries a loving husband and has children with 
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him and enjoys their simple life, opposed to the life of luxury she dreamed of as a 

young girl. Jo, though she swore never to marry, does marry Mr. Bhaer. Alcott did not 

want Jo to marry but was forced by her publisher and the public to do so (Cheney 193). 

Instead of having Jo marry Laurie, Alcott wrote Mr. Bhaer into the story. Alcott even 

wrote “I won't marry Jo to Laurie to please any one [sic]” (Cheney 202). Jo does publish 

her book, though she does not write much soon after she marries Mr. Bhaer and has 

children. Although Beth dies young, she still lives a content life. Her only wish was to 

“stay home with Father and Mother” and to have her music (Alcott 159). Amy’s dream 

of becoming the best painter in the world never came true, although she did marry a 

wealthy and loving husband.  

Jo and Amy’s Differences and Similarities 
 

Jo is the main protagonist of the novel. Amy is often considered Jo’s foil and even the 

antagonist (Rao). The differences between Jo and Amy are often focused on, as 

highlighted in the first chapter of the novel. Jo is a tomboy and tries to avoid growing 

into a young lady (Alcott 9). Alcott carries the idea of Jo not being ladylike on, 

describing her as follows: 

Jo was very tall, thin, and brown, ... She had a decided mouth, a comical nose, 

and sharp, gray eyes, which appeared to see everything, and were by turns 

fierce, funny, or thoughtful. Her long, thick hair was her one beauty, but it was 

usually bundled into a net, to be out of her way. Round shoulders had Jo, big 

hands and feet, a flyaway look to her clothes, and the uncomfortable appearance 

of a girl who was rapidly shooting up into a woman and didn't like it. (Alcott 

10).  

 

Jo often laments not being born a boy, though her reasoning often stems from not being 

able to participate in the war (Alcott 9). Jo has other “boyish” qualities, which Amy 

dislikes. Amy tells her sister that she “[detests] rude, unladylike girls” when Jo puts her 

hands in her pockets and whistles. Jo’s reply is that she hates “affected, niminy-piminy 

chits” (9). In that regard, the sisters are opposites. Most of Amy’s qualities are feminine 

traits while Jo’s are more masculine. To the contemporary reader, Amy might have 

looked like the proper young lady while Jo introduced a more rebellious character 

which many modern readers connect to.  
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The sisters’ appearances are near complete opposites. Amy is “a regular snow 

maiden, with blue eyes, and yellow hair curling on her shoulders, pale and slender, and 

always carrying herself like a young lady mindful of her manners” (Alcott 11). Amy is 

seen as a typical beauty whereas Jo is a rather plain young girl, as can be seen by 

Alcott’s description in the first chapter. Alcott describes Jo’s hair as her “one beauty,” 

while Amy’s only physical flaw is her nose. Alcott writes that “[if] anybody had asked 

Amy what the greatest trial of her life was, she would have answered at once, ‘my 

nose’” (46). Amy even blames Jo for the imperfect nose. When Amy was a baby Jo 

dropped her on the coal scuttle and Amy “insisted that the fall had ruined her nose 

forever” (46). They are both aware of their physical attributes. Amy tries to alter her 

nose by putting a pin on it (137). Though Jo might not seem to care about her 

appearance, she still cries over her hair when she cuts it off (137). After Jo refuses 

Laurie’s proposal, she justifies it and saying “[she’s] homely and awkward and odd and 

old” (395). Though Jo is never bothered by her appearance she seems to take great pride 

in the things that she finds beautiful, like her hair. As she grows older, she comes to 

term with her appearance and even learns to find it amusing.  

This difference is almost comical in terms of the girls’ ages. Jo is fifteen in the 

beginning while Amy is twelve. Amy is still a child while Jo should be becoming a 

young lady. Instead, Jo refuses to conform while Amy embraces the role before her 

time. The two older sisters take the two younger sisters under their wing, Meg is Amy’s 

confidant and Jo is Beth’s (Alcott 47). Meg is sweet and gentle to Amy, while Jo is less 

patient with her. When their mother is away to help their injured father, Amy writes to 

her that “Meg is a comfort to me” (Alcott 189). It is no surprise that Amy looks up to 

her sister and shares her dreams.  

The sisters share a similar dream. While Jo has dreams of doing something 

splendid and becoming a writer, Amy has dreams of “[going] to Rome, and do[ing] fine 

pictures, and be[ing] the best artist in the whole world” (Alcott 159). Unlike Jo, who 

does publish many stories, Amy’s artistic dreams never come true. The idea of genius is 

brought up often throughout the novel, though it is mostly attributed to Jo. Her family 

asks, “does genius burn Jo?” when she is writing (290). Jo does not see herself as being 

genius, though when she writes she loses track of time and neither sleeps nor eats (290-

291). For Amy, genius is something she searches for. After she is invited to go to 

Europe, she tells Jo that the trip is not only a pleasure trip: “It will decide my career, for 
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if I have any genius, I shall find it out in Rome, and will do something to prove it” 

(336). On the trip, Amy finds out she does not have genius, and she tells Laurie that 

when they meet in Paris. Laurie inquires when she will begin her next work of art, and 

Amy replies “Never, […] Rome took all the vanity out of me” (437). She has given up 

on her art. Laurie is shocked, as she has so much “energy and talent”. Amy responds 

with “[that’s] just why, because talent isn’t genius, and no amount of energy can make it 

so. I want to be great, or nothing. I won’t be a common-place dauber, so I don’t intend 

to try any more” (437). Though Amy might have had great ambition as a young girl, she 

realizes soon that it is not enough to only have talent to succeed. Amy’s wisdom is 

practical and will benefit her in her life.  

The Europe trip is an example of her manners and passion being rewarded, but 

there are others in the novel. In chapter twenty-nine, “Calls,” Amy takes Jo out to make 

calls to return the neighbours’ visits. Jo is reluctant to go and behaves poorly, though 

she does enjoy herself playing with the children. Amy is prim and proper and holds her 

composure through all visits. Even though Jo does not behave well, she understands 

Amy’s reasoning. After Amy asks her why she avoided Mr. Tudor, Jo tells him she does 

not respect him and that he does not treat other people well. Amy does not believe in 

treating people one dislikes any different. Jo suggests they postpone the visit to Aunt 

March though Amy encourages them to give Aunt March a proper call, as it gives the 

old lady pleasure. Jo confides in Amy that she wishes she could easily do small things 

to please other people like her. She prefers to make a larger gesture, though she believes 

the smaller gestures reveal more about a person’s personality. Amy likes the 

compliment and tells Jo that “Women should learn to be agreeable, particularly poor 

ones, for they have no other way of repaying the kindnesses they receive” (Alcott 322). 

Amy is using her social awareness to appeal to the wealthier families as well as her 

femininity. She understands that though her femininity may be a hindrance in their 

society she can also use it to elevate her social status, by showing genuine kindness.   

Both girls are aware of their family’s financial situation. Amy’s reason to repay 

a kindness with a proper call is telling of her character. In the beginning of the novel, 

Amy told Jo that she “detest[s] rude, unladylike girls” (Alcott 9). As she is growing 

older, Amy’s ideas about being a lady develops from being about having material things 

to being more about one’s character and how they present themselves regardless of their 

financial status. After Meg marries, Amy tries out different mediums of art and takes an 
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art class with young women. All the girls there are wealthy, but they treat each other 

with mutual respect. Amy invites them over for lunch, which ends up going horribly. 

She underestimates the cost of hosting a grand meal and ends up with too much food as 

only one girl shows up. Though Amy is disappointed with the turn of events she is not 

dissatisfied: “I’ve done what I undertook, and it’s not my fault that it failed” she tells 

her family as she returns home (289). Her grace and composure are again tested at Mrs. 

Chester’s fair. There she has the chance to demonstrate her selflessness and maturity 

when May Chester overtakes Amy’s table with all her artwork. May has been jealous of 

Amy and assigns her a table in the back. Though Amy is hurt and being treated unfairly, 

she holds her head high even helps May with decorating her table. When Amy’s flower 

table ends up being the main attraction, with Jo and Laurie’s help, Amy sends Laurie to 

May’s table to buy her vases. All of Amy’s artwork had been purchased, but May’s 

vases are still left. Even though May and her mother have not earned Amy’s generosity, 

Amy is still determined to treat them as she would have wanted to be treated. Aunt 

Carrol learns of Amy’s behaviour at the fair, which further guarantees her a spot for the 

Europe trip (326-334).  

Jo looking up to Amy, regarding her manners, mirror the way Amy looked up to 

Beth when they were young girl. After Beth falls sick, Amy was sent to stay at Aunt 

March’s. The old lady quickly becomes fond of the young girl and gifts her a ring. 

Marmee notices the ring when she visits Amy. Her mother thinks she is too young for 

such ornaments, but Amy wears it to remind herself not to be selfish (220). She realizes 

that her greatest flaw is her selfishness and sees that Beth, who is unselfish, is much 

loved for it. Her fear is that if she had fallen ill people would not feel as bad about it, 

since she is more selfish than her sister. She hopes that she will become less selfish and 

looks at Beth as a role model (220-221).  

Amy’s struggles may seem the largest of the four sisters as Anne Hollander 

suggests. Jo is overcoming her temper, Meg her vanity and Beth her timidness, while 

Amy struggles with being conceited, affected and selfish (32). Though Amy is more 

ambitious than Jo, as Amy’s dream is to become the best “or nothing” (Alcott 437). Her 

growth is the most significant of the four sisters, though Beth might be the sole 

exception as she overcomes the fear of death. Amy’s difference between the first and 

second part is the most drastic of the four sisters as she ages from twelve to sixteen. She 

grows from being a child to a young woman. Even so, she matures within the first part 
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of the novel. She works hard throughout the first part to fight her selfishness and vanity 

and is successful. When Father returns, he observes how his daughters have all grown. 

He sees that Amy is not looking in the mirror as much and has not mentioned the ring 

Aunt March gave her. He stated that “she has learned to think of other people more and 

herself less” (Alcott 244). In the second part Amy has grown into a fine young lady 

while Jo is still the usual tomboy. Amy learns to be independent in the Europe trip, as 

she is only eighteen away from home for the first time. The Europe trip is Amy’s largest 

reward. She gives up her art for the freedom of the trip (Hollander 34). There she learns 

the harsh truth about her position in society and even ends up reforming Laurie. At the 

same time as she falls for him, she learns that marrying for love is a greater pleasure 

than marrying for wealth. She is, however, rewarded with marrying both for love and 

having financial security.  

Amy in the 1994 Film 

Armstrong chose to have two actresses portray Amy, which had not been done 

previously. In the interview with Ashley Spencer, Armstrong and Di Novi said they 

thought about casting one actress for both roles but having a grown woman portraying 

younger Amy felt weird. The choice to split the role set the film apart from its 

predecessors. Kirsten Dunst and Samantha Mathis both agreed with the choice of 

having two actresses portray Amy in an interview with Bobbie Wygant in 1994. They 

thought that having Dunst, who was eleven years old when she starred in the film, 

portraying a sixteen-year-old Amy would have been too challenging for her. Amy and 

Laurie’s romance would have been too mature for the young actress. Samantha Mathis 

portraying a twelve-year-old girl would also have been challenging, but Mathis was 

twenty-three when she starred in the film. She was a few years older than Amy’s sixteen 

years, though her maturity translates well into the latter part of the film.  

 Dunst’s portrayal is accurate to the novel. She was the same age as Amy in the 

novel, and her pronunciation and demeanour are at times childish, which suits a twelve-

year-old Amy. Amy March portrayal is faithful to its source material. The scenes and 

details added to flesh out her character are more frequent in the first half, and Jo’s story 

and romance become the center of the film in the second half. Having the two actresses 

portraying Amy adds another layer to the character that otherwise would not be 

portrayed in added scenes or written dialogue. Dunst captures Amy’s innocence while 
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Mathis emphasizes Amy’s character growth in the second half of the story where Amy 

is seen as a young and well-mannered young lady.   

The first scene with Amy is when Marmee comes home and reads the letter from 

Father. Amy has rags in her hair, showing how she is aware of her physical looks even 

as such a young girl. She mispronounces words frequently, while trying to sound older 

and more sophisticated. After Marmee has read the letter from Father, Amy claims, 

“I’m a selfish girl”, showing her self-awareness about her flaws (Little Women. 1994, 

4:20). Though she does not say she will change, we see her selflessness the day after, 

when the sisters sit at the breakfast table for their Christmas feast. Unlike the novel, 

Beth is the one who suggests that they give the Hummels their feast, as Marmee is away 

at the Hummels’. The girls had all been given an orange. Amy is prepared to save hers, 

but when the older three have all decided to give away a part of their feast, Amy offers 

her an orange (7:50). Though she does it hesitantly, it shows the viewer how she is 

working on being less selfish. The scene also shows her turquoise ring, which she wears 

in the first half of the movie. The ring comes back when Amy gives Laurie her will on 

their way to Aunt March, after Beth falls ill.  

When Beth catches scarlet fever, Amy is sent away to Aunt March. Laurie 

accompanies her in the carriage. Amy is fearful for Beth’s safety and reflects on her 

own mortality. She also confides in Laurie that Aunt March scares her. Laurie promises 

her to come and visit every day, and if Aunt March is unkind to her, he will come to 

take her away to Paris. Their conversation is partially foreshadowing Amy and Laurie’s 

relationship, where they do end up meeting in Paris. Though Amy has previously been 

seen caring for material things, she tells Laurie to give Meg and Jo her most prized 

possessions if she dies. Her ideas seem childish, but Laurie treats her with respect and 

understanding. Amy then laments he tells Laurie that she has never been kissed, saying 

“[she has] waited [her] whole life to be kissed”. Laurie soothes her worries by 

promising her to kiss her before she dies. The idea comforts Amy, and they embrace 

(52:00-53:05). At Aunt March’s Amy is reading to her, like Jo used to do. Instead of 

scolding her like she did to Jo, she kindly encourages the little girl to continue reading. 

Aunt March looks at Amy fondly. Though there are not many scenes of them together, 

the scenes they do share show how Aunt March favours the youngest March sister.  
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The scene with Amy and Laurie plants the seed of their eventual marriage, by 

hinting that early on they have a strong connection. Though Laurie’s relationship with 

Jo is the strongest, as is their friendship, he and Amy share a different type of bond. 

They are not playmates and have a different dynamic than Laurie and Jo have. Laurie is 

somewhat of an older brother to Amy and someone she looks up to. When she grows 

older, their relationship can grow without their family’s interference, and they are able 

to get to know each other in an intimate way. Amy has always been smitten with Laurie, 

but when they meet in Paris, they have both grown up and become more mature. They 

still hold onto their childish ideas but end up learning from each other.  

Amy declares her hopes for the future when the girls are reading the Pickwick 

Portfolio. Jo had told Beth that she will buy her a grand piano when she becomes a 

writer. Amy then tells Beth that when she marries, she will be “disgustingly rich”. 

When Meg questions whether she won’t marry for love, even though her husband may 

be poor, Amy replies, “one does have a choice to whom one loves”. Jo says she will not 

marry for money, as opposed to Amy. The scene ends with Amy telling Meg: “we all 

grow up some day, Meg. We might as well know what we want” (11:35-12:20). This 

scene shows how Jo and Amy’s goals are the same: to become wealthy. Amy knows 

that the surest way to become wealthy is to marry a rich husband. The March family is 

poor and face struggles due to their financial situation. The two older girls, Meg and Jo, 

must work to provide for themselves and the family. As the oldest, Meg remembers the 

time before they were poor and therefore longs for the same luxuries as she had when 

she was a little girl. Jo is a free spirit, so she does not long or wish to settle down. Her 

goal is to become self-sufficient with her own talent. Amy, on the other hand, is too 

young to remember a time before the family became poor. Like Meg, she sees what 

other girls have and longs for those things too. Unlike Meg, she has a plan on how to 

achieve those dreams.  

When Meg and Jo are preparing to go to Belle Gardiner’s ball, Jo burns Meg’s 

hair. Meg declares she is ruined and with Jo’s “help” she will become a spinster. Amy 

tells her “You don’t need scores of suitors. You only need one, if he’s the right one” 

(14:10). Even Hannah agrees with Amy, telling Meg to “listen to the child”. Amy’s 

words even end up being prophetic, as Meg marries Mr. Brooke, her one and only 

suitor. In the novel, both Meg and Amy share similar hopes of becoming wealthy. Mr. 
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Brooke is a poor tutor and Meg stays true to her words, as he is a kind man regardless of 

his financial status. Though Amy’s ideas may seem might seem childish, they show 

Amy’s character. She has great ambition, both in her personal life and in her artistic 

dreams. Though she does not end up becoming a famous painter, she continues pursuing 

her art after she has gotten married. Once the newlyweds come home, Amy is showing 

her mother a painting of their house. Her parents admire the painting and Amy tells 

them that it is not as beautiful as she wanted but she is “still learning” (1:48:10). It 

implies that even though Amy has gotten married, she will still be pursuing her art. She 

may not become a famous artist, but she will continue making art for the pleasure of it. 

The film adds more nuance to Jo and Amy’s relationship, which begins with 

Amy being punished for bringing the limes to school. In the film, Amy runs straight to 

Aunt March’s house after being punished, where Jo is working. Jo, therefore, is the first 

to know about the physical punishment Amy endured. At home, Jo is enraged, and 

Marmee writes a letter to the teacher Mr. Davis, withdrawing Amy from the school. 

Amy will hereon be taught at home, under Jo’s supervision, to both of their dismay. Jo 

ordering Amy around adds another layer to Amy’s disappointment for not being 

allowed to go to the theatre. Instead of her anger being towards both Jo and Meg, it is 

directed at Jo. Meg even reasons with Amy, telling her she has had a cold and must rest. 

Jo, on the other hand, simply does not want Amy to go and even assigns her lessons to 

do, while she and Meg enjoy themselves at the theatre. After they leave, Amy throws 

her books on the floor and yells “you’ll be sorry for this, Jo March” (31:20). When Meg 

and Jo return from the theatre, Jo is quick to realize her book is missing and finds it 

burning in the fireplace. There is almost no dialogue between the two sisters before Jo 

flies at Amy. Amy only manages to cry out “I didn’t do it.” (30:00). While Beth and 

Marmee comfort Jo, Amy apologizes meekly. It is the only time she ever apologizes to 

Jo, as Jo soon forgives and forgets after Amy falls into the lake when they go skating. 

Omitting the scene where Amy burns the book makes her character more sympathetic. 

In the film the entire book is seen burning and the pages are still intact, as if they have 

recently been thrown into the fire. It makes Amy’s choice of burning Jo’s book an 

action taken in the heat of the moment, instead of a calculated plan.  

In the novel Jo does not find out that her book is gone until the next day. After 

having searched for the book, Jo comes down and asks about it. Seeing Amy’s reaction, 
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she immediately knows Amy has something to do with her missing book, but Amy 

denies it, telling her: “I haven’t got it, don’t know where it is now, and don’t care […] 

Scold as much as you like, you’ll never see your silly old book again,” (Alcott 84). The 

1994 film does include a scene where Amy, Beth, and Jo are curled up together in a bed 

and Amy helps Jo rewrite the stories she burnt. Amy does not tell Jo why she burned the 

book. She does, however, ask her if she loves Laurie more than her. Jo tells her that she 

“could never love anyone as I love my sisters” (Little Women 37:10-37:44). This scene 

suggests that the reason Amy burned the book was due to her own insecurities about Jo 

not loving her, rather than a calculated attempt to hurt her sister. Amy is only angry at 

Jo in the heat of the moment and soon sees the error of her ways. Omitting the 

discussion between Jo and Marmee about Jo’s anger emphasizes the forgiveness 

between Jo and Amy and shows how they both deal with the aftermath of their temper, 

rather than them reflecting on it through dialogue. Their sisterly bond is stronger than 

material things, and while they can be replaced their sisterly love cannot.  

Amy and Laurie 

After Father returns home from the war, the film cuts to four years later, to Meg’s 

wedding. Samantha Mathis is now portraying an older Amy. The first time an older 

Amy appears she is painting teacups with a group of young women. In the background, 

Aunt March is speaking with a woman about Amy’s talent. The conversation mirrors 

the one with Aunt March and Aunt Carrol in the novel. The women see that Amy could 

benefit from learning abroad, preferably in Europe. The Europe trip is first mentioned 

by Jo when she first meets Laurie in the film. The timeline shifts in the film, placing this 

scene before Laurie proposes to Amy instead of after Jo has returned from New York. 

After Jo refuses Laurie, Amy finds her and Beth in the attic. Amy has been invited to 

Europe. That way she knows that Jo refused Laurie’s proposal before both she and 

Laurie leave for Europe. 

 Amy first thinks that Jo made a mistake in refusing Laurie, which Jo could 

rectify. Beth assures her that this was not a mistake. Jo and Beth’s bond is clear in the 

scene, and it almost makes Amy seem like an outcast. Jo says she must get away. 

Amy’s response is to tell them about Aunt March’s invitation. Her indication is that 

while she and Aunt March are away, Jo can stay at Plumfield. She also hopes that the 

good news might cheer Jo up. Both Beth and Jo light up at the news before Amy can 
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explain that she will be accompanying her. Both Beth and Jo are disappointed. Jo even 

says, “my Europe”, as she had told Laurie when they first met that she would, 

hopefully, be going to Europe with Aunt March (1:08:24-1:09:49). Though Amy is 

sympathetic, she does not understand Jo’s feeling as much as Beth does. Beth feels all 

of Jo’s emotions. Jo is visibly hurt, though the reasoning for bringing Amy is valid: she 

will study painting and Aunt March hopes she might secure a good match, which is 

likely the main reason for the trip. Meg blew her chances of securing a wealthy husband 

by marrying poor Mr. Brooke, Beth is frail, and Jo is unconventional; that only leaves 

Amy to marry well.  

 Aunt March’s hopes of securing Amy a good husband seem to have been 

achieved when Amy is first seen in Paris. Laurie is walking with two women in a park, 

where they see Amy with a group of fellow painters. At the sight of Amy, Laurie 

becomes infatuated. He forgets about the women he was with and throws a cigar he had 

away. His actions show how willing he is to be presentable for Amy. He greets her by 

pinching her nose, a slight nod to her childhood insecurity. Fred Vaughn and Aunt 

March come to retrieve Amy, and Laurie learns that Fred Vaughn has not yet proposed 

to Amy. Amy politely invites him to meet them later.  

They meet up soon, where Laurie gives Amy two hairpins. He tries to flirt with her, but 

she immediately stops him. She scolds him, telling him she despises him and that he is 

lazy. When Laurie suggests she reform him, she tells him she has someone else in mind, 

meaning Fred Vaughn. Laurie implies she only cares for his money, to which Amy 

replies that she has always known she would not marry a pauper. Amy knows she might 

not love Fred Vaughn, but she holds on to the wisdom of the younger self, that one has 

a choice over whom they love. Laurie, however, challenges her ideas, stating that she 

will regret her decision; he will regret the decision. Laurie tries to kiss Amy and says to 

her “[I’m] reminded of a promise. Didn’t I say I’d kiss you before you die?”. Amy is 

quick to stop him by bringing up Jo. She can clearly see that his wounds have not 

healed, and he still cares for her. In the film, Laurie seems almost obsessed with 

becoming a part of the March family, telling Amy that just as she had always known she 

would not marry a pauper, he always knew “[he] should be part of the March family.” 

Amy replies that she does not want to be married for her family, and Laurie replies, 
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“any more than Fred Vaughn wishes to be loved for his 40.000 a year”. Having been 

offended, Amy runs away, leaving Laurie behind (1:27:00-1:30:10).  

Laurie does redeem himself when he sends Amy a letter. He declares that he 

does indeed love her, and not her family and hopes she will not do anything they will 

regret. As soon as Amy has read the letter, Fred Vaughn arrives to propose. Amy is 

distraught; she looks at Aunt March unsure of what to do. In her heart she knows she 

loves Laurie, but Fred Vaughn is symbolic of the man she has always known she would 

marry (1:30:15-1:30:55).  

 Back home, Beth becomes worse, before she eventually passes away. Jo sends a 

letter to Laurie, informing him about Beth’s death and pleads him to come back home, 

as Aunt March is too sickly to take the sea voyage with Amy. Laurie rushes back to 

meet Amy. He finds her in mourning and greets her by kissing her nose and seals their 

mutual affection with another kiss (1:41:10-1:41:50). Amy clearly finds comfort in her 

childhood friend, similar to how she was comforted as a young child when she was sent 

to Aunt March’s. In both instances Amy was away from the comfort of her home. The 

first time she feared for Beth’s life while the second time she is mourning her sister.  

 She is still in mourning when she comes back home, now married to Laurie. 

Laurie announces his marriage to Jo before the others. Jo is shocked by the news but 

seeing Amy and Laurie together she soon embraces the new union. In the end, they are 

all together as a family (1:47:25-1:49:05).  The hostility Amy felt towards Laurie before 

they marry is gone, and they are more at ease with one another.  

The portrayal of Amy March in the 1994 film is faithful to its source material. The 

scenes and details added to flesh out her character are more frequent in the first half, 

and Jo’s story and romance becomes the center of the film in the second half. Having 

two actresses portraying Amy adds another layer to the character that otherwise would 

not be portrayed in added scenes or written dialogue. Dunst captures Amy’s innocence, 

while Mathis emphasizes Amy’s character growth in the second half of the story. It 

clearly shows, both in action and visually, Amy as a young and well-mannered young 

lady.   
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2019 Film 
 

The 2019 film, Little Women, was directed and written by Greta Gerwig. Amy Pascal, 

Denise Di Novi, and Robin Swicord all returned to produce the film, but they had also 

worked on the 1994 film adaptation. Saoirse Ronan portrays Jo, Florence Pugh Amy 

while Emma Watson and Eliza Scanen portray Meg and Beth, respectively. Laura Dern 

portrays Marmee, and Laurie is played by Timothée Chalamet.  

Though the film follows the main events of the novel, it is not in chronological 

order. The first scene shows Jo in New York, selling a story to the Weekly Volcano. 

The film introduces the sister in the current timeline, which is in their adulthood: Meg is 

buying the silk she and her husband cannot afford, Amy is in Paris and Beth at home, 

slowly becoming sicker. There is then a flashback that begins before Sallie Moffet’s 

ball, seven years prior. The film shifts between two timelines: the past and the present. 

Both timelines continue from their introduction and the only shift in time is between the 

two timelines. Having the film shift between current and past events adds context to the 

current events and explains the reason and motives for the characters’ choices.  

Gerwig slightly alters the ending, making it in line with Louis May Alcott’s own 

life. The scenes where Jo runs to Mr. Bhaer and pleads him to stay are edited in between 

scenes of her and Mr. Dashwood discussing the ending of the novel. Mr. Dashwood 

insists on her main character marrying by the end and only after Jo has agreed are Jo 

and Mr. Bhaer seen confessing their love to each other at the train station. It is up to 

interpretation whether they end up marrying each other. In the script, Gerwig even 

wrote, “[t]he present is now the past. Or maybe fiction” as an introduction to the 

proposal scene (Script 121). The story ends with Jo’s book, Little Women, being 

published, whereas other adaptations end with Jo and Mr. Bhaer ending up together. 

Jo’s happy ending is her getting her novel published, instead of her marrying Mr. Bhaer.  

Gerwig wanted to include more of Louisa May Alcott’s own life into the film. 

Saoirse Ronan, as Jo, is seen writing with both hands in the film, as Alcott taught 

herself to be ambidextrous (Bennett, Gerwig). As mentioned before, Alcott based the 

novel on her own childhood. Alcott never married, which Gerwig wanted to incorporate 

into her film. Jo not marrying at the end is not only true to Alcott’s own life but Jo’s 

character throughout the film. She never shows any interest in marrying, telling Meg 
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she would rather be a “free spinster” (01:32:50), and when she refuses Laurie, she tells 

him “I don’t believe I will ever marry” (01:39:02). 

The film closely follows the novel in its dialogue but often adds more context to 

flesh out the characters, as can be seen in Amy’s speech to Laurie where they discuss 

Amy’s future. Jo also gets a monologue when she speaks to Marmee about being lonely 

after Beth’s death. Gerwig said in an interview with Michel Martin that most of the 

dialogue was taken directly from the novel and letter Alcott wrote. Gerwig not only 

used the dialogue to enhance the source material. She also uses the cinematography, 

such as blocking, camera angles and effects, to convey emotions and information about 

the characters. Lighting is used to distinguish the two timelines. The scenes from the 

past are soft and yellow to represent nostalgia, while the present has cooler tones to 

symbolize the bleaker reality of the sisters.  

 

Amy in the 2019 Film 
 

Florence Pugh was twenty-three when she portrayed Amy in the film. As Gerwig had 

all actresses portray the same character throughout, their main distinction is in the 

wardrobe and hairstyles. With Amy, she has bangs as a younger girl and her hair is 

braided, whereas as an older Amy she has her hair up and has outgrown the bangs. In 

the screenplay of the film, Gerwig begins the description of Amy as “an angelic 20-

year-old with golden curls” (8). In the novel, Amy is around eighteen when she travels 

to Paris with Aunt March. Amy is aged up by a couple years making her younger self 

around thirteen or fourteen in the flashbacks. It was most likely done so her character of 

Amy was closer in age to Pugh and so the difference between older and younger Amy 

was not as drastic.  

The first scene of Amy in the film is of her in Paris in a painting class. She is 

painting a realistic portrait of the models, while the painter next to her is interpreting the 

scene, adding his own spin on the scene. In the script he is beginning to experiment in 

modernism, while Amy is still stuck in the realism of her idols. Amy then looks at her 

own painting “and realizes that she might have missed the moment that she came here 

to master” (Screenplay 8). In the next shot Amy is riding with Aunt March in a carriage. 

Amy is preoccupied with a letter from home. She already knows that Beth is sick and 

feels like she should go back home, which Aunt March disagrees with as she does not 
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want her to go before Amy and Fred Vaughn are “properly engaged”. The purpose of 

the trip is clear for Aunt March: to find a suitable match for Amy, though Amy wants to 

work on her art. Aunt March even seems to forget that Amy is also there to polish her 

artistic talents for her own gain, rather than making her a more suitable match to a 

wealthy husband. Amy sees Laurie passing by their carriage. The scene of Laurie is in 

slow-motion and cheerful music plays in the background. Amy shouts for the carriage 

to stop and runs over to him, momentarily forgetting to behave in a ladylike manner. In 

the novel, when Amy and Laurie first meet, Amy drops the rein on the carriage she was 

driving and greets Laurie by “holding out both hands, to the great scandalization of a 

French mamma” (Alcott 408). Seeing an old friend reminds Amy of her childhood, a 

simpler time. Her demeanour not only becomes less prim, but she becomes more 

animated and childlike. Amy’s reaction to Laurie shows that even though she carries 

herself in an elegant manner she is still playful and not as serious as she likes to present 

herself.  

Amy’s happy mood does not continue when she sees Laurie at the New Year’s 

ball. Amy and Fred are dancing and having a good time before Laurie enters the 

ballroom with two young women. The three of them are all intoxicated, and Amy’s 

mood turns sour at the sight of him. Amy goes to scold him and leaves, making Laurie 

follow her. She does not look at him when she scolds him, until he grabs her hand and 

makes fun of the situation. The only thing that affects Laurie is Amy telling him that the 

ring he carries is ridiculous (20:32). The ring Laurie carries is the one Jo gave him. 

Instead of telling Laurie off, Amy says she feels sorry for him and wishes he would 

carry himself better. Laurie implies that she does not have to feel sorry for him and that 

one day she will be in his shoes and act the same way to which she replies that “[she 

would] be respected if [she] couldn’t be loved” (20:55). To hurt her back, Laurie 

insinuates that Amy is only courting Fred for his fortune and mocks her artistic journey. 

He shouts Fred’s name, startling the people at the ball and leaves. Amy is left behind 

humiliated and fighting back tears.  

One of Amy’s greatest speeches is when Laurie finds her in the art studio, after 

their argument at the New Year’s Ball. Amy is still hurt by Laurie’s words and claims 

she is giving up her dream of becoming an artist. Back home, Jo is establishing her 

career as a writer. Amy declares she is a failure when Laurie tries to protest and says she 

has such talent. Amy’s response is a direct quote from the novel, where she declares that 
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“talent isn’t genius” (Alcott, 437). Laurie’s words had an impact on her, as she had 

already been questioning her talent. She declares that she is of “middling talent” and her 

intentions are now to “polish up [her] other talents and be an ornament to society” 

(01:05:00).  

Laurie questions her about her intent to marry Fred Vaughn. Unlike the 1994 

film, he seems rather concerned and inquisitive than angry. There is banter between the 

two of them, reminiscence of childhood banter. The discussion about Fred Vaughn’s 

fortune is not scornful, though Laurie is surprised that her mother’s girl is considering 

marrying for money. Amy responds that “[she’s] always known that [she] would marry 

rich. Why should I be ashamed of that?” (01:05:32). Amy’s belief is that people have 

the power over who they love. Her reasoning is not romantic but purely pragmatic: 

“Well. I’m not a poet, I’m just a woman. And as a woman I have no way to 

make money, not enough to earn a living and support my family. Even if I had 

my own money, which I don’t, it would belong to my husband the minute we 

were married. If we had children, they would belong to him not me. They would 

be his property. So don’t sit there and tell me that marriage isn’t an economic 

proposition, because it is. It may not be for you, but it most certainly is for me.” 

(01:05:45-01:06:19). 

Before Amy leaves, Laurie helps her out of her painting smock. The shot is intimate, 

and Laurie is careful in unbuttoning her smock. He is seeing Amy in a different light. 

She asks Laurie if she looks alright, to which Laurie replies that she is beautiful 

(01:06:59).  

The next scene is a flashback of a day on the beach, introducing Fred Vaughn 

for the first time. The March sisters are with Laurie and Mr. Brooke. Laurie introduces 

them to Fred and his siter Kate. Young Amy is immediately smitten with the English 

boy and introduces herself: “Remember the name ‘Amy March.’ I’m going to come find 

you one day in London” (01:07:45). The scene shows Amy’s ambition and that her 

affection for Fred is not purely because of his wealth.  

Amy’s speech at the art studio was added by Gerwig. It gives Amy’s character 

mort depth, showing how her plans of marrying rich is not only her dream of living in 

luxury, but a practical way for her to ensure that she and family will be taken care of 

financially. It highlights Amy’s intelligence, showing how wise and calculated her plans 
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are. She understands the position of women in society though she may not agree with 

them and knows that there is nothing she can do to change the facts.  

Using past events to contextualize current events is shown clearly when Jo 

comes back from New York to care for Beth, who has become sicker. Meg is home with 

Hannah and Marmee when Jo arrives. Jo asks when Amy is coming back and learns that 

Beth did not want to call her back home and ruin her trip. Jo is visibly upset; she claims 

that Amy has always been spared the hard parts of life, to which Marmee replies that 

she should not be angry with her sister (44:29-44:36). Right after Jo says it the scene 

skips to Jo and Meg preparing for the play, to which Amy is not invited. Amy is as 

persistent as in the novel, begging Meg and Jo to allow her to go as well. Pugh captures 

the hurt and rage Amy feels when Jo continuously tells her to stop nagging them. In her 

anger, Amy throws her shoe at the two sisters and screams at Jo that she “will be sorry 

for this, Jo March” (45:40). There is no additional hurt to Amy, like there is in the 1994 

film where Jo assigns her lessons to do while she and Meg enjoy the theatre. Gerwig is 

not afraid of showing Amy’s anger without much justification. The same goes for Jo 

when she finds out Amy has burned her book. Whereas Jo has a reason to be angry, 

Amy’s anger and frustration are simply since she was not allowed to go with her sisters 

and Laurie to the theatre.  

What the film adds to the scene is showing Amy burning Jo’s book. Instead of 

throwing the entire manuscript into the fire, Amy takes one page at a time and sets it on 

fire before tossing it into the furnace. Her actions are calculated and malevolent. After 

Jo finds out the book is gone and Amy has burned it, Amy even tells her that she wanted 

Jo to be hurt. Burning the book was the only thing of Jo’s she could destroy that would 

really impact her. Amy does apologize, but Jo refused to forgive her. The next day Jo is 

still angry about the book. Amy comes down the stairs in a good mood, before she 

notices the tension in the room. Before she sits down beside Jo, Jo stands up and moves 

further away from her. Like in the novel, Jo leaves to go ice skating with Laurie, and 

Meg prompts Amy to follow them and wait until Jo is in a good mood to try to 

apologize again. In the film, Laurie warns Jo about the ice not being stable enough in 

the middle. Jo hears Amy calling for her and ignores her and does not warn her. There is 

not a chance to exchange forgiveness as Amy falls through the ice. Jo and Laurie save 

Amy, and as they pull her up, Jo kisses her, relieved to have saved her life. In the 

evening, when Amy is asleep, Jo talks to her mother about her temper. Marmee soothes 
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Jo by telling her that “there are some natures too noble to curb, too lofty to bend” 

(52:25-53:11). It is a quote taken from a letter Louisa May Alcott’s mother wrote to her 

(Gerwig). Marmee tells Jo that a person with a higher purpose like Jo cannot be 

restricted and that she can learn to control her anger. Jo is still learning to manage her 

emotions, which is shown when she learns that Amy will not be coming home sooner 

from Europe. Jo is initially upset at Amy, but she manages to control her emotions 

better than she did as a younger girl. Amy has also learned to control her anger. Even 

though she scolds Laurie, she does it in a dignified manner.  

Amy and Aunt March’s relationship is also more fleshed out, like Amy and 

Laurie’s is. They have more scenes together and are shown to have a greater bond, than 

can be seen in the 1994 film. Gerwig omits the carriage scene with Amy and Laurie and 

instead lays the groundwork for the Europe trip when Amy is seen paining at Aunt 

March’s. At first it might seem like Aunt March is impressed with Amy’s talent and 

hopes she might make a career of it. However, when Aunt March asks Amy to follow 

her, it is to talk about Amy’s future. She entices her with the promise of gifting her a 

ring and Amy listens eagerly. Aunt March knows how much Amy likes pretty things 

and uses that to gain her attention. She then tells Amy that she is her family’s hope now, 

as “Beth is sick, Jo is a lost cause, and […] Meg has had her head turned by a penniless 

tutor. It’ll be up to [Amy] to support them all” (1:22:47-1:23:36). Aunt March even 

seems to understand that Amy’s affection for Laurie is more than platonic. When Amy 

tells her that she has refused Fred’s proposal, Aunt March is visibly upset. Amy looks 

scared to tell her, even though Aunt March sensed where the conversation was going. 

Though Laurie’s grandfather is wealthy, he is not as wealthy as Fred Vaughn’s family.  

In the end Laurie is the one who pleads Amy not to marry Fred. Amy is drawing 

Laurie and when she shows him the drawing, he sees a drawing Amy made of him at 

the beach many years ago, the first time she met Fred. It might seem that Amy kept the 

drawing as a memory of her and Fred’s first encounter, but rather it shows her affection 

for Laurie. Laurie gathers enough courage to tell Amy not to marry Fred. Amy’s 

immediate response is begging him to stop. She confesses that she has loved him her 

entire life and will not be his second choice (01:15:26-01:16:11). As hurt as she may be, 

Laurie’s words affect her, and she refuses Fred’s proposal. Aunt March is disappointed 

but is not too surprised at the news.  
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Beth’s death is what brings Amy and Laurie back together while it forces Jo to 

come to term with her loneliness. Amy confesses to Laurie that she does not despise 

him and the reason she turned Fred down was because she did not love him as she 

should have. They then share a kiss, sealing their mutual affection for each other 

(01:43:43-01:44:37). In the attic, with Marmee, Jo declares that if Laurie would ask her 

again to marry him, she would accept the proposal. Her mother sees that Jo is not 

speaking from her heart but because of her grief and her missing Beth. When her mother 

asks her if she loves him, Jo says that she cares “more to be loved” and explains that 

“Women have minds and souls as well as hearts, ambition and talent as well as beauty 

and I’m sick of being told that love is all a woman is fit for. But... I am so lonely” 

(01:41:30-01:42:52). At the time, Jo is the only sister who still lives at home; Meg has 

married and moved out and Amy is still in Europe. Meg has John and the twins, Amy 

has Aunt March and Laurie and Marmee has their father, while Jo is the only one still 

alone. Jo is realizing that choosing independence comes as the price of having a 

companion, a role that Beth had often fulfilled for her. In the end, Jo does find 

happiness within her family, as she reunites her friendship with Laurie.  

Gerwig highlights each sister’s idea of womanhood and marriage. For both Meg 

and Amy, the idea is traditional, marrying and starting their own family. Both Jo and 

Beth want to cling to their old life, and neither entertains the idea of marriage. As 

previously mentioned, Meg was Amy’s “confidant and monitor” while Jo was Beth’s in 

the novel (Alcott 47). Before Meg marries, Jo is desperate to call off the wedding in a 

way to postpone adulthood and preserve childhood. She is sure that Meg’s dream is not 

really to marry Mr. Brooke and start her own family, Meg will become bored of Mr. 

Brooke within two years. Meg’s response to Jo highlight how narrow Jo’s ideas of 

fulfilment are: “Just because my dreams are not the same as yours doesn’t mean they’re 

unimportant.” (01:32:28-01:33:10). The three sisters have different dreams which all 

end up working for them. Even Beth’s wish to stay with her family is fulfilled until her 

death. Though Meg’s marriage is first shown as turbulent, her and John’s love in 

undeniable when Beth falls ill. John takes a modern approach to the incident, taking 

leave from work to care for the children while Meg cares for Beth. They share a strong 

bond which makes Jo envious. She even seems to have changed her mind about 

marriage after Beth’s death. When Laurie and Amy arrive, as a married couple, Jo 

initially seems sad at the news that Laurie is married.  
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After Laurie and Amy return from Europe, Laurie tells Jo that he is married to 

Amy before Jo meets her. Jo has only just poured her heart out to Marmee and realizes 

that she and Laurie will never be more than friends. She grieves the end of their 

friendship before she meets Amy again. Amy is scared Jo might resent her for marrying 

Laurie. Jo tells her that she cannot be angry with her for marrying him as she cannot 

lose another sister. They then hug and share their grief for Beth.  

Small changes like the conversation Amy and Jo have, after Amy comes back home, 

add more dynamic their relationship. Another example is the scene after Jo cuts off her 

hair. In the film Amy is the one that comforts her when she is crying in the night 

(01:13:08-01:13:28). In the novel Meg comforts her and in the 1994 film Beth finds Jo 

crying. The relationship between Jo and Beth is stronger in the 1994 film. In the 2019 

film, Amy comforts Jo and tells her that she would also cry if she had cut off her hair. 

That scene both emphasizes Amy’s vanity, but also shows a more sympathetic side of 

her character. The scene also shows the bond the two sisters have. Even though Jo and 

Beth are closer like Meg and Amy, they still all share a strong sisterly connection. Even 

Amy’s burning of Jo’s book is mirrored after Beth dies. Jo gathers all her writing and 

starts burning her stories, the same stories Mr. Bhaer criticised. Jo only stops when she 

sees a story written for Beth. This is where she starts writing Little Women.  

Compared to the 1994 film, Amy’s older self is more fleshed out in the 2019 

film. In the end of the film, she is the one that tells Jo that Mr. Bhaer is in love with her, 

which results in Jo running after him to confess her love. Whether that occurs in the real 

story or only in Jo’s book is up for interpretation, but it shows how insightful Amy is to 

other people. After Jo is given Aunt March’s house, Amy makes an observation about 

Jo’s writing. Jo is bewildered and asks when she became to wise to which Amy replies 

that she has always been wise and that they “were just too busy noticing my faults” 

(01:56:00). 

Conclusion 
 

By analysing Amy’s character, it becomes evident that she is more complex out than 

people initially perceive her as. Comparing Amy to Jo also shows how they are both 

different and similar to each other and gives more depth to the portrayal of the two 

sisters in the two films. 
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The 1994 film gives more time to develop her as a young girl and show how 

self-aware she is as a young girl and giving her enough scenes to grow as a character 

and face her struggles. The 2019 film further explores and expands on her character, as 

a young woman. By having the film in a non-chronological order, it gives more time to 

explore an older Amy as well as using past events to contextualize the present. Though 

both films have different portrayals of Amy and focus on the different periods in her 

life, they both highlight her complexity and growth. Her feminine traits are not her 

flaws but rather her strengths, and she uses her struggles to become a better person. She 

goes from being a selfish, vain young girl to a selfless, well-mannered young lady. 

Giving Amy more screen time in a film adaptation gives the director more leeway to 

show her character’s strengths and flesh out her character arc, showing how strong and 

determined the youngest March sister really is. 
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