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DIRECTOR’S NOTE:  “THE FIRE WITHIN YOU” 
 

‘I’ve got a fire in me!” 1 In this concise and cogent line of dialogue from 
Act 1, scene 4, Jo March—the young, ambitious, creative, female pro-
tagonist—unabashedly articulates what audiences have already dis-

cerned about her. As Act 2 culminates, she sings “The Fire Within Me.” The 
motif of fire symbolizes Jo’s passion for the craft of writing, her yearning 
to become “a world-renowned writer,” 2 and her desire to support her fam-
ily with the “barrels of money” her publications will earn. Though the flame 
flickers as the novice writer faces rejection and personal tragedy, it per-
sists throughout the three-year timespan covered in the staged action. 

Jo’s resiliency is fundamental to the character, and it functions as the linchpin of my direc-
torial concept, the essence of which is captured by the candles that never extinguish. 

Jo’s strength of spirit also informs my intellectual and emotional orientation to the work. 
Louisa May Alcott’s 1868 and 1869 novels have been described by critics as timeless, 
durable, and malleable. 3 Its categorization as a coming-of-age story accounts for much 
of these arguments; a growing number of others have posited the narrative’s feminist 
underpinnings as a key to its longevity. I wish to extend these insights by asserting that 
the story’s perenniality can also be attributed to the fact that the Jo Marches of the world—
the brave souls, the trailblazers, the creatives—have been, are, and will remain vital.   

Little Women transpires within the context of the American Civil War, and the central fam-
ily’s patriarch is serving as an Army chaplain in Washington. Writing to his wife and daugh-
ters in Concord, Massachusetts, he speaks of the war: “[It] goes on and on. The end seems 
nowhere in sight. The days are difficult and long.” 4 These words are germane and emo-
tionally resonant for modern audiences if we reflect on the days of 2020 when the world 
sheltered at home, separated from loved ones, and awaited the development of a COVID-
19 vaccination. Notably, Mr. March’s letter includes an important caveat: “But I am well.” 5 
When Amy, the youngest of the four March sisters, laments a Christmas without money 
for presents, I am reminded of our not-so-distant holiday season and the trials faced by 
individuals and families as unemployment numbers increased while salaries and benefits 
decreased. Jo bolsters Amy’s spirits and rhetorically challenges her sisters, all of whom 
are dispirited: “When have we let anything defeat us?” 6   

Prominent stage director Anne Bogart proposes that “A great play asks big questions that 
endure through time.” 7 I believe that Jo’s question of her sisters is the foremost question 
of Little Women. I also believe that her question is central to our lives. The musical does 
not diminish the significance of life’s tribulations, and neither does it delude audiences 
with the suggestion that our circumstances will be righted on our preferred terms. Yet, it 
does offer the invaluable reminder that we will prevail—even if in “unexpected and 
unknown,” but nonetheless “extraordinary ways.” 8 My sincerest wish for the students and 
colleagues who contributed to this project is that the fire within them be kindled, and 
especially in moments of perceived defeat. I wish this for our audiences, too. I trust that, 
like Jo, you will triumph and be “Astonishing.” 9

 — VANESSA CAMPAGNA, PH.D. 
  ASSISTANT PROFESSOR OF THEATRE.

Little Women is dedicated 
to the memory of
 Mr. Gary Broge.
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LITTLE WOMEN IS A 2005 BROADWAY MUSICAL based on the 1868–1869 novels 
by Louisa May Alcott. In terms of adaptations, the musical exists within a long 
and rich history. In advance of the debut of Greta Grewig’s much-celebrated 

2019 film adaption, The Washington Post published Sonia Rao’s article “A Handy Guide 
to (Almost) All of the ‘Little Women’ Adaptations,” which highlights fourteen screenplay 
adaptations. Stage play adaptations are also plentiful; while Kristin Laurence’s script 
and that by Peter Clapham are arguably the most widely-produced, many others have 
written full-length and one-act adaptations. The musical opened on Broadway at the 
Virginia Theatre on January 23, 2005, and ran for 137 performances

The staged action spans from 1863 to 1866, and is thus situated within the context of 
the American Civil War. Because Mr. March is away from the family home serving as 
an Army chaplain, an important line of research is the impact of the Civil War on Amer-
ican women, in terms of both domestic and civic life. Student dramaturg Bekkah Gebe 
offers the following: 

The American Civil war era was one of major contradiction in terms of women’s roles. The 
traditional separate spheres for men and women were disrupted. As men left their homes 
for service obligations, women had to compensate for their absences by working in fac-
tories or managing businesses owned by their husbands or fathers. In Act 1, scene 5 of 
the musical, Marmee travels to Washington, when her husband is hospitalized. With this 
plot point in mind, it is important to note that one of the most prevalent ways that women 
were directly involved in the war was through serving as nurses, whether on the battlefield 
tending to the wounded or stationed at hospitals to care for the sick.  Many women vol-
unteered in other ways that included sewing uniforms and blankets, or gathering other 
supplies. This receives at least passing mention in the script: “[W]e knitted socks and 
blankets for the Soldier’s Aid Society.” 1 In addition to these duties, women were left to 
raise and discipline their children on their own. These circumstances caused great difficulty 
for many women.2

Within this world lives Jo March, who aims to become “a world-renowned writer” whose 
earnings will be put toward giving her family “everything [they’ve] ever dreamed of.” 3  

Regarding women writers during the mid- to late-19th century, Gebe continues:

Alongside the challenges of the era were the new freedoms granted to women. While 
some women detested them and favored tradition, others flourished and began to find 
professional success. One of the ways this newfound independence coalesced was 
through writing. During the nineteenth century, there was a rise in print media. Women 
became journalists for popular women’s editorials; these magazines included short fiction 
stories and sometimes covered topics such as women’s rights. In the mid to late-1800s, 
women also began to have their work published in the forms of novels and stories, even 
as the print media industry was harsh for women. Female writers had to prove that their 
stories were worth being published—sometimes even worth being considered for publi-
cation. We learn early on in the musical that Jo receives twenty-two rejections in six weeks. 
At one point, she is forced to jump on a chair in a publisher’s office and read her story 
aloud just to have her ideas and talent presented. There have also been numerous 
instances of women publishing under a male pseudonym; perhaps this contributes to 
Josephine March going by Jo. Daring female writers took up the subject of the double 
standard in the publishing industry, and this led to impactful stories, and very memorable 
pieces of work from this era. The writing profession was difficult for women but allowed 
their voices to be amplified in a way that had not been possible in previous eras.4

Jo’s professional victory is revealed to audiences in Act 2, scene 1, and yet the musical 
continues because her success is reached only after Jo has “conquer[ed] that which 
is disagreeable in [her].” 5 The protagonist’s character arc hinges on personal develop-
ment, which receives the bulk of attention in Act 2. Consequently, interpersonal rela-
tionships, and especially marriage, are additional important lines of inquiry. Student 
dramaturg Emma Wohlstadter contributes the following:

Throughout most of the 19th century, as in earlier periods, marrying and having children 
were the primary expectations of woman. Further, the notion of marrying for love was not 
common until after the Civil War. 6 Before that, marriage prioritized bettering one’s family 
name and social class, and this is evident in the musical. In Act 1, scene 3, Aunt March 
tells Jo, “There are many pitfalls a girl can fall into, and Josephine—you are headed 
towards all of them! I want to see you shine. Even if you’re not rich—you can at least marry 
well.…All girls marry!” 7 Jo’s radical views are articulated in her reply: “I’m not all girls.” 8 At 
the end of Act 1, she tells Laurie “I’ll never marry…I won’t!” 9 Jo rebels against the norms 
of her time and Aunt March is wary. The pitfalls she refers to are the outcomes typically 
faced by those who remained unmarried, which included being ostracized by society, 
being sent to live with an aunt and uncle, or having to take a domestic job in another 
household. In the staged action, audiences see Jo between the ages of 19 and 21. At the 
age of 25, women in this period were no longer considered “beautiful,” 10 yet Jo resists any 
urgency to marry. 

Jo is bravely unconventional. The fact that she ultimately develops a love interest 
should not be interpreted as an acquiescence to social-cultural hegemony. Jo finds a 
companion and an equal. The song “A Small Umbrella in the Rain” reveals Jo’s ada-
mancy of maintaining autonomy in marriage. The early feminist ideology in the story 
is compelling and contributes to the work’s ongoing relevancy, accounting (at least in 
part) for the many adaptations and robust production history.

—BEKKAH GEBE, EMMA WOHLSTADTER  
AND DR. VANESSA CAMPAGNA

1 Allan Knee, et al. Little Women (New York: Music Theatre International, 2005): 12.
2 See https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/the-women-who-fought-in-the-civil-war-1402680/, 
https://www.lib.umd.edu/civilwarwomen/womens-histories/roles-on-the-front, and https://
encyclopediavirginia.org/entries/women-during-the-civil-war/. 
3 Allan Knee, et al. Little Women (New York: Music Theatre International, 2005): 9.
4 See https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/cambridge-companion-to-victorian-womens-writing/
victorian-women-writers-careers/38E8D853C4DCD946C779429B1589C72B/core-reader, and https://
commons.trincoll.edu/1862/2012/12/20/1862-the-explosion-of-women-writers/. 
5 Allan Knee, et al. Little Women (New York: Music Theatre International, 2005): 16. 
6 Miller, Randall M. The Greenwood Encyclopedia of Daily Life in America (Westport: Greenwood Press, 
2009), 40.
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DRAMATURGICAL NOTE



 
 
The Kennedy Center American College Theater Festival, part of  
the Rubenstein Arts Access Program, is generously funded by  
DDaavviidd  MM..  RRuubbeennsstteeiinn. 
   
Special thanks to The Harold and Mimi Steinberg Charitable Trust for supporting  
the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts’ Kennedy Center American 
College Theater Festival. 
 
Additional support is provided by The Honorable Stuart Bernstein  and Wilma E. 
Bernstein; and the Dr. Gerald and Paula McNichols Foundation. 
 
Kennedy Center education and related artistic programming is made possible 
through the generosity of the National Committee for the Performing Arts. 
 
This production is entered in the Kennedy Center American College Theater 
Festival (KCACTF).  The aims of this national theater education program are to 
identify and promote quality in college-level theater production.  To this end, each 
production entered is eligible for a response by a regional KCACTF representative, 
and selected students and faculty are invited to participate in KCACTF programs 
involving scholarships, internships, grants and awards for actors, directors, 
dramaturgs, playwrights, designers, stage managers and critics at both the regional 
and national levels. 
 
 Productions entered on the Participating level are eligible for invitation to the 
KCACTF regional festival and may also be considered for national awards 
recognizing outstanding achievement in production, design, direction and 
performance. 
  
Last year more than 1,500 productions were entered in the KCACTF involving more 
than 200,000 students nationwide.  By entering this production, our theater 
department is sharing in the KCACTF goals to recognize, reward, and celebrate the 
exemplary work produced in college and university theaters across the nation. 
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