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Based on Louisa May Alcott’s universally beloved novel, Little Women is a new three-hour adaptation, from award-
winning creator of Call the Midwife Heidi Thomas and directed by Vanessa Caswill (Thirteen). 
 
Set against the backdrop of a country divided, the story follows the four March sisters: Meg (Willa Fitzgerald), Jo (Maya 
Hawke), Beth (Annes Elwy), and Amy (Kathryn Newton) on their journey from childhood to adulthood while their father 
(Dylan Baker) is away at war. Under the guidance of their mother Marmee (Emily Watson), the girls navigate what it 
means to be a young woman: from gender roles to sibling rivalry, first love, loss and marriage. Accompanied by the 
charming boy next door Laurie Laurence (Jonah Hauer-King), their cantankerous wealthy Aunt March (Angela 
Lansbury) and benevolent neighbour Mr. Laurence (Michael Gambon), Little Women is a coming-of-age story that is 
as relevant and engaging today as it was on its original publication in 1868.  
 
Little Women has been commissioned by Piers Wenger and Charlotte Moore at the BBC, and is produced by 
Playground (Wolf Hall, Howards End) for BBC One. The series is a co-production with Masterpiece on PBS. The 
producer is Susie Liggat. Executive producers are Colin Callender and Sophie Gardiner for Playground, Heidi Thomas, 
Lucy Richer for the BBC and Rebecca Eaton for Masterpiece. 
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ADAPTING LITTLE WOMEN   

 
Louisa May Alcott’s “Little Women”, a semi-autobiographical novel that Alcott modelled on her own unconventional 
family, has been in print since its first publication in 1868. The coming of age story about the four March sisters has 
resonated with countless generations of women and men. A celebration of family as much as it is a recognition of the 
challenges of growing up and forging an individual identity, Little Women remains relevant due to the universal themes 
at its core.  
 
Discussing the inspiration behind this adaptation, Executive Producer Sophie Gardiner says that it was in reading “Little 
Women” to her own daughters that she realised the potential of a series adaptation for a modern audience.  
 
“It’s a piece about girls becoming women, and the choices they make along the way - a journey of trying to be the best 
version of yourself, which is still hugely relevant to anyone growing up today,” Gardiner explains. “The idea was for this 
production to be a fresh interpretation of the classic - faithful to the original narrative and the themes at the heart of 
Louisa May Alcott’s work, but filmed in a style which is contemporary, captivating and alive.”  
 
The next step was to find the right person to adapt the story - and Emmy Award® nominated screenwriter Heidi Thomas 
was at the top of the list. “She’s very much in demand, so we knew the request was a long shot,” recalls Gardiner. “We 
were delighted to find out it was one of her favourite novels, and she said yes straight away!” 
 
Writer and Executive Producer Heidi Thomas had come across the book in her childhood, having been given a copy 
by her mother, which had in turn been passed down from her grandmother.  
 
“The great books come around once every twenty-five years or so - and it is a great privilege to be creating Little 
Women for a new generation,” explains Thomas. “The real joy of revisiting the book for this adaptation has been the 
fact that I used to stand in Jo’s shoes - and now I stand at Jo’s shoulder, in Marmee’s shoes, with a totally different 
perspective. This really gave me the opportunity to look at the book again, through Louisa May Alcott’s eyes.”  
 
“I think there is a preconception that any adaptation of this story is going to be very sentimental, and not deal with 
darker or more complex emotions - but that’s entirely not the case. It’s a book full of wisdom, and I think people don’t 
expect that,” says Thomas.  
 
Often dismissed as a children’s book, Thomas explains that she aimed to emphasise the core of the novel in her 
adaptation - the reality of growing up, coming to terms with your circumstances and challenging the barriers society 
places in front of you.  
 
“You can’t fully experience Little Women unless you go through the emotions of grief, and loss, and confusion, and the 
choice making that all young people have to go through,” Thomas adds.  
 
Without shying away from the more challenging elements of the narrative, Thomas’s adaptation celebrates the strength 
and values of female empowerment inherent in both the characters and Louisa May Alcott herself.  
 
“The novel was ahead of its time,” notes Thomas, “in following four very different young women who strive to overcome 
both their inner battles and the external expectations of womanhood.”    
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WOMEN BEHIND THE SCENES 

 
From its inception, Little Women assembled a powerful team of women behind the scenes - starting with Director 
Vanessa Caswill.  
 
“I particularly wanted to work with a female director,” shares Thomas.  
 
“What was very important for us in finding someone to direct the project was the sense that we wanted to hand it on to 
the next generation, and as a young, emerging director with a strong sense of openness and freshness, Vanessa is 
the ideal choice,” elaborates Producer Susie Liggat. “Working with the team on this project has been incredible, 
because this is basically a group of people who want the world to be a better, more liberating place for women.”  
 
The creative team also boasts Emmy® Award nominated Costume Designer Eimer Ní Mhaoldhomnaigh, Production 
Designer Susie Cullen and Hair Designer Sandra Kelly, both Irish Film and Television Award nominees, and BAFTA® 
Award Nominated Make-Up Designer Sharon Doyle.  
 
A sense of family  from the story was apparent during the production of Little Women.  
 
“This production is full of love. I really hope that the sense of affection and celebration spills over from us as the team 
who are making Little Women, to the audience who are going to see it”, says Thomas.  
 
“It does feel like a sisterhood. Everyone’s ideas are heard,” comments Willa Fitzgerald (Meg March).  
 
“It’s wonderful to work with strong, empowered women who want to give other women a voice, and who want to tell 
stories that have fight in them,” adds Director Vanessa Caswill.  
 
 

FINDING FOUR SISTERS  
 
One of the most iconic families in literature is always going to be a challenge to cast. Caswill was clear from the outset 
that the Marches needed to look like a believable family, and wanted to ensure that the girls had a similar energy, but 
were also recognisable as distinct individuals.  
 
“One of the joys of the project was the incredible parts we could offer,” recalls Gardiner, “And it has been really 
wonderful to see a cast of young people really making this their own, all very modern actors, but finding a truth and 
relatability in these classic characters.”  
 
The girls instantly clicked on meeting, with Fitzgerald sharing, “It quickly became apparent we were not going to have 
any trouble developing a sisterly bond!” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  
 
 
 
 
 

4 

MEG MARCH 
 
“These characters really feel like complete people. They’re really complicated, and diverse in their beliefs and ideas, 
while still being so connected as siblings,” says Willa Fitzgerald, who plays the eldest sister Meg March.  
 
Describing her memories of reading the novel as a young girl, Fitzgerald shares, “I’m an only child, and so I was always 
really drawn to the sibling dynamics of the book which are so rich and fun.”  
 
In addition to this spirit of family and playfulness, Fitzgerald explains that she was excited by Heidi’s adaptation 
“because the feminism of Louisa May Alcott is very present - each character has an amazing feminist arc through the 
narrative which is really compelling.”  
 
JO MARCH 
 
Maya Hawke (Jo March) originally auditioned for the role of Meg, but her heart was set on playing the fiery tomboy who 
inspired her as a young girl when she first came across the story.  
 
“I grew up very dyslexic, and Little Women was the first book I was ever able to read by myself - cover to cover. The 
character of Jo really resonated with me because she is a writer, and really empowers herself, and in reading the novel 
I was able to do the same thing,” Hawke explains. “I’m just much more Jo!”  
 
BETH MARCH 
 
Discussing what stands out to her about the Marches, Annes Elwy (Beth March) says, “They’re a very progressive 
family because they’re allowed to be people in their own right, not just women.” Elwy explains why this adaptation 
resonates with her, noting, “It’s so timeless, and the characters face love, face loss, and deal with things that all of us 
will experience at some point in our lives.”  
 
AMY MARCH 
 
The dramatic and willful Amy March is the youngest of the March sisters, and in previous adaptations has been played 
by two actors as she goes from a young girl to a woman in her late teens over the course of the narrative.  
 
Commenting on the decision to cast a single actor, Thomas notes, “It’s very much been a convention that a child plays 
the younger Amy, and then you switch actresses halfway through - and a completely different person comes on screen. 
I wanted a greater authenticity and continuity to come through in the relationships which develop through the story, so 
we have a single ‘Amy’.”  
 
Kathryn Newton, who took the role, explains, “it’s in her flaws that you love Amy. She’s a big dreamer, even though 
her sisters sometimes find her ridiculous, but she has an intense focus as well.” 
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THE BOYS NEXT DOOR  

 
The March girls have what Thomas describes as a “life-defining friendship” with their wealthy, orphaned neighbour 
Laurie Lawrence (Jonah Hauer-King) and his intelligent and charming tutor John Brooke (Julian Morris). Living in the 
stately home of Laurie’s conservative grandfather, the two young men are both drawn to the energy and love of the 
March family, and grow up alongside them.  
 
LAURIE LAURENCE  

 
Commenting on the challenges of casting the role of Laurie, Thomas explains “There are probably ten million women 
whose first love was Laurie Laurence, and therefore ten million versions of that character in the common mind. But one 
look at Jonah and that was it - he’s Laurie from the book.”  
 
Speaking about his character, Jonah Hauer-King notes, “He’s experienced his own share of loss and grief through his 
family history, which has filled him with a lot of compassion. I think the March family represent a lot of things he doesn’t 
have, and would love to have.”  
 
JOHN BROOKE 
 
Alongside Laurie is his young tutor John Brooke, played by Julian Morris, closer to a brother than an authority figure.  
 
“Brooke is an interesting character to bring to the screen, because he’s often overlooked - yet he has a maturity and 
sensitivity which is wonderful to be able to highlight,” notes Thomas.  
 
“He has an outsider quality to him, but he’s also really grounded,” adds Morris.  

 
 
 

COMING OF AGE  
 
From universal experiences like getting ready for a party and feeling self-conscious about an outfit, to deciding how to 
define yourself as an individual or how to cope with life’s setbacks, Little Women is fundamentally about what it means 
to grow up.  
 
Commenting on the infamous scene where Jo’s attempts at hairdressing leave Meg with rather fewer curls than she 
started out with, Thomas says, “Bad hair ten minutes before a party, which is someone else’s fault? I mean, who hasn’t 
been there! The experience of a woman growing up has changed in many ways, but in others it remains almost exactly 
the same.”  
 
Both the daily domestic events in Little Women and those with bigger repercussions, like failed romances and 
bereavement, are recognisable parts of navigating adolescence, regardless of time and place.  
 
“‘Where is your heart, what is your tribe?’ - these questions are central to Little Women”, adds Liggat.   
 
The beauty of Little Women is in its immediacy - everyone has either dealt with the joys and strains of being part of a 
family or had to face growing up without one. Similarly, everyone has had to decide their own value system and make 
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sacrifices to achieve what they want in life, something all of the characters grapple with over the course of the three-
hour adaptation.  
 
“Finding who you are as a person is a universal experience we are all going through all the time,” notes Fitzgerald.  
 
Emily Watson (Marmee March) adds, “There’s a strong sense in this story of fighting to be yourself, and fighting the 
system to get what you want - and I think that’s very real.”  
 
Ultimately, notes Gardiner, “The story of Little Women has an overriding lesson of acceptance - accepting who you 
are, accepting who you are not, and accepting the people around you.”  
 
 

 
FAMILY 

 
“Central to Little Women is the idea of family. What is family about? What do they give us? And what do they take? 
Who becomes family?” says Thomas. “Family is very important, and love in all forms is vital.”  
 
“The world today has changed inordinately, but family still counts for so much,” adds Angela Lansbury (Aunt March).  
 
“The Marches bind together to create this amazing, vital life. Each one of them has pursuits as an individual, but also 
as a whole - so in that way, the story is one that anyone with a family can respond to,” explains Dylan Baker (Mr. 
March). 
 
Marmee spends much of the war as a single mother, raising four teenage girls in challenging circumstances to be 
fulfilled, strong young women who take responsibility for their own futures. Marmee’s relationship with Mr. March is a 
notable example of a truly egalitarian marriage, and their approach to raising their children is progressive even by 
today’s standards.  
 
“Marmee has a very strong moral compass, but she doesn’t try to control her children - she lets them make mistakes, 
and she stands back and waits for them to come to her,” explains Watson.  
 
“Mr. March, unlike maybe a lot of fathers at the time, has a personal relationship with each of his children,” notes Baker.  
 
Discussing their partnership as parents, Baker says, “They have a very adult relationship, they make decisions 
together.  He treats Marmee as an equal.”  
 
 

A COUNTRY DIVIDED 
 

Although the story largely focusses on how life carries on away from the frontlines, Julian Morris points out “the Civil 
War is this constant shadow in the background of the story.”    

 
Commenting on the spirit of family and resilience which comes through in Little Women, Liggat notes, “I think often the 
best of people comes out in extremes. It’s about choosing the right side, rather than the wrong side, choosing to give 
rather than to take.” 
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“One of the biggest takeaways from the research I did for the adaptation was how incredibly bloody and savage the 
Civil War was,” says Thomas. “Every other advert from the time is for prosthetic limbs, and you realise how this 
encroached on the way women were experiencing their own lives.”  
 
Similar to the experience of women during World War Two in Europe, the absence of men catalysed a new wave of 
independence for American women who needed to step up to run businesses and homesteads. While in the novel Mr. 
March is the one away at war, in reality it was Louisa May Alcott herself who went to serve as a nurse in the Union 
Hospital in Washington D.C.  
 
 
 

RECREATING 1860s CONCORD, MASSACHUSETTS 
 
“Susie Cullen, our Production Designer, has basically worked miracles,” explains Producer Susie Liggat, discussing 
how scenes from Civil War-era America, particularly ones where the March house is knee deep in Yuletide snow, have 
been recreated in modern day Ireland at the height of summer.  
 
Early in the production process Susie Liggat, Vanessa Caswill and Susie Cullen travelled to Concord, Massachusetts 
to see the Alcott family home, Orchard House, and the experience informed their approach to designing the look of the 
series. Jan Turnquist, curator of the Orchard House museum which is dedicated to archiving Louisa May Alcott’s home 
and artifacts, served as the Cultural Advisor for the series and was invaluable during the production process.  
 
“In other situations, you might have to invent a backstory, but because of the connection with Louisa May Alcott’s own 
life, there’s a lot of genuine backstory and history which we were able to tap into,” says Cullen. “Visiting historical sites 
of importance also gave us a strong idea of how the area around Massachusetts had evolved, and what the world of 
the March girls would have been like,” she adds.  
 
As the centre point of action and the heart of the March family, it was important to get their home exactly right - which 
the team did through a combination of elements from the book and their own research.  
 
“You kind of feel like you really know these people,” comments Cullen. “How they inhabit their spaces, and go about 
their daily lives would be much as we do - but without technology.” She adds, “We also wanted there to be a sense of 
being connected with nature and the outdoors - so that came into both the interior design and the gardens.”  

 
 
 

STYLING THE LITTLE WOMEN   
 

“It’s definitely not about saying, ‘Oh it’s a period drama, let’s make pretty dresses!’” jokes Costume Designer Eimer Ní 
Mhaoldhomnaigh.  
 
Tasked with creating believable, authentic looks for the characters living in 1860s America during the Civil War, Ní 
Mhaoldhomnaigh worked hand in hand with Director Vanessa Caswill as well as Hair Designer Sandra Kelly and Make-
Up Designer Sharon Doyle.  
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“One of the things that was very important to telling a truthful story was to empower the women in it by not making 
them dolls. We asked them to grow their underarm hair, because that would have been authentic, and not to have 
visible make up, because they wouldn’t have worn any,” shares Caswill. 
 
One of the design requirements in costuming was to create a sense of time passing and character development, as 
the young girls mature into women over the course of the series, “So there’s wonderful scope there to really reflect 
those changes through the wardrobe,” notes Ní Mhaoldhomnaigh.  
 
“Rather than create entirely new looks for the social events the girls attend, we made dresses which were a variation 
on their regular everyday outfits. This is typical of the period, as well as reflecting the Marches’ financial circumstances, 
and the fact that the girls would have had to be inventive with the few outfits they owned,” explains Ní Mhaoldhomnaigh. 
“The costumes are really individual, and tailored to the characters - Jo has very stripped back dresses that she can 
move freely in, while Amy is happy to have a multitude of bows.”  
 
Having read the book as a child and recently again with her own daughter, Eimer adds, “I think it’s just really impossible 
to ever get tired of this story - because I can relate to each of the characters. There’s something in all of them that I 
would like to be.” 
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CHARACTER DESCRIPTIONS 

 
MARMEE 
(Emily Watson) 
Marmee is the matriarch of the March family, responsible for raising her four teenage daughters, largely as a single 
parent while their father is away at war. The Marches have fallen into genteel poverty, but this only reaffirms their 
commitment to generosity of spirit over material wealth. Although Marmee exhibits patience and wisdom, as well as a 
strong moral compass, she too must overcome internal battles and is constantly striving for self-improvement. 
Marmee’s approach to raising her daughters is never restrictive, and she allows them each the space to find their own 
way in the world.  
 

 
MEG MARCH 
(Willa Fitzgerald) 
Meg is the eldest of the March girls. Beautiful and pure at her core – Meg strives to emulate Marmee’s goodness and 
generosity. As the eldest she remembers the ease that came with her family’s former wealth, and struggles with her 
desire for material luxuries. When Meg falls in love with a gentle, kind, but penniless man, she comes to realise the 
true value of the simplicity, selflessness, and sincerity that defined her upbringing. 
 
 
JO MARCH 
(Maya Hawke) 
Brave and ambitious, Jo is the second eldest of the March daughters. She utilises the freedom given to her by Marmee 
to push the societal boundaries of the late 1860s and works passionately to fulfil her dream of becoming a writer. 
Challenging traditional expectations in her conduct and values, as well as her chosen career-path, she is devoid of 
“ladylike” manners and shuns conventional romance. Jo’s ambition is matched only by her fierce devotion to her family 
and friends. When Jo is faced with devastating news, she willingly puts her career on hold in order to support her loved 
ones. 
 
 
BETH MARCH 
(Annes Elwy) 
Beth March follows a seemingly simpler path than her sisters, defined by her profound love for her family. At once shy 
and with intense inner strength, she builds a small but meaningful world for herself centered on her home and loved 
ones. Choosing to stay close to home, Beth helps Marmee with the daily household chores. While helping a suffering 
poor family, Beth falls dangerously ill and never returns to her full strength.  
 
 
AMY MARCH 
(Kathryn Newton) 
Amy is the youngest of the Marches and is given the freedom to focus intently on her artistic aspirations. Amy enjoys 
being the centre of attention and her combination of youth and temperament means she is both passionate and volatile, 
to the delight and dismay of her sisters. Her superficial desire for finery is symptomatic of her determination not to be 
limited by her current situation, aligning her with Jo in a way neither would like to admit. When Amy is given the 
opportunity to travel to Europe, she is able to discover herself and confront the reality of her creative ambitions. 
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LAURIE LAURENCE 
(Jonah Hauer-King) 
Laurie Laurence is the charming new neighbour of the Marches, an orphan who has moved in with his grandfather 
after being away at school in Switzerland. Longing for a family unit, he welcomes the companionship offered by the 
March girls, and finds a close affinity with the tomboy Jo. As someone who has experienced loss at a young age Laurie 
is emotionally intelligent and deeply sensitive, but also full of joy and mischief.  
 
 
AUNT MARCH 
(Angela Lansbury) 
The cantankerous Aunt March is an elderly relative of the Marches and a reminder of the traditional societal attitudes 
of the time. Ultimately with the sisters’ best interests at heart, Aunt March does her best to support and accept them 
despite their sometimes unconventional choices. Revealing her softer side, she takes Jo into her employ, so that she 
can contribute to the family financially, and cares for Amy during a time of need. 
 
 
MR LAURENCE 
(Michael Gambon) 
The elderly and wealthy Mr Laurence lives in a grand house next door to the Marches. When his warmhearted grandson 
Laurie moves in, their relationship is initially strained as they clash over their differing expectations for Laurie’s future. 
In time, they develop a deeper understanding of one another. Despite his stern exterior, Mr Laurence’s kind-hearted 
and charitable nature is gradually unveiled. 
 
 
MR MARCH 
(Dylan Baker) 
Mr March is a Union army chaplain, whose time away at war proves to be formative for his daughters. He makes the 
decision to leave his family to fight for a greater purpose, upholding the values of embracing others and prioritising 
those in need: values also cherished by Marmee. Once home, Mr March settles into the life of a country pastor, 
becoming a mentor to Jo when tragedy strikes the family. 

 
 


