
The domestic, the private, the personal-we have much 
to learn about andfrom ordinary women's experiences. 
Virginia Sorensen left poems that reveal the attitudes 

expected of her by her Mormon culture- 
and how she resisted and broke out of these roles. 

"LITTLE BOOKS" FROM A LARGE SOUL: 
THE PRIVATE POETRY OF VIRGINIA SORENSEN 

By Susan Elizabeth Hawe 

IN AUGUST 1991 SHIRLEY PAXMAN INVITED ME TO 
her cabin in Provo Canyon to visit with Mormon author 
Virginia Eggertsen Sorensen Waugh, who is also the cousin of 
Monroe Paxman, Shirley's husband.' Virginia was in Utah for 
what proved to be the last time; she passed away 24 December 
1991, two months before her eightieth birthday That clear, 
summer morning, as we all sat on the patio of the Paxrnans' 
Wildwood cabin, watched sunlight play on the stream, and 
talked, Virginia brought out a box containing sixteen little 
books she had created year after year as gifts for her first 
husband, Fred Sorensen. She gave him the first little book 
following their engagement in 1933; the second was a wedding 
present; and she made a new book for him each year from 
1933 until 1948, either for his birthday or for their wedding 
anniversary. The books contain Virginia's original poetry and, 
in the later volumes, excerpts from her fiction. In addition to 
these books, she also had brought with her a five-year diary 
she had kept from 1932 to 1936, the years of her attendance 
at Brigham Young University, her wedding, and the birth of her 
children. 

That morning, sitting in the sunshine and listening to the 
flowing stream, I had three distinct impressions as I examined 
these Little Books and sampled their contents. The first was 
that Virginia Sorensen is a remarkable person. Anyone, I 
thought, who has the originality to create such gifts-even to 
conceive of such gfts-brings unusual qualities of imagination 
and vitality to the living of life. 

My second impression was of the value of the books them- 
selves. Each is unique. They vary somewhat in size, but are 
about 4.5 inches wide and between five and six inches long. 
Each year Virginia chose the cover, the decorative inside end 
papers, and the stationery stock. Some volumes were profes- 
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sionally bound; during the leaner student years Virginia bound 
the books herself in polished wooden covers held together by 
leather hinges. One year she arranged to have the whole book 
typeset at the University of Indiana Press; then she had just a 
single copy printed. Many of the books were typed on a regular 
typewriter; others are in calligraphy She asked artist friends to 
prepare illustrations for the pages or the cover; one book 
includes drawings by her ten-year-old son Fred. 

To pick up and examine each of these books reminds one 
that bookbinding at its best is an art, that a book is a beautiful, 
important object. For example, Virginia's wedding volume, We 
Grow More Rich, is bound in soft black suede, its title imprinted 
in gold. Preceding the title page, the illustrations, and the 
begnning of each section is a sheet of translucent ivory paper 
patterned with leaves. In contrast, the 1937 volume is bound 
in red, and the end papers are a muted swirling pattern of red, 
blue, and brown. And the 1946 volume is bound in an orange 
and turquoise plaid fabric, with turquoise end papers. It was a 
pleasure to hold these books; reading the actual books is much 
more satisfying than reading a transcript of their contents. 

But to return to that August morning, my third impression 
was, I'm afraid, that of a greedy and self-serving academic: at 
that moment I felt I was as close as I was ever likely to come to 
being the discoverer of a famous author's unknown manu- 
script.* As I skimmed the poetry, I thought some of it was very 
good. I was particularly attracted to the poems that portrayed 
daily experiences from the perspective of a stay-at-home wife 
and mother, a perspective that has been largely omitted from 
poetic consideration. I was eager to study these books in more 
detail. 

The eventual outcome of our August meeting was that 
Virginia Sorensen made these Little Books available for future 
scholarship. The Women's Research Institute at Brigham Young 
University awarded me a grant to prepare a typescript copy of 
the books, which will soon be placed in BWS Harold B. Lee 
Library. The books themselves are too delicate to be handled 
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by many readers, so by means of this typescript copy, they will manuscript through proofreading, with the assistance of Linda 
be made available for research. Valerie Holladay has done Adarns's editing classes. As to the final disposition of the Little 
excellent work in preparing the typescript, taking scrupulous Books themselves, before her death Virginia Sorensen donated 
care to reproduce exactly the format and contents of each of them to Exponent 11, the Mormon women's quarterly newspa- 
the Little Books, down to and including the composition of per. Exponent 11 plans to place them on loan to the Lee Library 
each page and even its typographical errors. She also saw the and provide a case for their permanent display 
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As I have studied the contents of these Little Books, my 
sense of their value has grown considerably They will be a 
useful resource for anyone who studies Virginia Sorensen's 
writings or her life. Her development as a writer is evident in 
their pages; in the later volumes the poems become more 
sophisticated and less predictable. The excellent dramatic po- 
ems, those in which a persona other than Virgnia speaks, 
show her natural affinity to fictional material. The verse drama 
The Hungry Moon, which Virginia wrote during a course she 
took from Yvor Winters, is one of the best works featured in 
the Little Books, and this artistic re-creation of the legend of 
Timpanogos deserves further scholarship as well as dramatic 
production. Virginia's excellence as a fiction writer is also 
chronicled, as she includes prose passages in the later volumes. 

POEMS THAT EXPLORE 
DOMESTIC LIFE FROM 

A WOMAN'S PERSPECTIVE 

B U T  the major contribution the Little Books make is to 
offer a selection of poetry that presents domestic experience 
from a woman's perspective. These poems chronicle the life 
that has been lived by many generations of women, particu- 
larly Mormon women. Some of Virgnia's poems are about the 
hopes of courtship, the dreams and promises of the wedding; 
but many others also deal with the mundane, the daily, the 
routine, expressing from the context of settled family life a 
wife's needs and desires, her disappointments and longings. 

During the years 1935 and 1936, Fred studied at Stanford 
University, and the couple lived in Palo Alto, California. The 
books for these years include many poems about what it was 
like to be the wife of a graduate student. In several poems 
Virginia waits at home, missing Fred while he is away at 
school. In one poem in her 1935 Little Book, she writes: 
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Note the intense longing suggested by the "shuddering bodyn 
and the loathing suggested by Virginia's identification of herself 
as "this thing that waits." Another poem expresses to Fred the 
difference between how she and he experience the routine of 
their days. She tells him, "Your kiss is part of coming and 
going, like opening the door / And turning left or right when 
a block comes to an end. / . . . not less casually you nod to a 
friend, /And pass him the way you leave me here alonen (1935, 
67). His involvement with a larger part of the world results in 
his being more casual about affection, which becomes increas- 
ingly important to Virginia because she is left in the smaller 
world of her home and relies on Fred as her primary outlet for 
affection, imagination, and communication. 

That she is interested in the larger world is apparent from 
this untitled poem: 
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Being's tangled threads. 
How odd that some should make the poems 
And some should make the beds, 
But sorrow, no, for tired heads 
Would find it very sad 
If pages full of lines were all 
The solace to be had. (1935,69) 

Although in this poem Virgnia questions the division of labor 
that assigns her to complete the domestic chores, she finally 
accepts it because comfort and sustenance are essential to 
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everyone's well-being. In step with her time, she does not even 
consider that the caretaking chores might be shared. 

She expresses exactly what her work and life consist of in 
the poem "Day Piece": 
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In several ways this poem implies that Virginia is something of 
a witch. The first thing the reader sees is her broomstick, then 
the narrow shelf that suggests the limitations domesticity im- 
poses on her. That she desires to upset her life by hanging the 
dishes on the line and leaving the broomstick in the sink hints 
at disturbing magical powers. She wants to leave, to "travel 
far," and she dreams that in order to do so, she will be able to 
care for her baby magically (a desire I imagine most mothers 
have shared), keeping it warm simply by wrapping it in a 
lullaby. The poem suggests that the desire for experiences 
beyond the home is precisely what makes a woman into a 
witch. 

The dailiness of life and a wife's longing for adventure and 
intellectual stimulation are only some of the aspects of a 
woman's domestic experience covered in the Little Books. 
Other poems speak of erotic love, of pregnancy, of the birth of 
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children, and of a mother's involvement in her children's lives. 
A series of poems titled "Homely Homiliesn describes the people 
Virgnia encounters day by day-''The Postman," "Milkman," 
"Landlord," "Orange Man," and "Rudolf the Butcher." 
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AND FAMILY LIFE 
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IN addition to chronicling the general experiences of 
generations of housewives, these poems also include insights 
into the particular experiences of Virgnia Sorensen and her 
.family. By looking for similarities in several poems, the careful 
reader discovers the patterns of joy and pain Fred and Virginia 
Sorensen experienced together through the years. 

The first book, T h u  Far, begins with a rhymed journal of 
the early days of their courtship. The first entry suggests the 
reasons for their mutual attraction: 
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And a later poem adds, "He loved me first for being brainy" 

(1933a, 7). Apparently, Fred was attracted to Virginia precisely 
because she was witty and intelligent and a serious student, 
and she was attracted to him because he valued those qualities 
in her. 

After their marriage, Virginia's growing love for Fred and 
her openness to him, as well as his control of their relationship, 
are expressed in this short poem: 
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I buckle my shoes and hitch on my coat 
And wrap his old muffler tight at my throat, 
And bed down his sheep and milk his cows 

Once, someone asked a gift in vain 
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And the poem "Moments," also from the mamage volume, 
suggests that, at least in her perception, Virginia needs both 
Fred's time and his affection more than he needs hers: "Small 
moments I am his, in very truth and very deed; I Small 
moments he leans hungrily and satisfies my greed" (1934,49). 
The poem also implies that Fred controls when they will share 
these moments that are so important to Virginia. 

As the years pass, many of the family's milestones are remem- 
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ornaments. And there is a poem about little Freddie in the 
bathtub, imagining himself to be an island and then a boat. 

The poem "Legendn is important in that it describes every 
place this academic, wandering couple had lived together- 
Utah, California, Indiana, Michigan, and Colorado. This poem 
is particularly fine in its selected observations about each area. 
The section about Utah, for example, is as follows: 

When their guns were empty, they came down, 
The young men. 
They held their shoulders together 
And walked in a wall, 
And another and another, 
Road width, 
Down past the waterfalls. (1941, 191) 

In Utah, streets followed the lift of land 
and every window held a mountain 
like a surprising gift. 
Steeples swam in light and nodded to the wide streets, 
permitting life but watchful of it. 
Above, in the sudden hills, 
sage sweetened our fingers and the river thundered 
under a tom moon. (1945, 244) 

The people wept to see them come. Uncle Jeppa describes a 
young grl, Kirsten, who lets a German soldier kiss her. Her 
father responds violently: "Her father, her own, dragged her 
home by the plaits / He was always so fond of, / Cut them next 
her skull, / And tossed them like mice to the fire" (1941, 
191-92). Another way in which war breeds hatred is presented 
as the young German soldiers ask the way to Figgen, even 
politely, and the Norwegian people ignore them: 

Another important group of poems is the series about World 
War 11. These poems appear in several of the books and describe 
the war from many different perspectives. One of the most 
memorable, "By Letter," is in the voice of "Uncle Jeppa" from 
Figgen, a Norwegian relative who describes the German inva- 
sion of his homeland. The poem says of the Norwegian soldiers: 

We don't hear them, 
Standing still, looking up the road 
Where water still splashes 
As though nothing had happened. 
Excuse me-but there is nothing in the treaty 
Nothing that tells us, Show them the road. (1941, 192) 
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one describes a woman who learns that her husband has been 
killed. Another is in the voice of a young soldier who is afraid 
to go into battle because he wants to live; two are titled "For 
Women in War-time." As Virginia does so well in her novels, 
she shows in these poems compassion for all people, regardless 
of what side they are on, and disdain for the conditions that 
drive them apart. 

This compassion is also apparent as Virginia writes to Fred 
of their own marriage. This marriage was not a successful one, 
finally ending in divorce. Over the years the Little Books speak 
honestly of the difficulties of their relationship. One of the 
earliest poems to do so is untitled in the 1935 volume: 

Fred on his birthday. It begins, 

Dearest and best, 
Too distressed over the absence of our book, I write a 
strange birthday poem for you. It is, in a way, the 
theme of our despair these last long times. We both 
understand the solution-the blessing of work. So I 
wrote this. (1940, 164) 

The poem is about their commitment to their children and 
their loss of dreams, in addition to expressing the solace they 
take from their work. The 1944 poem "New Conclusion" 
describes their love as "long suspect." It continues, "A wound 
which has lain / worried with blood, infected, wide, / is closed 
in peace / and restored among the tissue," and ends by saylng 
they will speak about this pain "with quiet respect / as of the 
hard and joyless life of one /who has just d ied  (1944, 226). 
Because the contents of the Little Books were intended only for 
Fred, they present an unusually honest and open assessment 
of Virginia and Fred's marital relationship. 

The poems themselves present these personal experiences, 
but in addition, on at least two occasions (perhaps soon after 
she got the books back from Fred, and then again in 1978- 
five months after his death). Virginia re-read the Little Books 
and wrote notes in them about some of the poems. For exam- 
ple, the 1935 book is titled The Little World, taken from Sir 
Walter Raleigh's History of the World. Virginia's hand-written 
note says: "We went over to the U of Calif-Berkeley library & 
saw this great book." The note makes evident that even during 
these poor student years, Virginia and Fred at least occasion- 

Today was drenched in tears, but dried 
Her petticoats with dusk 
And calmer than the moon no longer 
Does she seek and ask. 
Little tardy kisses 
Cured her wretchedness 
And she shall enter here again 
Clad in her yellow dress. (1935, 61) 

Although the poem is ostensibly about a rainy day, the personi- 
fication of this day as female suggests that another reading is 
possible, in which Virginia herself is the unhappy day. It is 
interesting to note that the cause of her sorrow is not addressed 
or resolved; the woman or day must simply return to happi- 
ness and again appear in her yellow dress. - 

In later books, marital difficulties are expressed more 
openly. Fblded in the 1940 book is a letter Virginia wrote to 

ANC' [UNTITLED] .. -1ENT SONG (ANCIENTLY WRITTEI 

That I s t  
- - .  " 

white skin 
ou will follow me 

Sometimes 1 escape 
Irondering 
n d  so I te 
o run intc 

;where yl 

:mpt you 
I the whit 

wt joy tor an idol 
Indissoluble in a f 
Melting golden ca 
And horn, is my C L C L I L ~ L  WI 

Electricity of his 
Jealous wrath is h 
Spoke after the flasn, cviu 
Of power, failing to move 
Me to repent, for not to mi 
But his handiwork do I bri 

01 love 
ire 
~lves to th 
.*,.-,.I ..., 

and begi~ 
:e-lipped 

1 

sea. le hoot 
.,A,, 

I hear your voice follow, pressing out 
Beyond the hands that would bring me home 
While I harken to a farther sEn1lt 

armless a 
._I .  _ - I 1  

.s thundei 
nroof .u... 

ng comb ,nd loose 

.-.A el.,.* 1 

my hair t o a seethi 

L *  4,. " ...I 

'hat sings 
Vhen I wc 
'ollowing me mrn uespalnn 

rs and col 
back for 
3 - -.. - 2 . 2 . -  

vers my e 
a glimpse 
g cries. 

My alleg 
On my 1 
Though 

;iance, an1 
land, and 
here I ha 

d offer th 
I meat fro 
ve shapec 

- 
e ring 
m my bo 
i with m) 

YC3 
: of you ard . . . 

r desire 
)uld turn 
.. . 2 - 1 .  

As sharp and shining as a ! 
Before the first wound dral 
His figure to fit my design, 
Until its altered flesh inclu 

;word 
wing bloc 'ut I alwa] 

'ulsing co, 
with we2 

hngertips 
Iry blood ~ T S  return, 

01 to my 1 . . 
stood 
I lips. 

~ n d  you stand here where you always ae 
: symbol. steady ar ms  and The esse IU and tht 'our warn 

APRIL 1995 PAGE 25 



S U N S T O N E  

ally were able to have an outing together, that they enjoyed 
such intellectual pursuits as an exhibit of early books, and that 
Virginia used these outings as a source of discovery and imagi- 
nation in her own intellectual life. 

Two other hand-written notes in The Little World are equally 
poignant. Immediately following the title, Virginia wrote: 

This title is very suggestive of the limited world of the 
house & domestic life. We had three rooms & Ma S[oren- 
sen] slept in one of them. I would slip out in the night to 
the kitchen & rock the baby-Ma S. objected to rock- 
ing-& her nearness much limited our lovemaking in a 
squeaky bed. (1935, 
59) 

She also wrote inside the front cover: 

I bound this myself, we were so poor-this endpaper was 
a sheet of Fred's stationery-We were living on $50 a 
month that Fred got for teaching a class in Freshman 
English. Our rent was $15 a month & we went to 
Japanese gardens for great buys of good fresh vegetables 
at 10 cents a bag. A big can of spinach was 15 cents. How 
amazing this seems in 1978! The bill for care C delivery 
of the baby was only $ 7 5 4  was hard to come by 

(1935, 
59) 

These notes are scattered throughout the books and are a 
source of important information explaining both the poems 
and Virginia's life as she was writing them. - 

1 HE domestic, the private, the personal-these qualities 
in the Little Books are what will be most important about their 
future use. My next project is to select enough of the personal 
and domestic poems to publish in a single-volume collection; 
I think we have much to learn about and from ordinary 
women's experiences, experiences that these poems present so 
well. But I also see these books as providing many other 
insights into Virginia's work. For example, I hope that some- 
one will use the Little Books to examine how Virginia Sorensen 
constructed herself in poetry intended for her husband, con- 
sidering the attitudes and roles that were expected of her by 
her Mormon culture, and also how she resists and breaks out 
of those roles and subverts those attitudes as the years pass. I 
think the Little Books can be used to examine the development 
of her thought about many matters. As I read them, I noticed 
that the concept of beauty in life and in art, the relationship of 
humans to deity, and the way mortal limits constrain us were 
themes that arose again and again. Another study might com- 
pare the private poems with her published books on these or 
many other issues. 

I conclude with a claim Virginia herself makes in the 1946 
book. One of the prose selections in that book is about Marie, 
a young girl who is trying to write a poem. She remembers a 
warning from a young poet who spoke at her school and said 

that good poetry was never personal. (Apparently, this poet 
had been schooled in New Criticism.) So Marie tries to take the 
references to herself out of her poem, particularly the line "I 
am alone." The passage continues: 

She turned her pencil over and rubbed carefully at the last 
three words, 1 am alone. But anyway, she thought, I am. She felt 
rebellious about the young poet. Poems were always about 
yourself, no matter what they were about, and she knew 
it. . . . If things were inside of you and not outside at all, how 
could it be otherwise? (1946, 262,264) 

In the same way, the poems and prose of the Little Books are 
about Virgnia Sorensen, no matter what else they are about, 
and can teach us much about her life, her personal trials, her 
thinking, and her work. a - 

NOTES 

1. She is known to readers as Virginia Sorensen, and this is how 1 will refer 
to her in this paper. In a departure from the strictures of academic discourse, I 
will also call her Virginia rather than Sorensen because 1 feel a deep bond of 
friendship and appreciation to her that suggests her first name to be a more ap- 
propriate way for me to speak of her. 

2. I have since learned that Mary Bradford has done considerable work with 
these Little Books. 
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THREE POEMS (SONORA, MEXICO) 

1. 
PELICAN 

Awkward one, you happened late one night 
when earth still shook and water had its joke. 
Now we who litter the beach foolishly and yawn, 
watch you seize an outsize fish and choke 
and rise to the grotesque crossticks of your flight 
and suddenly for turning dive become a swan. 

2. 
THE ELEGANT WIVES OF THE PUEBLO 
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For me, sunset is loneliness again, 
for them freedom to forget boat and smell 
and subtle wearying swell 
under them-it is food, beer, dancing, love. 
Out in the bay an island blown clean 
into the aspect of desert, shuts the gate. 
Patrols of pelican 
move in long files 
seeking a school, and a wave breaks 
before it reaches me 
exploding on the piles. 
Pimas roam that island and the peaks 
beyond, and there most powerfully mate, 
the fishermen say with bright eyes thinking of murder, 
but pimas accept the sea 
no longer to us a border. 
It is over. The bay is water again, no1 
hlnnrl 
"'UUU 

after all 
I walk cl, 

to incalc 
ruins an( 
_-J 

ose to the wall 
l c ~ u l l l l l l ~  to town, 

ulably dingy 
i mud 

anu puny discarded fruits that rot 
where the stands were all day. 
Children cry, tired and hungry, 
phonographs blare, meaning to be g 
But my1 
beats 
at a shac .- 

absolutr 
of my rr 

leart 

low, and I 
l---*L..- 

the streets 
srerri LV I C L I ~ L I L C I ~  before me, and 

lamps bloom far apart. 
I am in my room alone 
belonging to none, 
no land, no sea, 
no hour, 
no certain blood, 
without duty or any debt; 
at my own wish I sleep 
and waken, laugh and weep 
and disregard the news. 
Here I dare to love with free 
adoration, to think how we would L-- 
freedom. Remembering you I flower 

:ly out of the small bud 
lost secret and lonely thought. 

APRIL 1995 PAGE 27 




