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Dixie Displacement: Exile from the South in Vivian Shipley’s Poetry
Exile is the unhealable rift forced between a human being and a native place,
between the self and its true home.
— Edward Said
Shipley captures so well the depaysment of the southern soul. Like Warren before
her, her poems yearn for a place to come to — and find their home always in the
country of the heart.
— Matthew Nickel
Much has been written by literary critics about how displacement from a homeland can
influence an author’s literary texts. However, the discussion has been limited in scope. In
American settings, when literary criticism broaches the topic of exiled writers, it usually
tends to invoke a faraway condition of life oceans away, places with fascist regimes that
have forced persecuted citizens to emigrate for the sake of basic human rights. And while
that is a very worthy topic of study, what if a writer’s reasons for fleeing his or her homeland are more subtle, having to do with job opportunities or the quality of school systems?
In this instance, is a writer’s sense of nostalgia for family connection and the lost setting of
youthful experiences any less a factor in his or her writing?
One of the conditions common to discussions of exile and displacement in any corner
of the world is the existence of a border or borderlands between the original homeland
and new dwelling place. Here, too, in such discussions we tend to think in terms of “hot
spots” such as the US-Mexico border or the contested border between Israel and Palestine.
However, leaving a region within the United States for relocation elsewhere in America
can produce writing that is just as influenced by geographical and cultural separation, especially if this movement happens between regions with very marked cultural differences
and prejudices against those differences. One of the most important and understudied examples of this is writing done by those raised in the South who move away and establish
themselves in cultures, such as the Northeast, that are, in many ways, “foreign” to them and
also hostile to their culture. In a political climate where the South is being indicted in more
aggressive ways for its legacy of violence, it is important to study the positive representations of Southern heritage that can often be found in the work of writers who have left the
South and, through travel or relocation, have new perspectives on their heritage.
Vivian Shipley is a poet who grew up in Kentucky and relocated to Connecticut after
college for her career as a teacher. She is what we could call “Dixie Displaced,” living
in exile from the South while writing about her relationship with it. Her memories of a
childhood in the South and her yearning for her Kentucky homeland have informed her
poems for four decades of production: over 11 full-length collections and six chapbooks
since her debut collection in 1974. While Dixie Displacement is not unique to Shipley, her
work contains elements that will help elucidate the theoretical concept, especially due to
the autobiographical nature of much (although not all) of her poetry. While the concept is
not entirely new, the most-well-studied example of its dynamic remains a fictional charac-
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ter: William Faulker’s Quentin Compson, who is so unsuccessful in making the transition
north across the Mason-Dixon line that he commits suicide. While scholars have devoted
tomes to this fictional embodiment of the Southern exile in New England, few have actually examined the work of writers (and much less poets) who are living this displacement
and writing about it. As cultural studies scholar Bruce Robbins claimed decades ago, “Not
enough imagination has gone into the different modalities of situatedness-in-displacement”
(173). More recently, scholars have drawn attention to the lack of attention to women’s
experience of displacement: “The absence of women writers from the discussion of exile
as redemptive authorial practice . . . suggest[s] that the question of writing a ‘home’ may
be even more complex” (Kaplan 119).
Not all writers originally from the South exhibit the traits of Dixie Displacement in
their writing if they move away. Some Southern writers living in exile invert the dynamic,
writing a rejection of, or ambivalence toward, all things Southern. Others merely maintain
the characteristics of what has come to be known as “Southern literature.” According to
Fred Hobson in his book The Southern Writer in the Postmodern World, typical literature of the United States South exhibits the following characteristics: “a religious sense, a
closeness to nature, a great attention to and affection for place, a close attention to family, a
preference for the concrete and a rage against abstraction” (3). While some of these criteria
certainly apply to Shipley and other displaced writers from the South, the manifestation of
Dixie Displacement in their literary works is more likely characterized by the following:
1) a sense of rootlessness, 2) an awareness of an invisible border separating the South from
the rest of the country, and 3) a comparison between the South and another region that
favors the former in mythic fashion. Specifically to Shipley’s work, since so much of it is
woman-centered, her poems take up — throughout all of these categories — the additional
task of investigating what it means to be a woman living in this displaced condition by giving voice to members in a larger community of displaced women.
◆◆◆
1. Rootlessness
The “rootlessness” of Dixie Displacement is not “placelessness.” Writers from the
South who now live elsewhere know, understand, occupy, and interact with place in many
meaningful ways. However, one of the most intimate ways one can interact with a place is
to know it as home. This is the particular relationship with place that troubles Dixie Displaced writers and creates an identifiable quality of rootlessness in their work. It is a certain
relationship with place, a failure to feel anchored, as if always in-between. As Nico Israel
writes in Outlandish: Writing between Exile and Diaspora, “the rhetoric of displacement”
is essentially “the struggle to assert identity out of place” (ix).
In “Digging Up Peonies,” the first poem of Shipley’s recent collection Perennial, she
explores the disconnect she experiences from her Kentucky home. The rootlessness or
homeless in the poem ultimately causes her to suggest that the land of death is the only
true home we all have. The poem is written out of a sense of disconnect, brought on by her
father’s death, between the place where her family is from and the place where she lives.
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She writes, “A bride, moving / to New Haven over forty years ago, I still had / not taken
root” (ll. 13–15). Her use of the word “root” in this poem is in the context of the peonies
she references in the title, ones she dug up from the ground in Kentucky and re-planted in
Connecticut. Peonies are a “perennial” flower (echoing the title of her collection) that live
a long time but resent being moved. In another poem in the collection, “First Blood,” about
sitting with her father during one of his chemotherapy sessions, she uses the same word
to describe her situation: “No roots in Connecticut, my mind’s back in Cecelia, Kentucky,
the cellar house . . .” (ll. 26–27). Because the exile’s experience of family life is rooted in
Kentucky, not Connecticut, the poems about her father’s illness and death in Connecticut
include images from an earlier time in Kentucky, as if the only way to tell the story of loss
is to invoke the homeland the exile has lost. Later in the collection, in “Herring Gulls Are
Decisive,” she talks about “a Yankee winter” her father has “settled into” as she helps care
for him while he is in Connecticut being treated for cancer (ll. 6–7). But readers should not
be fooled: her father has not taken root in the Northeast like our speaker has failed to do.
This is not a triumphant use of the phrase “settled into” in this sense. The larger idea in the
poem reads as follows: “[the] cornbread I fix to make him forget the nausea, / two more
months of chemotherapy, a Yankee winter / he’s settled into. At low tide, ice shaped like
lily pads / holds seaweed in place; for us each day’s more unstable / than Morgan Point’s
shoreline” (ll. 5–9). The winter landscape does not provide any stability here, the anchoring to land we associate with rootedness. In fact, later in the poem, we see her father’s
refusal to change his permanent mailing address as a refusal “to put / one root down in
Connecticut” (ll. 18–19). Just like in “Digging Up Peonies,” bringing close the attributes
of the homeland help bring an approximation of home. In “Herring Gulls Are Decisive,”
the speaker goes on a quest to find goldenrod, the state flower of Kentucky, growing near
her Northeast home in order to comfort her dying father: “I clip stem ends, brown as sable,
/ for him to examine. Rigid oval upper leaves clasping / hairy stems, my father is positive
it is hard-leaved goldenrod found west of the Appalachians. Nothing / I say gives my father
such certainty, nothing I cook / brings him comfort” (ll. 24–29).
In both of these poems from the collection Perennial, a sense of rootlessness leads to
a focus on how objects can work as props on a stage set to lend to the new living place the
semblance of the homeland. In “Digging Up Peonies,” Shipley writes about her efforts to
reconstruct as much of Kentucky as she could for a father who would die in Connecticut:
“His last spring, propped up in the oak bed / his parents slept in on their wedding night/
in Howe Valley, my father saw pink, white, fuchsia, blossoming” (ll. 19–22). Everything
around the speaker’s father is from Kentucky, including the peonies our speaker has dug
up from Kentucky soil and brought back to the Northeast, but the fact that he is not “in”
Kentucky is a trauma to be grieved and speaks to how the narrator of the poem has survived being transplanted like the peonies: she clings to objects like furniture and flowers
that can remake the physical space she occupies. Looking out the window, her father sees
almost the same view he would if he were in Kentucky. Rootlessness breeds these attempts
by the characters in her poems to recreate and remake space. Moreover, the poet speaks
about this process in terms of writing that her life as an exile is akin to the writing process
of revision: “Is this what revision is, / change of location, spreading, to retell my story /
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another time, in another soil?” (“Digging Up Peonies” ll. 22–24). What the rootlessness of
Dixie Displacement tells us is that the dirt of a place matters, that, especially for working
class families, identity is connected to the soil. It also shows us that while piles of earth
can be moved from one place to another, context matters. Simply moving objects from one
location to another does not bring home to the exile. This failure lends a note of grief: no
matter how many family heirlooms the exile surrounds herself with, no matter how many
Kentucky plants she relocates or imposes on the New England ground, the Northeast never
becomes the South. On the one hand, the speaker realizes that she is “[u]nable to untie /
what binds me to Kentucky,” but finds comfort in the thought, after her father’s death, that
the separation of death is the “dissolution that binds us after all” (“Digging Up Peonies” ll.
24–25; 28). The displaced writer feels an affinity for death because, in a sense, our time as
bodies inhabiting places on earth is just a journey to that final destination.
The title poem of the collection, “Perennial,” is about a Nazi guard who reporters have
discovered living in Connecticut next-door to the poem’s speaker. This poem, too, is filled
with references to flora, to hobby gardening. But the suggestion of what’s perennial is the
former Nazi guard’s memories of the suffering and death he inflicted, the indication being,
like it was in “Digging Up Peonies,” that from the exile’s perspective one’s relationship
to place is not perennial, but death is. Being uprooted from one’s original homeland is so
painful that the only comfort the speaker finds is in the promise of death, so much so that
she obsesses over the details of what memories remain for her neighbor: as an exile, she
muses, “I want to know what you remember [. . .] Honeyed afternoons cannot lull me / into
believing the years have erased the particulars I / want to hear [. . .] your darkness is in me,
lifts my wings on air tasting of salt blown in from Long Island Sound” (ll. 71–72; 76–78;
81–82) In becoming a “carrion crow” at the end of the poem, the speaker reminds us that
the figure of the exile is not rooted in land, and that the “darkness” she carries around in
her, the darkness of memory that cannot be reconciled with one’s current living situation,
connects her to other people, even a war criminal who has had to leave his homeland to
escape trial, who are similarly burdened by remembrance, who similarly feel this disconnect between their past and present.
◆◆◆
2. The Border
In the case of Dixie Displaced writers who move to another region within the United
States, the notion of “the border” will be more subtle than in transnational moves, where one
needs a visa and passport. However, the border between the South and other places in the US
is equally central to this concept’s definition. In Shipley’s poetry, even though Kentucky and
Connecticut are in the same country and share no common physical perimeter, one of the
signs that an emotional border exists between them is that this line is crossed by objects and
people. For example, the issues of rootlessness discussed above highlight that flower bulbs
and family antiques make the trajectory north and have a different meaning in the new location once they have crossed the invisible border. More than that, Shipley’s poems document
differences in the language and culture of the two places, all with the goal of legitimating the
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personal experience of exile. Some theorists of the writing about displacement believe that
exile can occur without the existence of a national, regional, or state border. The Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish, for instance, claimed that “[e]xile is more than a geographical
concept. You can be an exile in your homeland, in your own house, in a room” (qtd. in
Shatz). Dixie Displacement is not concerned with such an interior exile but with large-scale
geographical, linguistic, and cultural differences that exist within the same large country, the
United States, whose states are indeed the size of countries in other places.
One of the ways Shipley draws attention to having crossed a border is by revealing the
burdensome life on the other side, its new responsibilities. In “02–14–99” from the collection Perennial, when a snowstorm prevents the poem’s speaker from driving to the nursing
home to visit her mother, she feels simultaneously guilty and relieved. Shipley writes about
the burden that became hers by bringing her mother north across the border: “Moved / with
my father, his cancer, from Kentucky / to Connecticut, my mother gave her past / her present, her future to me. If I don’t visit / her here in this Yankee state, no one will” (ll. 5–9).
The status of the exiled writer influences other family members and the conditions of their
lives as the geographical barrier between the two places creates new hardships, like being
the lone caretaker for an elderly parent without the presence of an extended family. In this
case, memory also does not survive the trajectory across the border. The speaker’s mother
develops Alzheimer’s and forgets that she had a husband who died; the speaker speculates
that her mother may have even forgotten the taste of some of her favorite Southern foods. In
this case, the border crossing is incredibly detrimental to the exile’s sense of self, and a very
different experience than that of the speaker, a foil to her inability to forget her homeland.
In the last lines of this poem, Shipley describes Southern food as a communion offering: “If
I would extend my palm, / offer her our communion of beaten biscuit and / country ham,
could she remember the taste?” (ll. 3–32). In doing so, she suggests that the mother’s loss of
memory of the Southern homeland is akin to a loss of faith, and, conversely, her retention
of a connection to the South “keeps the faith.” The speakers in Shipley’s poems always hold
fast to sacred memory, no matter how much suffering it brings them.
Another sign in Shipley’s poetry of having crossed a domestic border is the awareness of
how a Southerner’s language identifies them as “foreign” to Northeastern ears — more than
that, it identifies them as less educated and less sophisticated. Shipley explores the irony of
this cultural value judgment in “Friday Tea: Opening the Manuscript Vault at the Elizabethan Club, Yale University” from her collection Hardboot. According to linguists who have
studied the origins of the Appalachian dialect, the “hillbilly” way of speaking is actually
closer to Elizabethan English than the speech of New Englanders, having been preserved
in the rural places of the South due to lack of mobility. The other people with the speaker
in the Yale library might be surprised to learn that “the purity in Elizabethan speech” was
preserved by “people confined to Appalachian cricks and holler” (ll. 4–5). Shipley’s poem
emphasizes that the realization of her linguistic difference occurs during the trip across the
border: “Leaving Kentucky / for new Haven, I knew my syllables would unwind, / spill to
entangle and mark me like a blue ribbon stuck / on the prize pig at a state fair” (ll. 5–8). After
crossing the border, after trying to forget the language of her home because it negatively
affected the way people in the Northeast interacted with her — “trying to forget the lope /
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of [her] accent like a pink shawl crocheted by [her] Aunt Hazel / [she] deliberately left on a
chair” — the speaker wants to reclaim this language that she had restrained, essentially hog
tied, all these years (ll. 8–10). Now she wants “to hear the hillbilly / in [her] voice, reclaim
parcels of [her] life that [she] needed / to keep tied” (ll. 18–20). The speakers in Shipley’s
poems recount the initial experience of the exile as one who tries to fit in, but who ultimately
comes to the realization that assimilation can only go so far before you lose your sense of
identity and before you start to ask questions about why New Englanders denigrate the culture of the South. This shift is visible in the evolution of Shipley’s poetry, which presents an
increasingly urgent attempt to reclaim a lost connection to the South and to undo a youthful
wish to be smarter than or somehow better than her working-class Kentucky relatives. In an
interview with Grace Cavalieri from the Library of Congress, Shipley explains the meaning
of the term that gave her the title of her 2005 collection in which she mounts a reclamation
of her Southern heritage. Hardboot, she says,
is a term used on racetracks all over the world. Jockeys and stable
hands on the tracks that will call only one state, Kentucky, home are
called hardboots. They are like old boots that conform to only one
foot and they take their identity as Kentuckians with them everywhere.
(“The Poet and the Poem”)
It becomes clear in the collection that through the act of writing Shipley is attempting
to cross back over a border to a land she can no longer physically visit for any substantial length of time as she now has sons and grandchildren in Connecticut: “My heart still
swings from / Connecticut to Kentucky. Writing poems about barns / holding wood shavings from my father’s knife, / stains of tobacco he spit on the floor will be like / spitting
cherry stones out to breadcrumb my way / home to hills of Howe Valley” (“Why an Aging
Poet Signs Up for Yet Another Summer Poetry Workshop” ll. 20–25).
For the most part, Shipley commemorates the border between Kentucky and Connecticut as fairly fluid, as having had the singular experiencing of crossing it when she decided
to leave the South, and documenting multiple times when she is able to go back and visit.
But in “There Were the Signs” from Hardboot, in her quest to use old superstitions that the
speaker learned from her mother about predicting the weather, she conceives of the border
as something very rigid and insurmountable, a door that is closed to her now: “Cut off
from you back home in Kentucky, Mother, I am not / to blame if I didn’t see corn shucks
were heavy, hard to take off. / Weather will be fair if the owl screeches, but all I have are
gulls” (ll. 20–22). Ultimately, the knowledge her mother passed on to her fails once she has
crossed the border: “Mother, you taught / me how to live in heat, give my body to wind,
but not about ice” (ll. 31–32). While borders within the United States may not be very
pronounced with gates and guards, in the writing of Dixie Displacement, they still figure
prominently as emotional and cultural forces.
◆◆◆
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3. Contrasts between The South and New England
Dixie Displaced writing contains frequent juxtapositions of the South with the place
of exile. These contrasts most often work in favor of the South because it is the mythic
place of childhood and family. However, the homeland is not without blemish, operating
simultaneously as a place of great regret. In Shipley’s work, Connecticut emerges as a
scary, hostile place, although its hostility is always a foil for American or global violence
in a larger sense. For example, the Northeast is the place where the speaker discovers that
her next-door neighbor of eighteen years is a former Nazi guard. This has nothing specific
to do with the history of Connecticut, but is connected to the state all the same. In similar
fashion, “A Birthday Party on Old Orchard Road” (from Perennial) draws out the darkness
of America’s violent tendencies. Set in a house in North Haven, Connecticut, the birthday
party is also combined with that of our country, a fourth of July celebration. The speaker
recounts the talk of partygoers who consider a beetle who has infiltrated their gathering:
“let’s get a Dixie Cup and blow him to bits; tie a bottle / rocket, send him aloft; gas him
with a smoke bomb; / ignite him with a sparkler” (ll. 9–11). These violent lines are juxtaposed with an experience of citizenship: “Waltzing around, we lift / our arms to vote; we
are a democracy” (ll. 11–12). Certainly the violent tendencies Shipley teases out of the
characters at the party is in all of us, but this poem specifically names Connecticut as its
setting, ending with “a New Haven father who burned two initials / on his son’s forearm
with cigarettes. We wonder why” (ll. 20–21). The last sentence of the poem here is clearly
sarcastic, as a disrespect for life pervades both the discussion of torturing the beetle and the
father’s abuse of his son.
As a setting in her poetry, Kentucky is not without violence. However, the nature of the
violence there is characterized as being informed by rules that help it make some sense.
For example, the life lessons Shipley’s exiled speakers learn in the Northeast do not seem
to serve some greater purpose for understanding one’s place in the world. In “Action News,
Channel Eight” (from Perennial) set in East Haven, Connecticut, the poem’s subject covers
the death of a young man hit by a train and the voyeurism of the media and by-standers
into the mother’s suffering. The next image is the speaker and her unnamed companions
laughing at a heron that slips on the rocks as it is fishing. She ends the poem by musing on
how quickly the news story will fade from their memory: “In a day or so, if we pause, we
probably won’t think / of the mother’s mouth, of her in the kitchen, no / son, no reason to
fry the morning bacon he can’t smell” (ll. 14–16). The sorrow in the poem is surreal, an
indictment of a kind of suffering in the world that offers no lesson.
In Shipley’s work, most of the sadness of the Northeast is like this, full of missed opportunities, like “Samaritan’s Purse” where the speaker attempts to buy for a destitute woman
the light bulbs she left behind at the cashier because she couldn’t afford them; the woman
boards the bus outside the grocery store before the speaker can get them to her. In contrast,
while the place of Kentucky in Shipley’s writing is not without suffering or destitution, these
states contribute to life lessons that make sense. For instance, in “With My Grandfather
Todd the Summer I turned Sixteen” and “Sooner Was A Hard Dog to Keep Under a Porch,”
both from Perennial, we discover that violence in Kentucky has rules and reasons. In both
of them, Kentucky is, like “A Birthday Party on Old Orchard Road,” a place where humans
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do violence to animals. In the first, kittens are drowned by the speaker’s grandfather as she
watches, and in the second, a dog is shot after a fatal attack on a sheep. However, both of
these become meaningful life lessons, such that the violence is seen as useful, educational:
the grandfather tells the young girl “not to give / life to anything I couldn’t feed. Your lesson
held/ on like moss through the years when I needed it” and then the speaker learns “the order
of things” when the grandmother protects the family dog from the grandfather who wants to
shoot it (“With My Grandfather Todd the Summer I turned Sixteen” ll. 19–21). The violence
in both of these poems set in rural Kentucky has a lesson, a purpose; in Shipley’s poetry, the
suffering that comes from a hard working farm life is educational, unlike the suffering in the
Northeast which takes on no greater purpose in her poetry.
The fact that Shipley does not present a whitewashed image of the South is important
to contemporary discussions about the violent and racist legacy of the Southern past, as
it separates her from a certain “traditionalist” perspective in Southern literature. Daniel
Turner, in Southern Crossings: Poetry, Memory, and the Transcultural South, discusses
key differences among Southern writers who are writing from outside the South with regard to how they remember the past. He makes a distinction between poets that “preserv[e]
a mummified past from . . . cultural transitions” and poets who show “signs of a more jagged nostalgia, one that struggles to come to terms with a transformational South: old times
there are not forgotten, but re-viewed with a different, even distrustful eye” (48). Here,
Turner offers above an important nuance in deciphering the status and role of memory
in Dixie Displaced writing. For Shipley and others, nostalgia — the “jagged kind” that
appears in their work — is very much a political act, one that does not try to erase social
realities. Turner further writes:
[t]hese poets maintain the importance of region as a site of difference
but place it in conjunction and at times in conflict with other means of
differentiating subjectivities. They envision the US South as the geographic basis for a circuit of socioeconomic and political exchanges,
an ideological space where regional ties constitute a powerful but not
exclusive level of social definition. (150)
In her own family history as revealed through her poems, Connecticut becomes the
place where she watches her mother and father die, where she has her own death scare
when she has to have a brain tumor removed. While Connecticut is the place of death,
Kentucky is the place where the sacredness of the earth extends a dignity and stability to
life there. While one of the results of this contrast between the Northeast and the South is
to glorify Kentucky, the glory of the South clearly lies in the past. The speaker’s memories
are from her childhood, of people who have all passed on now. As a setting in her poetry,
Kentucky is not unconditionally good. It is also a place of shame associated with some of
the experiences lived there.
◆◆◆
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Vivian Shipley’s body of work is extensive, spanning four decades of production. Her
writing offers itself as a rich example of what is a larger phenomenon: how some of the
writing produced by authors who have left the South is informed by common traits that
can also be found in the work of other exiled writers in other parts of the world. In this
way, analyzing her poetry entails applying many of the same questions asked by those who
study the work of transnational writers. Nico Israel, for example, in writing Outlandish:
Writing between Exile and Diaspora, states goals that are the same as this project: to “acknowledge . . . the mutually constitutive complexity of subjectivity, language, and place,
and history” (22).
What seems specific to Shipley’s poetic project, and grounded in the dynamic explored
here, is that she regularly gives voice to other displaced women. In addition to the poems
she writes out of her own life experience, she has written poems of displacement from the
first-person perspective of Hitler’s sister, Yeats’ daughter, a Salem witch, Winifred Benham
(the last witch tried in Connecticut), Mary Shelley, James Joyce’s daughter, Bronislawa
Wajs, the Radium Girls, Cleopatra, and others. She rewrites the Daedulus-Icarus myth as
a story about a mother and a daughter. In fact, one of her recent book of poems, The Poet,
plays with the ruse of the poet as life-writer, in which she imagines the poet in numerous
situations which she has never lived, challenging her reader to distinguish the difference
and making the point that she is fully capable of writing fine poetry that requires research,
not just lived experience. However, the vast majority of the award-wining poetry she has
produced is defined by the three traits of Dixie Displacement detailed here.
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