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While initially believing Bronwen Dickey’s purpose in speaking at Clemson University during the James Dickey Festival was to extol her father’s virtues while completely ignoring his faults, I was pleasantly surprised. Instead of a smarmy fabrication of his life bordering on sainthood, Bronwen was quick to admit to his mistakes, but just as quick to point out that those mistakes should in no way detract from James Dickey’s passion—his poetry. 
Much of her speech focused on shaping a rebuttal to Henry Hart’s apparently controversial book James Dickey: The World as a Lie. Hart faulted Dickey for failing to achieve complete, or in his opinion even partial, honesty in his poetry and his speeches. From Bronwen’s point of view, it seems, Hart tracked down and categorized everything Dickey said and did in order to “reveal” his lies to the world. However, Hart did not rely solely on Dickey alone as a source for his book, but also on the gossip of many who knew him. Bronwen boldly, and unabashedly, refuted these claims, provoking laughter when she sarcastically criticized Hart and referred to Hart’s book as a “lie-ography.”
At the same time, she acknowledges Dickey’s lies, although downplaying them at first—Dickey might not have been an actual pilot during World War II, but he was still in the plane. Perhaps recognizing the fact that most audiences would not merit being “close enough” as a good reason for lying, Bronwen admitted, to the shocked laughter of many, that sometimes Dickey “just made shit up.” Authors do this all time, we call it fiction, but as a reader we feel gypped when we believe in the reality of a situation only to find out it was created for entertainment’s sake or, worse, so that an ultimate truth might be discovered. Tim O’Brien’s account of the Vietnam War, for example, has followed so closely along the lines of reality that truth and fiction have been blurred, and many readers have chosen to dismiss his novel The Things They Carried as a lie when they first discovered that it was not all true, but, rather, that it is an attempt to discover the “story-truth” within. 
Although it might be tempting to dismiss Dickey in the same way, Bronwen explains that “poetry is a lie…reveal[ing] what we did not know we knew.” Unlike other mediums of literature, it begins with meaning and uses the poem as a vessel to recreate the world. In that way, his “lies” do not seem as terrible as Hart claims they are, at all; on the contrary, they seem necessary to convey the poet’s intended meaning. Dickey himself used to believe it was immoral to write about what he had not experienced, but once he got over that he was able to really write. As a reader, I would like Dickey’s poetry to come straight from real life experiences, believing that will somehow make it directly impact my life more. As a writer, I understand that not only is that not possible, but it does not change the quality of his work. 
Everyone—students, children, adults—are obsessed with the truth. Parents preach the importance of just “telling the truth”, and adolescents seem not to mind so much that a friend may have wronged them that that the friend had the audacity to lie about it. It is easy to carry that mentality into the world of art, automatically condemning everything that is not the so-called truth. Dickey believed that a poet should be a “biographer of he soul,” and who are we to judge anyone else’s soul? The type of lies James Dickey told, according to Bronwen, were “world class lies” –the kind that changed the world. I would rather have those kinds of soul-awakening lies than truths which leave me cold and unaffected.
