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Level of  Difficulty

Maggie Anderson

on Blanchfield’s Proxies

Brian Blanchfield’s Proxies won the 2016 Whit-
ing Award in Nonfiction, which means that a bunch 
of  established people who are better read and more 
literary than me found it award-worthy.  

The book is also blurbed by Maggie Nelson and 
Claudia Rankine, two writers I deeply admire. Nel-
son says it is “utterly matchless in its erudition, its 
precision, its range, its daring, and its grace.” Ran-
kine calls it “interrogative, unsettling, and brilliant.” 

Conclusion: There must be something wrong 
with me, because I don’t like it. 

~

I have been trying to read this book for three 
months. I kept it on my nightstand, carried it with 
me in my purse, and took it on at least three multi-
hour train/plane rides, yet somehow I am only on 
page 56 out of  183. 

~

This is not a big book. It’s a paperback. It has 
only twenty-four essays, which rarely run more than 
four pages. I thought I would finish it in a week, 
tops. 

But one needs fortitude for this book. It is difficult. 

~

I have worked as a government bureaucrat; I 
have attended graduate school; I’m no stranger to 
difficult texts. Decoding legalese and academese 
makes me proud. I get to think: Ha! I can figure out 
what you’re saying, even though you’ve made it incredibly 
hard! 

~

paramount to full engagement. This is evidenced in 
the beautiful poem “Counterspell,” when a young 
boy draws an apparatus to keep out evil. The old-
er speaker refrains from telling him his “patchwork 
of  lasers” is for naught or about the “dogs left be-
hind in Chernobyl” but does mention Hans Chris-
tian Andersen’s “matchstick girl / with lion mad 
locks and trembling hands / building a firehouse of  
matches.” There is brutal honesty here, but not the 
debilitating kind. Although “Mentor” is a personal 
poem, it moves outward, and stands in for Alvarez 
as a poet herself—“she will teach me to hunt, not 
mother. / The will goes on, lit from behind”—as 
someone who forces us to engage with disharmony 
in order to transform it into beauty.

Transformation is often the appeal of  mythic 
stories. By using the blueprint of  a fairytale or myth, 
a writer may, as Warner notes, “encipher concerns, 
beliefs and desires in brilliant, seductive images that 
are themselves a form of  camouflage, making it 
possible to utter harsh truths, to say what you dare.” 
This is, too, the function of  poetry, to create mem-
orable images that make us reevaluate the human 
experience. Moreover, the longevity of  such sto-
ries rests not in the ultimate “happily ever after,” so 
often touted by Disney, but rather in what Warner 
claims is their “challenge to fate.” Readers should 
read and reread the works of  Castle, Swartwout, and 
Alvarez, finding new ways of  looking at the world 
each time. They each show that fiction writers don’t 
have a lock on the reformulation of  myth and fairy 
tale, and that contemporary American poetry gives 
us a tremendous body of  work to show us what we 
are and what we hope to become.
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Finally, just as Montaigne never considered his 
Essays complete and published several revisions, 
Blanchfield’s final entry in the book, “Correction,” 
is a possibly unfinished endnote that accounts for 
his earlier errors. 

~

Proxies has two subtitles: “Essays Near Know-
ing” and “{a reckoning}.” Each essay has the same 
subtitle, “Permitting Shame, Error and Guilt, Myself  the 
Single Source.”

I wanted to stop reading that last subtitle over 
and over, but I could not. Permitting Shame, Error and 
Guilt, Myself  the Single Source. Permitting Shame, Error 
and Guilt, Myself  the Single Source. Permitting Shame, Er-
ror and Guilt, Myself  the Single Source. Permitting Shame, 
Error and Guilt, Myself  the Single Source. 

Blanchfield called it “an invocation of  sorts, a 
ritual.” To me it first read like a disclaimer, then like 
an assertion, and finally like a humblebrag. 

~

I usually enjoy art that is definitively unfinished 
and self-consciously experimental: Montaigne’s Es-
sais, Marcel Duchamp’s Large Glass, Kanye West’s 
Life of  Pablo. I appreciate art that pushes us to con-
sider the constructed nature of  time, fact, self, and 
chance; that criticizes humanity’s hubris while exist-
ing as a profoundly hubristic act. 

~

But when did obfuscation become daring and 
brilliant? On a sentence level, Blanchfield too often 
seems to deliberately cloud meaning. He’s fond of  
long sentences that tend toward jargon. See the de-
scription that starts the essay “On Sardines”: 

Sardines is or was a hiding game that accommo-
dates multiple players and represents a significant 
improvement on hide-and-seek—or, rather a devel-
opmental advancement—as it introduces the social 

I got no such investigative satisfaction from 
Blanchfield’s book. Instead, I found myself  writing 
infuriated marginalia like, “What are you even talking 
about???” or, “The logical flow here is impossible to 
understand,” or, in one extreme case, “Fuck your 
sentences.” (Sorry mom, dad, Mr. Blanchfield.)

In my most recent effort to read the book—I’ve 
made it to page 76 now—I’ve started line-editing as 
I’m reading, just so I can be sure I understand what 
was said, or at least what I thought was being said. 

~

But I’m ahead of  myself: I owe you a summary. 
“Que sais-je?, Montaigne asked his library shelves 

one day late in the sixteenth century, and increas-
ingly that seems a good start,” Blanchfield writes in 
his introductory note. Montaigne’s query, “What do 
I know?”, becomes the book’s central constraint; 
Blanchfield consulted no “authoritative sources” 
other than himself  in composing these essays. 

Blanchfield’s titles and digressive style mimic 
Montaigne’s as well. The essays purport to cover 
topics ranging from abstract and large (Montaigne: 
constancy, idleness, sadness, of  giving the lie; 
Blanchfield: completism, withdrawal, confounded-
ness, on the near term) to concrete and possibly 
minor (Montaigne: sleep, names, prompt or slow 
speech, war horses; Blanchfield: owls, sardines, foot 
washing, Man Roulette), but they often consider 
things tenuously related to their stated topic. (See: 
Blanchfield’s “On Propositionizing,” which uses 
Helen Keller, poet Eleanor Wilner, and a lot that 
I didn’t understand about Heidegger to unpack his 
relationship with his boyfriend, ending on the lovely 
sentence couplet: “John was my student. We were 
graduating.”) 

Pursuit of  wide unfolding was Blanchfield’s 
second conscious constraint: he vowed to stay with 
a subject until it gave “onto an area of  personal un-
easiness, a site of  vulnerability, and keep unpacking 
from there.” 
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I still cannot understand who Blanchfield was 
discussing his expected salary with.  

~

At an AWP panel on neuroscience and creative 
nonfiction, I learned about the pedagogical concept 
of  “desirable difficulty.” We are more likely to re-
tain knowledge that we learn through difficulty than 
with ease. But the learning can’t be too difficult; it 
must remain desirable, or we’ll give up. 

~

Sometimes, when Blanchfield gives himself  
room to establish language and build on it within 
an essay, his complicated style rewards. “On the 
Leave,” for example, defines this technical billiards 
term, poetically complicates it (“effectively the leave 
is the given for him who must next address the cue”), 
and finally deepens it through layers of  personal 
meaning (on his burdening attraction to men: “un-
derstanding this given as the leave, it took me years 
to know how to play my turn”).

“On the Leave” remained desirable. I have less 
plain-language fervor than when I started writing. 
I’m not giving the book enough time. I haven’t fin-
ished the book. I’m not sure I will. 

 

and psychosexual into the foundational game of  in-
dependence rehearsal whose basic rudiments are ab-
sence, reassurance, detection, and self-concealment.

What a tortured description of  a child’s game! Isn’t 
it possible that some sentences simply deserve re-
vision?

~

In “On Minutes,” regarding jobs he applied for, 
Blanchfield writes: 

For one, as executive assistant at a statewide per-
forming arts nonprofit organization with a sev-
en-million-dollar budget, I drove to the company’s 
Phoenix office to interview, and even though it was 
clear the position absorbed duties more proper to 
personal assistant and would mean aiding someone 
who was clearly attached to structures of  subordina-
tion, Paul called the next day to offer me one thou-
sand dollars more than I said I expected: $37,000.

Why eliminate the articles before executive and 
personal assistant?  Why “even though”?  Why “ab-
sorbed duties” rather than “included duties”? Who 
is Paul? To whom did you say the salary you expect-
ed?

My comprehension grew with additional read-
ings. Eliminating articles could be extreme concision 
(though the syntactical trip doesn’t seem worth it)—
or could it hint that the organization dehumanizes 
its employees? And the phrase “absorbed duties” 
could imply a recently eliminated other job, fore-
shadowing the organization’s negative qualities that 
the supervisor embodies in the following clause?

And Paul, the person Blanchfield would work 
for—is he introduced in such a convoluted way to 
underscore his attachment to structures of  subor-
dination? 

I must have read this passage fifty times before 
that idea about Paul occurred to me. 


