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Sparks fly in this writer’s game with 
the photocopy machine: words get 
mimicked and repeated, then sent off 
on multiple directions when it  
is spat back out. 

Maggie Nelson’s The Argonauts employs similar tac-
tics, as the author weaves (or barfs) critical reflections 
on writing and desire; politics and activism; perversion 
and freedom, in and around the life-writing narrative. 
It feels like a diary that talks, with trespassing voices 
of friendship and influence: Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, 
Beatriz Preciado, Bellamy and Myles are all quoted, as 
is her ‘real-life’ partner, the artist Harry Dodge – their 
words in italics and their names lingering in the book’s 
margins, blurring authorship. For example: ‘At the same 
time, every word that I write could be read as some kind 
of defense, or assertion of value, of whatever it is that 
I am, whatever viewpoint it is that I ostensibly have to 
offer, whatever I’ve lived. You know so much about people  
from the second they open their mouths. Right away you 
might know that you might want to keep them out. That’s 
part of the horror of writing. There is nowhere to hide. 
[Eileen Myles]’ As Nelson folds Myles’s words into her 
own syntax, and owns them, she shows us how literary 
friendships can help us out, can push our writing and 
ideas on unexpected paths. It gives it life and a feeling of 
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community. Language is an open source material to be 
shared and made multiple, refreshed in different tem-
poral and social contexts. Calling to mind Kathy Acker’s 
novels of plagiarism, there is no censorship in this writ-
ing of influence (everything can be I-Love-Dick-related). 
As Acker writes in ‘Dead Doll Humility’, found online: 
I’m constantly being given language. Since this language 
world is rich and always changing, flowing, when I write,  
I enter a world which has complex relations and is, perhaps,  
illimitable… I can’t make language, but in this world,  
I can play and be played.

The gift of language is play; it is there for the taking. And 
in this game of writing… perhaps we all could’ve been, 
or at some point will be...

Kathy.
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