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�Arrival

He stood with his hands resting on the taffrail gazing at the
water boiling up from the stern of the S. S. Egypt, a steam-

er with one funnel and six masts rigged fore and aft with near-
ly two thousand square yards of canvas. The ship was doing
eighteen knots and leaving a long trail of foam, diffuse and mes-
merizing in its quiet undulations. A girl sneezed, and he turned
around instinctively to see who was behind him. The hard,
chiseled lines of his face frightened the girl and she ran to hide
behind her mother’s skirt. He gestured with apology, but nei-
ther the woman or her husband — an immigrant couple from
Bucharest — revealed acknowledgement. They feared this man.
Everyone aboard the ship felt uneasy in his presence, though
no one could say precisely why. There was no suggestion of
cruelty in his actions or accouterments, no domineering show
of power. He was dressed simply in a single-breasted town coat
of brushed red wool, sloppily tied cravat, black trousers and a



pair of worn black boots. The sense of unease that surrounded
him could not be identified with anything tangible. It was his
aura. His presence. His energy.

And his eyes. His eyes especially. They shone out of his
face like bits of frozen light. Hard, bright, cerulean. They
pierced you with their spirit. They cut through you to the bone. 

Added to this was a fierce reticence. If he talked at all, his
words were abrupt and nervous, jabs of sound ringed in smol-
dering coal. He seemed more rugged and inhospitable than the
fjords of Norway. Wherever he walked aboard the ship his fig-
ure excited rumors and wild speculations. He was this, he was
that. Cutthroat, murderer, thief. He weaves spells. He summons
demons. He drinks goat’s blood. Keep your distance. This
man’s eyes have seen things mortal men are not meant to see. 

His face had aged prematurely. It bore the saga of an
inner turmoil. Each line spoke of terrible agonies, wonderful
ecstasies. His old friend and soul mate Paul Verlaine would
not have been able to recognize him. Gone was the gangly
adolescent from Ardennes, the insouciant, top-hatted, pipe-
smoking enfant terrible of the Parisian literary milieu, the
absinthe drinker of the Left Bank bars, the tattered habitué of
the hashish salons. He now had the strong, resolute appear-
ance of the adventurer, the seasoned world traveler who is
always setting off, allergic to stagnancy, his long legs moving
calmly and deliberately, his body straight, his head straight,
his eyes fixed on the horizon. His cheeks were hollow and
hard. His skin bore the dark hue of a Berber. Even his voice
had changed. It had become grave, deep, suffused with a calm
energy. Arthur Rimbaud, the handsome young man in 
Étienne Carjat’s photograph with the crooked bowtie and 
tousled hair, had aged and hardened into a soldier of fortune.
He had the severe, disquietingly detached look of a gunfight-
er, one of those lost souls of the Civil War who had seen so
much carnage they were no longer what you would call
human. Except in Arthur’s case the civil war had been — and
still was — a war within himself. Under his skin. Caged behind
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his ribs. And the only weapon he had was movement.
Perpetual movement. 

He had been seen once arguing heatedly with one of the
sailors. He and the sailor — a heavyset Belgian with a mutilat-
ed cheek and a dragon tattooed on his right bicep — had
drawn knives and made a few jabs before being separated. No
one had known what the argument was about, but the conflict
had surprised no one. This man had forces in him that
seemed unnatural. An electric charge seething in his blood. 

Some, upon learning he was French, speculated he had been
in the war between France and Prussia, or perhaps had taken
part in that terrible massacre of the Paris Commune. Some of
this was true. He had been at the Paris Commune, and that had
filled him with the fervor of revolt. He was still in revolt, but it
was no longer the revolt of the bohemian poet against political
tyranny or bourgeois inanity. It was a revolt against inertia. The
somnolence of ease. The torpor of familiarity. 

No one suspected he had once been a poet. That he had
written some of the greatest poetry of all time. Consonants
crackling with fire. Vowels like engines. Vowels so alive and
real you could see they had color as well as sound and shape
and texture and force. 

But he wrote no more. Poetry, he now believed, was the
fodder of fools, stuffy Parisian intellectuals, pretentious snobs.
He wanted no more of that. 

Yet try as he might he could not completely shut the poet
in him down. His nerves continued taut and alert. Quicksilver
ran in his veins. The sea fascinated and charmed him.
Everywhere he looked he saw things to admire and absorb.
Nebulas of jelly just below the surface of the sea contracting
and dilating like spectral flowers, alphabets of foam seesawing
in indecipherable squiggles, the jubilant grace of dolphins
swimming alongside the ship, bells clanging, the practiced
choreography of the crew, the clack of the flag, the ruffle of
canvas, the smell of rope and creosote, conjugations of rigging
creaking in agreement, block and tackle everywhere legible
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