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Abstract: 

(Vonnegut, Dante, Inferno) 

This is a modern interpretation of Dante’s Inferno in which I, Cameron Davis, am guided by Kurt 

Vonnegut through the circles of hell. The original Inferno was used as a loose framework for this 

piece in that there are some recurring images, people, and creatures, but also there are some 

completely new aspects to hell that I invented to make, what I think, a more modern version of 

hell. 
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CANTO I 

I walked in a barren winter wood 

Where the trees were stripped of their frozen bark, 

A patch of ice where your author stood.  

 

The moonlit night set the ground aglow. 

I remember not why the trail set ahead or where it led 

Yet it wove through the trees like a river’s slough. 

 

My feet were not sure on the frost, 

So I steadied my step, grasping at dead stalks 

Fumbling as one does lost. 

 

There are not many forests that I’ve seen 

 In my twenty-one years, this wood among those 

That escaped my experience and where I had never been. 

 

My exhausting breath comingled into mist 

Raising up into the sky where I looked 

To see the white moon overtaken by a cloud’s kiss. 

 

The moonlight returned to its far-off home 

So that the night regained its foothold 

And I was left in the hollow darkness to roam. 

 

I stood still as long as I could for my eyes to adjust 

But they never did in the absence of light 

On my hands and knees I moved, the only way I could trust. 

 

A cracking branch set off a ripple of sound 

That passed through me and carried me back 

As I scrambled to move away. The ground 

 

Dropped off and I tumbled down hill 

Through the snow and thinning shrubs 

To a point where the land terraced and turned to sill. 

 

The ground was wet from melted snow 

 And I could feel a dull heat mixing in the air as 

I stood in the puddle at my feet. And lo! 

 

A bear stood on its hind legs 

Teeth bare in a threatening grimace 

As my last thread of courage was plucked, I beg, 
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Even now, to be saved from this experience. 

The memory takes me back to that moment and 

My skin shivers into gooseflesh. 

 

It sauntered left and right as if taking guard 

In front of a fiery crypt where the heat originated 

As if blood from an open wound, earth’s flesh marred. 

 

The beast looked past me and left this hellish place, 

Again I was left with only the cold, as bitter as unripened fruit. 

I heard a step and turned in haste 

 

But there was nothing there that I could see against the opaque  

Trees. I felt for a moment the presence of a being,  

Human or spectre, I could not decide. 

 

I asked the dark, “Who is there? What do you want?” 

It replied, “I’m just a simple Hoosier, doomed 

To eternal hellfire. Ain’t it a shame? An eternal stint.” 

 

There was a moment and silence consumed 

The darkness until a crack of light ripped the pure night. 

A match was struck to light a cigarette at his mouth and he resumed. 

 

His feet tapped on the weeping floor, 

Stepping out of the shadows and into the soft light. 

He said, “You may know me. I was an author  

 

When I was alive.” He held out a hand to shake 

While the butt hung from his lips .I jumped at the opportunity  

To make contact, hoping his touch would take 

 

Some of my fear. “Pleased to meet you. My name is Kurt,” 

He said with a toothy smile and wrinkled face. 

I knew him. I read his books throughout my youth. 

 

“Kurt Vonnegut. Of course I recognize you.  

You haven’t been dead that long. Only a few years 

Now. I have read every one of your novels. 

 

Your work has inspired me and spoken directly to my person 

I trust your satire as if you had written it today 

And agree the world can only worsen. 
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The animal took flight when it caught your scent. 

Is it the case that you can protect me on my journey? 

I am afraid that nothing good will come without a guide’s defense.” 

 

He replied, “I will be your guide and help you descend 

To hell where damned souls convene and punishments 

Are dealt to the wicked, like me. The spirits of men.” 

 

Upon this word we moved toward the hole 

Where the earth gaped open like a boil that festers 

In deep sinew, looking back, one more glance I stole. 
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CANTO II 

The crevice billowed smoke and cinder 

As we stood where the cold and heat mix 

Like tempest winds and us a continent that hinders. 

 

Memory is subtle and plays its tricks  

While I attempt to take down this passage 

But I set myself ready to write and later fix. 

 

O God! Why do I try to put these words to page, 

For I am feeble in fashioning phrases that cause souls to stir, 

That canter from my pen and the fickle genius assuage. 

 

And I began: “Mr. Vonnegut, I was wondering, sir, 

Why you have chosen me to take along? 

I don’t have much for strength and I don’t know 

 

If I can be of any help. I know of Dante’s Hell 

And there is much that lies ahead of us.  

I’ve hardly the strength to sustain even myself. 

 

I think of your character Harrison Bergeron 

Whose strength was inhuman and whose  

Intelligence was unmatched by anyone  

 

Alive or dead. Why doesn’t a man with those 

Qualities stumble down this path 

To take your side against unlimited foes? 

 

There are heroes who die every day, who have craft  

And power that would help you on such a journey 

But when it comes to what you need I am only half 

 

A man.” Upon ending this phrase he looked at me 

And I regretted showing weakness for even a moment 

In the face of a man who lived through the 

 

Bombing of Dresden. I wanted to be his fervent  

Follower.  He threw down his butt and lit another, 

Staring at the ground, thinking to himself, silent. 

 

“Man is a weak animal and is not measured 

By how he compares to other men. Not many  

Are tested by a possible death, fate floating like a feather. 
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I was one among boys that fought war and we weren’t  

That different, captured by fear’s embrace, 

And crying out for our mothers. You mustn’t 

 

Tarry. There is courage to be found, and I can see in your face 

That you have been waiting for a moment like this 

To prove to yourself that there is heart in your fear, only encased. 

 

When I found myself in the Slaughterhouse Five I nearly pissed 

Myself. The ground shook as though a tremor 

Was occurring both below and on the surface. 

 

But I still came out alive with a demeanor 

That I have not been able to shake since 

My return from that god-awful  endeavor. 

 

You see, courage is a faith in the unknown. A stint  

On the verge of death will teach you the humanity you desire, 

Like a bird’s nest hearth set fire by flint.” 

 

He held himself still until these words set ablaze 

In the mind of your author. He looked me in the eye 

And focused his learned gaze. 

 

I gave a slight smile and knew he was my savior. A pride  

In my bosom spread  down to my core 

For I knew that this journey would have a guide. 
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CANTO III 

We stood before a towering gate,  

Where pure humanity enters. And in its   

Place the process occurs, transforming it to freight. 

 

For humans are the Dark Lord’s commodity, 

Since if there were none who deserved this fate 

There would be no employment to perpetuate this oddity. 

 

I lose myself in these thoughts, for the weight 

Of the end must always affect the beginning. 

Now back to the moment outside Hell’s estate. 

 

From a simple brick structure that stood in need of mending 

Was the entrance, the only thing on a flat plane of ashen  

Landscape. A single file line that needed no attending 

 

Trailed from the arch of the entrance like an open 

Mouth that swallows stale matzoh with dry heaves, 

As bland as the lives that entered in.  

 

We walked along the line, heads down like those bereaved, 

Staring into the ground at their feet, no one calling from the drove 

To take our place in the line and wait for it to lead. 

 

“Welcome to Hell” in plain text were the words above. 

I asked my guide: “Hell has lost much of its glory since 

The last recount from Dante’s pen, hasn’t it? 

 

Where are the haunting images that inspire the artist? 

This seems nothing like what he mentions in The Inferno.” 

And he: “I thought the same thing when I descended. 

 

Hell has lost much of its enterprise. It knows 

That it will not lose any business and thus fears no decline.  

Cutting corners to keep up with the influx. Goes to show 

 

Why the mortar crumbles on that sign 

And why the slogan is as eloquent as Ronald McDonald, 

That oh-so-willing fellow, getting fucked in the ass.” 

 

He rubbed out his cigarette on a bald 

Head and blew the smoke into his open mouth, 

Unflinching from the rude gesture. 



7 

 

 

He continued: “See? These, my friend, are the dull masses who found  

No interest in life. They fell into a routine 

That suited their contented souls. Do you hear the selfish sounds 

 

Of their voices? They talk to themselves about jeans 

And the gossip that they took for themselves, 

Holding it close to their hearts, creating a means 

 

To live their lives, like unwritten books on a shelf.” 

He lifted the chin of a woman’s sunken head 

And her eyes stared off into a thousand infinities. 

 

She did not resist his touch, for she was dead 

And had been even while alive.  Reaching the start 

Of the line, there was no ground, but water instead 

 

As dark as lead, which left nothing to tell the two apart 

Except the slight chop of the water’s breadth.  

I looked into the river and saw a deeper part 

 

Where soggy bodies churned from the depths 

Eyes wide, alive, and drowning in an endless loop. 

Then on the river a tug boat appeared pulling a barge, 

 

Moving slowly, mixing hacked body parts in its chute. 

A toothless old man stood at the helm  

Steering the vessel up to the pier. 

 

“All aboard, you worthless fucks, to the realm 

Of no return, and please no pushing or prods. 

You will all get your turn to die forever in seldom 

 

Thought-of circumstances. Abandon your God!”   

These were the words of the ferryman, Charon. 

My master and I approached the ark, but were fodder 

 

For his thoughts, for he knew that I was a guest 

To this world. To me: “Who do you think you are, 

Attempting to board this boat, lest 

 

You decide to kill yourself now and here, 

For that would save you time among these bastards 

Who have waited their time to enter.” 
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I stood silent, not knowing what to say, so my master 

Took the words and made his volley: 

“This trip is not for men like him, who are queer 

 

As they come. I mean, do you see his look? Holy moly. 

There is no doubt he won’t make it far, 

So why not add another soul to your trolley. 

 

It couldn’t hurt meeting your quota, sir. 

He would only add to this number.” 

Charon stroked his brow and waved us aboard 

 

Strong-armed into accepting us as contraband  

On a ship meant for only the damned.  

We entered into the line and went on the barge to stand 

 

Surrounded by more and more foul humans, crammed  

Until the barge dipped under the surface 

And wet our feet with decaying water begrimed  

 

By rotting flesh. The last thing I remember was falling back 

Into the lifeless bodies that did not flinch, 

Completely overtaken by the sulfurous stench. 
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CANTO IV 

I was awoken by a tender slap on the cheek  

From my master who must have carried me tooth  

And nail onto what existed as near nothing from the creek. 

 

At first I thought that I had lost the truth 

Of sight when I could see nothing but white, 

But as it were there was nothing uncouth 

 

For that was all there was, in spite 

Of my master who brought his head in front 

Of my eyes as though the only existing thing. 

 

“Are you all right, boy?” he started, “You took 

Quite a spill on that barge. You gave old Charon a turn 

For he thought he had won another soul in his book.” 

 

I followed his gesture and learned 

That the boat had left creating the space  

Around it, as if it were a light inside a cavern, 

 

Displacing white and wielding atoms in its place. 

“Where are we? There is nothing but void. 

Aren’t we supposed to be in Limbo? There is no trace 

Of anything but you and me. Why?” I cried. 

“It was my understanding that I would see the great 

Minds both of the present and more distant times.” 

 

“Sorry to burst your bubble, son, but this is the state 

Of things. It’s not here anymore. Your beloved limbo 

Has moved north, just outside of the pearly gates. 

 

We’ve been calling it the second harrow, 

But the truth is-it wasn’t God reclaiming souls 

To take back up to heaven, and away from sorrow. 

 

It was a deal that God and Satan made to benefit 

Both their aims. For the former, it was to punish 

Those who get baptized only for the hell of it,  

 

A wager with the skeptics some say, that diminishes  

The value of being one of the few.” 

He stood close to me, for in this void the voice 
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Was lost in space. “Tell me, master, who 

Would do such a thing? There is now hell in heaven. 

Doesn’t that mean that the Devil has a stake 

 

In paradise?” My master gave me a sympathetic nod: 

“He has a foot in the door, to say the least, 

And if it were me I would have never agreed, the sod. 

 

The word is that it is much like a lease 

That will end when the deal expires, 

Just over an eternity, then it returns to this crease 

 

Between His reddish ass cheeks. Back to fire. 

Back to brimstone. And all that bullshit.” 

He pulled out a Pall Mall and exhaled with a sigh. 

 

And I: “What about the Devil? What does he get?” 

“I’m not completely sure, my boy. But think  

About if it were you down here. And just over  

 

That hill there were little devils poking your dink 

With hot lead, and here you are roiling around 

Untouched by pain. It’s better. And it’s harder to sink 

 

Into despair. Now if there were cherubs and harp sounds 

Floating on the breeze, you would know what you were 

Missing, and that seems to be the greater penalty.” 

 

I took his words as the brethren of truth, for 

Who else could I trust? My belief in the afterlife 

Was shaken again. That this was death, down to its core. 

 

And I: “Where do we go from here? Do we go? 

Left, or right? It doesn’t seem to matter in the least.” 

He: “We’re on our way now. You must not  

 

Have noticed, but we’ve been falling this whole  

Time, boy, deeper down to the second circle.  

Your body doesn’t know it’s in free fall. 

 

We will be there soon enough, so quell 

Your fear, for the sooner you accept the oblivion, 

The sooner we will get there.” 
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CANTO V 

I came to with a muted splash in a pool of slime 

Placed there to catch the falling souls. 

The fluid must have been created over time 

 

Due to the precision of the foul 

Smell, a mixture of fish entrails 

And the spit formed from chewing tobacco. 

 

I still wake up from dreams affected by this tale 

Gasping for breath and reaching forth, 

Trying to break the barrier of the mucus. 

 

I left the pool and there stood Kurt, 

As clean as a chittlin, lighting up a fresh cigarette 

With a bear pelt presented to clean the filth 

 

From my body. He: “Welcome to the party.” 

And I: “Ah. Thank you. So we’re at the second, right?” 

He: “Yes. May I present the great Minos?” 

 

There was a large man surrounded by spotlights 

That swung in figure eights of greens and reds 

In front of a circus tent, as he used a microphone to hurl insults 

 

Based upon the deepest secrets held 

Inside a person, for he had them on the tip 

Of his tongue, knowing them as well 

 

As he knew himself. His great serpent tail would dip 

And writhe, silhouetted by the bright light behind, 

Twisting like a vine around his body, then slip 

 

Away from his frame for the next judgment to tend 

To, like a Vegas hack whose shows 

Would not end until there was no crowd to attend.  

 

Great Minos bellowed at the next foe: 

“Everyone see this fat bastard? 

He murdered his wife outside of his home 

 

In the darkness of the front yard 

While people waited inside to surprise  

Him for his fifty-fourth birthday. 
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A surprise indeed! when he entered unwise 

To the waiting crowd of his family  

And friends as he attempted to hide 

 

The knife, his shirt and pants bloodied.” 

Minos’ great tail wrapped more times than 

I could count, and the trap door let  

 

Out; a slight scream was heard, then 

Nothing. “You I look forward to seeing 

On your trip down, for I can tell there 

 

Will be much to say about you,” his eyes glaring  

At me. Kurt spoke into my ear: “Don’t listen 

To him, son. He doesn’t know you, nor anything, 

 

Until you stand on the platform a dead soul. That’s when 

All your life is taken by him and manipulated.” 

Minos replied: “Don’t comfort him too well. 

 

I have a knack for this and from what I can tell 

I will need to grow a longer tail for how deep 

He will descend.”  He let out a raspy chuckle. 

 

I stared at Minos’ until I could no longer steep 

In his gaze, for my master held my shoulders and pushed 

Me along through the flap of the great circus tent. 

 

What happened then is hard to describe 

Because I was sent into an instant fit of vertigo 

Caused by the form of torture prescribed;  

 

Thousands of lights flashed in strobe  

From each direction in violent fits, as two-bodied  

Bungees flailed up and down to probe 

 

The threshold of the light, then shot back 

Up into the darkness of the ceiling, sounding 

Like the smacking shanks of butchered meat. 

 

“Master, why are these people shot from sky to ground 

Like this?” And he: “These here are the lustful. 

What better to describe the feeling of love 
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Than the gut-wrenching fall followed by the absolute 

Lightness of getting cast back up? Those damned  

Ringling Brothers helped Him rig it up.” 

 

“Can we talk to one of the couples, perhaps?” I said. 

“Sure. Go ahead and snag one as they fall.  

You can talk to them as long as you can hold them.” 

 

I walked deeper into the tent, the floor muddied 

By the vomit of the oppressed. It took me some  

Time to grab one, but when I did it was worth all 

 

The wait. I got hold of Mr. Kennedy and Miss Monroe, 

Those famous secret lovers. Kurt came quick 

To see which couple I had grasped among 

 

All the groups.  “So it’s true then? You make me sick, 

Mr. President. How could you abuse your office 

To have sex with a woman inside of wedlock?” 

 

Mr. Kennedy replied: “You think this has happened once, 

And that Clinton was the first? 

Open your eyes. Don’t be such a dunce. 

 

I was just more discreet than he was. That cursed 

Man and his fat bitch are bouncing around here somewhere.” 

And Kurt: “I knew something was amiss 

 

When you sang him that sultry ‘Happy Birthday’, there 

In front of everyone. She might as well have burst 

Out of that giant cake they presented to him stark naked.” 

 

Marilyn in melodious dribble: “Oh stop it. That’s worse 

Than what I did. I was just paying tribute to a great 

Man, and one of our best presidents.” 

 

I was taken aback and asked the question the state 

Would have loved to ask. “How did it all begin?” 

Mr. President: “That same night, backstage, I made a date 

 

To meet her in person, in my private dressing  

Room, after Jackie had taken the kids home. 

She brought a copy of Playboy, her issue,  
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Signed with a kiss just underneath her name.  

We looked at it together, and I couldn’t help 

Myself, knowing what she looked like, this dame, 

 

Underneath all those sequins.” 

My master and I looked at each other 

In mutual disgust, as I pulled down hard, 

 

To slingshot them as far as possible. 

As I let go, one of their limbs hit my face 

And I collapsed into a bundle. 
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CANTO VI 

I woke from the grand slap 

With blood still at my nostril 

And the sight of beautiful  Marilyn trapped 

 

In my mind. “ You can’t blame him. That woman is a pill,” 

My master recounted. And I: “Like Viagra,  

Or Cialis if I had to put a name to her. Scoundrel. . .” 

 

And he: “Well, shit, boy. We might have 

Done the same thing. You never know.” 

We left it there. I then wondered what grave 

 

Issue lay ahead and what in turn may happen now. 

I recalled that we must be in the third 

Circle and shot upright with a furrowed brow 

 

For I knew that Cerberus was within a word, 

And that I must be on my guard from  

The three-headed beast. I girded  

 

Myself by swiveling my head in every  

Direction, but there was nothing to fear. 

“Ah! Afraid of Cerberus, are we?”  

 

My master said with a chuckle and leer. 

The sounds of air being pushed through loose jowls 

Could be heard not too far off, so we steered  

 

Towards the noise. And there was that old dog 

With the middle head replaced by a human’s. 

It was George W. Bush napping like a log 

 

With his cheek nuzzled against another head. 

“Ol’ Cerberus isn’t much like he used to be, 

And the middle head is long since dead. 

 

They decided to keep the old thing in company, 

So they added Dubyah in there for his punishment.” 

And I: “I mean, what’s at stake between these 

 

Two old dog heads?” My master was a bold gent 

And decided to show me it in action. 

Grabbing at his feet, he snatched up a rock and sent 
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It right to the snout of the head where George 

Slept. The head awoke, awaking the others 

With it, each yawning then sleepily blinking in succession. 

 

“They decided below that Bush wasn’t so  

Much at fault as the ones who made  

His decisions, so, on him they took 

 

It easy,” he whispered as the heads rose. 

They caught a scent and moved straight to Dubyah’s ears 

Where peanut butter forever poured  

 

Out. The dogs licked inside while Bush laughed in sheer 

Delight, as if a child being chased, 

Throwing his head about in feigned evasion.  

 

With Cerberus distracted, we walked  

By without notice, having to jump 

Over a happily wagging tail. 

 

There were shallow wading pools 

Where the gluttons were sunk into all  

The fat that passed with the gruel 

 

They put into their mouths while alive. 

Faces stretched out like putty  

On the surface of skin; no bone, no cartilage. 

 

I looked over the edge of one puddle 

And the eyes that floated took notice 

Of me and began to talk in a voice muddled 

 

By salty fat. “Do you recognize me? Only since 

I’ve been dead do I look fat. I had an impeccable  

Metabolism up there, able to put hotdogs in hospice. 

 

Glutton Bowl champion? The Tsunami?” 

I remembered him vaguely but couldn’t place 

The name. “Kobayashi,” he said, disappointed.  

 

And I: “Oh, yeah. I couldn’t think of the name 

Because you look nothing like you did.” 

“Besides that,” he said, “I realized who is to blame 
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For the obesity that plagues the middle 

Classes and poor in your country. The rich 

Are attempting to make you worthless and brittle 

 

So that you are easy to contain. I know this. 

It was my job to know what was in the food 

I ate because it made me a better competitor. 

 

The FDA is in their pockets, and you’re good  

Not to eat that shit.” I replied, “That sounds  

Ridiculous. Who would use meat? Why should 

 

I believe that?” And Kurt: “It’s a slow process, 

But the wheels have begun to turn and the vice 

Is closing on the lower classes.”  

 

We left the glutton in his pool of flesh, twice  

As large as he had been in life, walking past 

The other gluttons who deep fried their 

 

Limbs in large vats of oil, being forced  

To eat their crispy arms and legs. 

We stopped where we could see 

 

Plutus who wait at the circuit’s edge, 

Smelling the enticing sent of cooking meat, 

Begging for a piece to satiate his hunger. 
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CANTO VII 

 

“Don’t make eye contact and he won’t 

Try and talk to you. Treat him as a homeless 

Gent you don’t want to flaunt 

 

Your money in front of or he will promise 

Conversation until you feel you must pay 

To make leave,” said my master of Plutus 

 

Who on a large stone along the path lay 

Picking at his flesh and eating the scabs 

He found on his knees and elbows. “Play  

 

Dumb and he will stay on that slab 

To talk to himself of his own incoherent insanity,”  

My master continued. ‘The gift of gab 

 

Is the only skill the homeless have, profanity 

Towards whatever’ I thought, but we covered  

Our faces and dashed past. Our humanity 

 

Had us stop at his hark. “Chritsti lovered 

De Plutus. Ni gaunt. Ni loned.” 

Neither Kurt nor I could uncover  

 

His meaning, so I got closer to hone  

In on his words. “What did you say?” 

My master let me leave his hold 

 

As I moved closer to his rock, to let me play 

Off my own desire to help those in need. 

“Na morve de pape Satan. Placease de wayve. 

 

Na morve,” Plutus said in a desperate plea. 

He reached his hand for me to hold 

And I reached out in return. He pulled me 

 

Savagely toward him and bit at my shoulder 

With his sharp teeth and sucked at the blood 

That left my body. I remember his tongue, colder 

 

Than a wet snake. The clutch unfurled and there stood 

Kurt. It’s apparent now that he wanted my lesson  
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To be learned through pain, that hell is good 

 

At tricking the weak. A look from Kurt to christen  

Me a fool and we continued, he as disappointed 

As the father of a shameless cretin. 

 

Thusly, we continued along to the jointed  

Circle where men were tossed in bingo cages  

With their earthly possessions, their wealth 

 

Transcribed to gold bars that acted only as large 

Objects to bludgeon and crush. Each person,  

Before entering into the spin, was to relay their scourge: 

 

“This wealth, that acts as carcinogen, 

That wastes in wont, that sours the preserves,   

Will work as it always has, now and then.” 

 

Down they went to get what they deserve, 

Tumbling amid bloody blocks of gold. 

“Who are these men, master? It doesn’t pay to serve 

 

In the clergy anymore? Is there no gain?” 

And he: “Not anymore, my boy. This is a new class 

Of CEO’s that control as thoroughly as the fear of God. 

 

If life were a ship, they would be the mast, 

The wind, and sea. We would be the slaves 

In the lower decks, that laboring caste. 

 

But here, all that money they stole and saved 

Works to crush them. You must feel pretty stupid. 

Don’t you?” he said to the next knave 

 

Waiting to jump in the cage. I said, “What did  

They do? Why them? Is it really their fault 

That they worked to make their money, and paid 

 

For their families to live? It doesn’t warrant this assault.” 

My master peevishly smiled at my ignorance. 

“Look boy. Though they may never have defaulted 

 

On a loan, and always made sure little Suzy got to dance, 

They still were the drones of the hive. 
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If they had taken a moment to realize what they had done 

 

They might have noticed how much they harmed 

Their fellow man. No conscience 

Asked themselves, ‘Is what we’re doing moral?’ 

 

No. Instead they pushed people away with oars  

As they watched them drown. Hush money.” 

And I, “So you believe that these people, for  

 

Solely their professional work, deserve this fate? Please 

Tell me that to live a comfortable 

Life and to succeed is not the American Dream.”  

 

Kurt lit a cigarette and looked formidable, 

“Fate? You believe that fate is human fashion? 

Never have I seen it engraved on tablets 

 

Outside our courthouses or on any coin 

That fate has anything to do with our lives. 

We are owned by businesses, not possessed  

 

By a country. There is no liberty. Our fate 

Is decided for us.” At this time we came upon 

The river Styx and followed its flow 

 

Until we stopped at a muddy bank where  

Boyish men covered in tar were being corralled  

By swollen women who strangled and spared 

 

Not one. “Here are those that could not dispel  

Their anger and are now forever the pubescent  

Versions of themselves. Children who can’t tell 

 

Why they feel one way or another, and spend 

Time frustrated as they are drowned by women 

Who crush and mangle whoever is at hand,  

 

While the rest trample over each other trying to get away.” 

We walked past without much notice as I recall. 

I was still under distress about the world above. 
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CANTO VIII 

We reached the bank of the river Styx 

Whereupon we found a dock  

That left many paddle boats to pick, 

 

Each one a white swan, a flock 

You can say, with plumage grimy white 

Tainted by tar and left with pock- 

 

Marks from those before us who took flight 

Across the waters to the other side.   

“Let’s pick a strong boat with all the right 

 

Parts. These waters are rough and a ride 

With just our legs for motors  

Can be a problem when souls are the tide,” 

 

My master said as we crossed cracked mortar 

Along the dock that stabbed at the water. 

The tension was there, between my porter 

 

And me. Reader, you must know that a father 

He was to me and never have I had a chance 

To disappoint the like. “I don’t mean to bother 

 

You with this, but awkward glances 

Are not how I want to spend this trip 

Especially since we have only just begun.” 

 

He continued inspecting the birds, 

Almost as if he were avoiding the conflict 

Altogether. “Boy,” he said this word 

 

With a long exhausting breath, “stick 

To your guns. Don’t be an ignorant 

Idiot. It’s too easy.  You burn your wick 

 

At both ends making a decision you can’t 

Defend or by changing your mind at each 

Crossing. “ And I: “But I haven’t 

 

Changed my mind about anything. 

I don’t know what you mean by saying that.” 

And he: “It is not that you have need 
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To change your mind, for you haven’t 

Even made it up. You’ve made no decision 

Whatsoever. You are picked up, then set 

 

Back down, a random collision 

Of this or that. Life is not alchemy. 

Gold does not serve you here. Vision 

 

Does. “ He sat in the boat and shimmied  

To the far side so that I could enter 

Into the paddle boat, and there we were 

  

Like two lovers on a first date, but instead, mentor 

And son.  We pushed ourselves from the harbor 

By twisting the bicycle pedals  

 

To propel us forward, sharing the labor, 

Forcing floating bodies away with our bow. 

A heavy fog poured over the water 

 

And it burned like mace and smelled so foul. 

There is more that I wanted to say, 

But the air reached my lungs and vomit flowed. 
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CANTO IX 

Our decaying swan hit the jagged shore 

And I stepped out of the vessel still blind, 

Feeling for something to hold so that I could restore 

 

My sight, but there were only signs 

That the ground was devoid of implements. 

“There must be an ominous glow behind 

 

This fog I’d imagine,” but there was no reply. 

“Kurt?” I said in a more desperate tone 

And again I heard nothing, only plain 

 

Air comingling with sour foam 

On the surface of the river, lapping on land. 

The stinging air retreated, it no longer loom, 

 

But the tears continued from my eyes,  

A completely different dowser. 

Reader, I sat there for what seemed like days 

 

Waiting for my master to return, but deeper 

I sunk until I lost hope of his return. 

I figured that he left because I never 

Reassured him that I could yearn, 

That I could shed my childish shell. 

So then I came to the gate of Dis which burn 

 

Red as if the steel itself were a flame. 

For the most part the city was as described, 

And I hoped for the three furies now, untamed, 

 

Ready to tear me limb from limb 

For I dare to ask entrance to their city. 

They never came, in spite of my bellows 

 

And cries for their attention. I begged for pity 

Until, alas, my voice went hoarse. 

Death seemed like a comfort that only 

 

Hell could offer to me, a strong force 

That overtook my thoughts and dragged my feet 

Into the slop of water. I took the currents’ course, 
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Dipping under the surface, letting the meat  

Of damned souls grasp at my body and pull me down 

While my lungs filled as with warm spit. 

 

The water was as dry as ash and every 

Soul that I passed scratched and bit 

At me, until the burning city was only the hazy 

 

Moon covered by clouds on the surface, 

Then gone completely. I sunk down, lower and lower, 

Until the damned souls were gone, to a place 

 

Where the water, in the shadow of the tower, 

Turned icy and clear. A current in the water suck 

Me into a harbor in the stone foundation, the power 

 

Of water being pulled in to a vacuum.  

My body flailed through the opening. The crystalline  

Water smoothed the rock into a flume 

 

That pulled me into a cavern where the room spun, 

Floating motionless as staunch rock 

Move past my eyes in hurried flashes.  
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CANTO X 

When I breached the water’s surface 

I was lured by the most beautiful song, 

Harmonizing the three voices 

 

Of beautiful sirens. They preen their long, 

Slender bodies possessing oily plumage 

That reflect rainbow all along 

 

Their black feathers, glaring only where the light stages 

Its dance upon the water. This cavern 

Was the haven where they bathe 

 

And groom, waiting for their mistress Persephone. 

Peisinoe, Aglaope, and Thelxiepeia 

Sat unawares in front of a polished steel mirror, 

 

Making sure that each feather was to be seen 

In their right order as they hummed a tune  

Of impossible rendition. I did not mean  

 

To, but I revealed myself and swooned 

Over their pristine beauty. At the moment 

They caught sight of my rapture, they cooed 

 

At me to come closer, knowing that they ferment 

Inside of me an infatuation indecent  

To speak of now. I didn’t notice until later coherent 

 

That Aglaope had left to retrieve the summit 

Of Medusa, a bust that lay ready for defense 

Against any intruder who dared to commit 

 

To enter into such a nest. I stumbled without sense 

Towards the source, lost in a euphoria  

That had me numb to anything besides the place whence 

 

Passion emits. Their bodies opened like swinging doors 

To reveal the head that turns mortal men to stone. 

My lungs closed like a sucker punch, my feet the floor, 

 

And I froze in a matter of seconds, and there was none 

Of me left. I don’t know what occurred in this time. 

All that I know is that I collapsed as an angel shone 
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In front of me. I presume she walked through me 

Transforming me back to flesh and blood 

And now took to fending off the fiends. 

 

The body of the angel was translucent and nude 

Using only her glow to send the sirens 

Into a frenzy of hissing fix. They stood 

 

At a distance that increased with each step 

Closer until they retreated up a stair 

Out of the cavern. She turned and I wept 

 

From the beauty beheld. She was fair 

And mild and retained a Mona Lisa smile 

That turned my heart from stone to ripe pear. 

 

She passed through me again, and while 

We were one, I felt the bliss of heaven  

In her bosom, and so she left, walking 

 

Into the water and gone. I was alone for  

A moment until another apparition appeared. 

It was a wagon wheel within a wheel 

 

Covered with hundreds of eyes along its rims. 

The eyes followed me as it slowly crossed the room 

And dipped under the water, following the angel. 

 

I prepare myself and wait once again for doom, 

Knowing that the stair was the only way out 

Still unaware of my master’s place in this realm. 
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AFTERWORD 

In case you were wondering, he finds me. Kurt is waiting at the top of the stairs puffing a Pall 

Mall, waiting for me to come up after that whole ordeal. It was all just a clever plot to get me 

into the city Dis because he couldn’t do it himself, not having the authority to get me through 

the gate. The only way to call in the reinforcements was if I, a still mortal soul, were in trouble 

enough to absolutely require the help of one of Heaven’s most beautiful angels. And in the case 

that you were wondering again, that beautiful angel that transformed me back into flesh from 

stone was Beatrice. I figured she deserved a cameo, only being faintly mentioned in the original 

Inferno. 

I feel that leading up to this point in the Cantos I’ve been trying to find a middle ground 

between humor and despair, as if you were attempting to have fun at a minimum wage job, 

say. You can have fun there with your coworkers to pass the time, but all the while it can be 

overwhelmingly depressing. The feeling that I wanted readers to get when observing my 

interpretation of Hell is the lack of accountability, how there seems to be no sort of rationale to 

these new age forms of torture that I’ve decided to implement.  In Dante’s interpretation, 

people are required to perform their duties; it is their responsibility to be punished. I was trying 

to find a stance where my damned souls were too ignorant to know anything else besides the 

punishment assigned to them. In Dante’s Inferno, whereas the souls have an uncanny grasp of 

the future of the mortal world, I wanted the souls of my inferno to have an overwhelming sense 

of their present situation with no foresight at all. 

In the twenty-four cantos that would follow these ten I would delve into the relationship 

between Kurt and me. Up to this point, I feel that I’ve been working towards a paternal 

relationship. Personally, I have never had a father figure, and Kurt Vonnegut never had any 

children. It is an interesting beginning because I don’t think that Kurt ever wanted to get caught 

up in this situation, and I never elaborated on why he was assigned this specific task of guiding 

me through Hell because I have no Beatrice in Heaven sending guides to help me along my way. 

I may want it to be that he saw potential in me as an artist and took it upon himself to grasp at 

the opportunity to mentor me, or maybe he is just a bored old man that was looking to pass 

some time in the underworld. 

Truthfully, the relationship between Kurt and me was evolving as I wrote the piece. I feel that 

Dante and Virgil were more contemporaries than they were mentor/pupil or father/son. Dante 

looked up to Virgil and respected his art, but he was also established. They were more equals. 

In my and Kurt’s relationship there is more room for squabble, shortcomings, and sharp glances 

than in Dante’s Inferno. Of course, if I were to continue, I would parody the creatures of hell. 

Most notably would be the Minotaur on the Shattered Cliff. He would have ended up being a 

crack-addict type so ruined by injected growth hormones and selective breeding that he tweaks 

and twitches, possibly taking a trait from a character in Cat’s Cradle named Knowles, a black 

elevator attendant, who ends every sentence with “Yes, yes!” In Canto XIII, quite possibly we 

come across Kurt Cobain complaining that he can’t play guitar because his arms are too stiff, 

being himself a tree. In Canto XXVIII, Bertrand de Born has lost his head. There are many 

possibilities. 
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