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Dante’s Infernal Punishments

As They Apply to Musicians

(partly inspired by www.brunching.com’s Dante articles)


Musicians (especially classical ones) often behave as if there are two types of people in the world: those who play music and those who do not.  We speak in a language that, although we claim it’s universal, is mostly incomprehensible to the rest of the world.  Oboe strings, trouble clef, augminished and demented chords make up our daily vocabulary.  So it is only natural that we should wish for our own version of the infernal punishments:

1st circle (Limbo):

For those musicians who only play on weekends, never stick to the same instrument for more than two weeks, or otherwise avoid serious practice.  Musicians who end up in this circle have to do something useful for the rest of eternity, like becoming bankers, lawyers, or English teachers.

2nd circle:


Here one meets with a dread audition committee, who can hear how well your very soul is tuned, discerning one’s proper place in hell.  Here reside the lustful, who used their musical talents primarily to get laid.  The concerts are good, as practically every 60’s rock band is present, but since they’re all old and fat, they have to spend eternity never able to get any again.

3rd circle:


Funny that legend holds that Cerberus can be put to sleep with music.  I guess no one in this circle has reached that level of talent.  Well, the gluttons reside here, alongside a dog with three mouths.  Nice symbolism.  Say hello to tubists, and people who insist on keeping all their solos to themselves, even the ones they can’t play.  When their performance goes badly, they’ll have to eat their words.

4th circle:


Musicians and money in the same sentence?  Seriously, though, does it count if you squander your life savings on ten different instruments if you need them all to make… more money?  Nay, most of us are guilty of hoarding the little we have.  The latter spend eternity in fear of the Landlord of Doom.

5th circle:


Souls whom anger overcame.  And musicians have so much to be angry about, most of it to do with conductors’ beat patterns, union contracts, Sousa marches, all of which are simply repeated for them for all eternity.

6th circle:


I have heard a hundred musicians, with their eyes closed, all begin a piece perfectly together, perfectly balanced, perfectly in tune, and I was one of them.  There are some things that reason cannot do or explain, and those “musicians” who do not recognize this, who try to control every sound through logic alone, will always kill the beauty in everything they touch.  Plus, they will never pass through the Gate of Dis—except to stay forever.


Incidentally, some players seem to believe that conductors are a kind of Gorgon, for they can never be persuaded to watch them.  Anyway, chief among the heretics of music are those who try to “popularize” classical music through albums such as “Mozart for Dummies”.  The punishment: being torn limb from limb to the sound of Laurence Welk. 

7th circle:


Coming full circle (ha!) to rock musicians, they are the primary culprits of violence, either done onstage to their instruments or by way of incitement.  Here, they are trampled to death daily by their own crazed fans.

8th circle:


Fraud is rampant in the musical world.  It seems that the deeper one goes into hell, the more musicians one finds.  Perhaps the exceptional are all either exceptionally bad, or exceptionally good.  We can only hope.


The worst here are: the conductors who have no talent, yet are famous; those rock musicians who write bad music and use a sexy cover photo to sell it; people who “rig” auditions, either out of sexist notions or to help a buddy get a job.  The fraudulent are forced to become the telemarketers of hell, committing the same sin but for someone else.

9th circle:


Betrayal is terrible with us.  Music is a social art, based on reputation, and the musical world is a small one.  Scandal spreads quickly, and rivalry is intense: that person who says they’ll get you a connection, you don’t need to bother to show up in person, and then you see him in “your” job the next week; the person who supposedly put razor blades between the cracks of a piano before a “friend” auditioned; the insecure, bad conductor who outs his colleague, the only one who might have upstaged him.  Their punishment is terrible: they are given perspective without relief, the knowledge that they have to be themselves for all eternity.
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