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Due to the fact that there is no actual mention of the existence of purgatory in the bible, it is very difficult to determine what it looks like, how long you’re there for, what happens there etc. This caused a lot of inspiration to be drawn from previous ideas and biblical descriptions of hell. The only constant feature in descriptions of purgatory is that it is temporary. In this essay I will compare medieval representations of hell and purgatory, both artistic and literary in order to prove that they are not very effective at portraying the differences between the two places. 
The bible doesn’t have anything specific that it tells us about hell, just that it was designed for the devil (Revelation 20:10) and it is ‘eternal’ (Matthew 25:46). The descriptions of what it actually entails is sparse as well, fire is mentioned a lot. For example, Mark states hell is ‘where the fire never goes out’ (Mark 9:43) and Jude describes it as ‘the punishment of eternal flame’ (Jude 1:7). Matthew adds that ‘there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth’ but other than this, there is no official description of hell, which means the medieval people had to come up with their own interpretations.  Because of this emphasis on the evilness of fire, in hell, when it comes to biblical writings about cleansing flames (e.g. Isaiah 4:4) medieval people took this as evidence for a separate place, a purgatory that people could work their way back to God even in the afterlife (e.g. Matthew 5:25-26) again helping with contradictory passages about the eternity of the afterlife. These ideas from the bible are the basis on which medieval people formed their ideas about hell and purgatory, therefore we can tell straight away that the only consistent difference between the two places will be that purgatory is escapable but hell is not. The medieval writer Dante portrays this well.
Possibly the most famous medieval representations of hell and purgatory come from Dante. His ‘inferno’ reflects the biblical teachings of an eternal hell through the description ‘abandon all hope, you who enter here’. His ‘purgatorio’ also reflects this main difference between them as at the end, Dante is ready to ascend to heaven, agreeing that purgatory is only temporary. Dante also presents this difference between the two places through the people he speaks to, and their attitudes. The souls in purgatory have hope that those in hell lack.   
The main form of medieval writings about purgatory come from the visions of monks. The monk of Eynsham presents the idea of a purgatory where people all have individual punishments, yet they all have hope. Although, this is contradicted slightly by him stating that he witnessed people trying to escape but ‘a flame engulfed them and devils challenged them’. This is a very similar idea to most visions of hell as it feature demons or ‘devils’ and fire as a form of torture and containment.  
Julian of Vezelay, a twelfth century Benedictine monk writes a very interesting account of hell and purgatory in which he attempts to describe the entrance to the afterlife being in mt Etna, however it is very hard to distinguish when he is talking about the eternal flames and the purgatorial flame. This shows how similar the medieval representations of purgatory and hell were. 






Medieval artwork also makes it very hard to distinguish between the representations of hell and purgatory mainly due to the fact that both hell and purgatory involve torture, especially invested in flames. For example, the painting of ‘The Last Judgement’ by Fra Angelico contains a hellscape divided into sections of torture. These tortures include people in a boiling pot, people eating themselves and others and demons enforcing this punishment. All these same features are also included in the Chaldon Church mural, which is a vision of purgatory, however the only reason art historians believe this is the presence of a ladder running through the middle that seems to resemble Jacobs ladder as it shows some people climbing it into the heavens, yet others either falling off or being dragged of by demons – which could represent their sins. This could also relate to the vision of the monk of Eynsham where he describes demons stopping people escaping before they are ready. Other than this, It would be understandable if this picture is thought of as a hellscape. 
One other key feature of purgatory not usually found in representations of hell is the bridge of spikes. This is described in the ‘Vision of Tundale’ of being a punishment for robbers, Tundale himself has to cross the bridge with a wild cow to make up for stealing his neighbours’ cow. After he does this, the angel lets him know that he has been forgiven for this transgression, he has been punished sufficiently. If this punishment was in hell, this would never be fulfilled. 
[bookmark: _GoBack][image: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/e/ed/Fra_Angelico_010.jpg/800px-Fra_Angelico_010.jpg][image: ]In Conclusion, medieval representations of purgatory and hell are quite difficult to distinguish between, especially in medieval artworks. This is mostly due to the common features of torture and punishment and the presence of demons. There is also the common debate about the motif of hellfire vs purgatorial flames, which stems in turn from the conflicting bible stories concerning the nature of fire as cleansing/ torturing. Due to the contradictory nature of the bible it is no wonder that the medieval people didn’t manage to clearly represent the differences between hell and purgatory. The only constant and unchanging difference is the way that purgatory is somewhere in which you can be forgiven, you can work through your sins, much like a modern jail sentence, however, hell is eternal. Therefore, medieval representations of the differences between hell and purgatory were not very effective. Chaldon Church mural
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