In this essay I will be answering the question “how effective were medieval representations of the differences between Hell and Purgatory?” I will discuss various medieval sources and their depictions of Hell and Purgatory and discuss how effective they are at portraying them differently.
Firstly, many depictions of Hell and Purgatory include the presence of demons or devil-like beings. This can be seen in Tundale’s vision of Hell in which it states, “the devils surrounded him and reproached him with great clamor; and they chopped him into pieces with those instruments and handed over the disconnected parts to the flames” (Tundale’s Vision). Similarly, the Revelation of the Monk of Eynsham also depicts devils but this time in Purgatory instead of Hell, “Who will believe me when I say that these devils tossed the lady about from one to the other with red hot instruments” (Revelation of the Monk of Eynsham). Although the presence of devils would normally be associated with Hell you can see by these quote’s that they were not restricted to this place and frequented purgatory as well. In both places the devils seem to be aggressive but perhaps overly so in the depiction of Hell. This suggests that in this way the depictions of Hell and Purgatory were not effective at differentiating between them as both had devils to torment the souls in their respective places.
Another example in which medieval depictions of Hell and Purgatory perhaps are not effective at differentiating between them is the fact that many include torture and the tormenting of souls. For example, in Tundale’s vision of Hell it states that “They were also tortured in their genitals with great pain; but in response their genitals, putrid and corrupt, seemed to gush with worms” (Tundale’s Vision). In the same way the monk of Eynsham states that there were “sinners set to the punishments that fitted their deeds and their characters” and that some were “patiently suffering immense torture and horrible agonies” (Revelation of the monk of Eynsham). Another medieval depiction of Purgatory that includes torture is The Vision of Thurkill. An example from this is “When they reached that bridge and wanted to cross over to their destined place of rest, they walked painfully with naked feet amid the sharp stakes and thorns that were set on the bridge…they placed their hands on the stakes to support themselves from falling, and their hands were pierced straight through”(The Vision of Thurkill). It is interesting that medieval representation of Hell and Purgatory both include depictions of torture as it makes them seem overly similar and it is hard to differentiate between them because of this. This is another way that medieval representations are not effective at providing differences between them.
There is a common theme in medieval depictions of Hell and Purgatory which is that they have different areas within them. This can be seen in Tundale’s Vision in which he journeys to various different areas of Hell and these different areas have different sinners and different punishments matching these sins. For example, there is an area in which only people who have committed the sin of gluttony are punished and another which punishes the people who committed the sin of envy as well as an area for people who committed the sin of pride and so on. There is even an area which Tundale visits which is where Lucifer dwells. This is also the area reserved for people who deny Christ, as well as people who “are adulterers, murderers, thief’s, [and] bandits” (Tundale’s vision). In these places, the severity of punishments worsen the deeper you go. Another but perhaps more famous example of this is Dante’s Inferno. In Dante’s Inferno, Dante describes nine different circles to hell which, similarly to Tundale’s vision, each circle in reserved for different types of sinners. For example, the first circle is limbo, the second is where the lustful are punished, the third is for the gluttonous and the fourth is for the avaricious and so on (Dante’s Inferno). Considering that two different representations of hell contain this similar theme of different areas being reserved for different sins, it is interesting to note that this also occurs in Dante’s Purgatorio. There are seven different stages to Purgatory in Dante’s story and each one, in a similar way to the Inferno and Tundale’s Vision are areas reserved for the different types of sinners. For example, the first terrace is reserved for pride and the second is for people who were envious in life. It Is clear from these examples of different medieval representations of Hell and Purgatory that they are not that effective at showing differences between them because the depictions both have different areas for different sinners and they also both include the same types of sins as well. However John Casey states that “although the sins of the Purgatorio replicate, to some extent, those of the Inferno, the difference is that the sinners undergoing purgation are indeed open to the love and hence forgiveness of God” suggesting that the differences is that the people in Purgatory are still destined for Heaven.(John Casey, Rome’s Happiest Inspiration)
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There are also medieval depictions of Hell and Purgatory in artwork which you can see in the examples above. The one on the left depicts Purgatory and is by Enguerrand Quarton, and the artwork on the right depicts Hell and was created by Coppo di Marcovaldo. You can see that the two artworks are quite similar in that they both have a representation of a devil-like creature, as well as naked people. However, they are quite different scenes in that the painting of Pugatory seems to be relatively peaceful whereas in the mosaic of Hell it’s a lot more aggressive with the devil eating an individual as well as people being thrown into flames. In this way, these depictions of Hell and Purgatory can be considered to be effective at differentiating between them.
To conclude, many medieval representations of Hell and Purgatory are done in a way which depicts them as being quite similar in that there are similar punishments, torture and the use of fire is a staple of both places. There are also different areas or stages in a number of medieval representations of these places which include punishments for the same type of sins. The fact that they do this means it is confusing as it makes Hell and Purgatory seem one and the same. However, they do have differences as can be seen in the artworks, as Purgatory is arguably represented as being more peaceful than Hell.
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