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Hell is the place of utmost suffering, stupefying horror and excruciating terror, with no inkling of pity or mercy. In 

‘Paradise Lost’ Milton gives a vivid and effective picture of this otherwise imaginary place. Hell is a place of 

torment evoking the quality of sinister wildness. In the English ‘Faust Book’ to Faustus’s query when hell was 

made, Mephistopheles replies-“Faustus, thou shalt know that before the fall of my lord, Lucifer was in hell, but 

even then was hell ordained.” 

It is a ‘dismal situation waste and wild’, as Satan realizes on surveying the site to which he has fallen. It is the 

‘infernal world’ of horrors, a horrible dungeon burning like a huge furnace. Yet, from the burning flames comes 

no light as is needed to make the darkness visible. The medieval notion that the flames of hell give no light 

followed from the idea that the damned are deprived of the sight of God who is light.Hell is a sorrowful place 

where ‘rest can never dwell’ and hope, which comes to all human beings, is totally absent. It is a murky land 

which has only doleful shades to droop and drown. Milton in this regard refers to Dante’s concept in Inferno: 

‘abandon all hope, ye who enter this place.’ 

In the Old Testament the land of the dead is described as ‘a land of darkness’, as darkness itself. This region is as 

far away from God and the light of Heaven as thrice the distance from the centre of the Earth to the most distant 

pole of the universe. The contrast between this place and the Heaven which Satan and his followers have lost is 

suggestively conveyed:‘Oh how unlike the place from whence thou fell!’Thus, Milton’s Hell is a place of darkness 

which the lurid flickering light of fire serves only to make darker. Geologically it is a volcanic region, ‘fed with ever 

burning sulphur’. Satan and his comrades have fallen into a ‘fiery gulf’, a lake that burns constantly with liquid 

fire. The place is compared to a volcano:“There stood a hill not far, whose grisly top                                                                                                                                    

Belch’d fire and rolling smoke; the rest entireShown with glossy scurf; undoubted signThat in his womb was hid 

metallic ore.”The fallen angles have brought hell upon themselves. The devils, like fallen men, are caught in a 

recalcitrant and dangerous world of their own making; having tried to burst Heaven, they find themselves 

domiciled in a volcano. 

Milton presents the abstract for the concrete. He uses striking images drawn from different sources to focus our 

attention on fire. Terms such as ‘dry land’, ‘burning lake’, ‘gate’, etc. contribute to concretizing the abstract.Hell is 

delineated partly as the one that the reader might see, and partly through Satan’s eyes. The objective and the 

subjective torments of Hell are thus mingled. We view it and also experience it from the point of view of Satan 

who is to dwell in it forever. That hell is a place of confusion and contradiction is brought out by the fact that here 

fire exists without light, and that darkness is tangible enough to reveal the sight of misery. T.S.Eliot has rightly 

called Hell the ‘twilight kingdom’. 

All these descriptions are certainly terrifying and awe-inspiring. Milton’s object in describing hell is twofold -    

first, to indicate the torments which the fallen angels have to endure in contrast to the bliss and joy of heaven 

they lost forever; and Second, to infuse a feeling of horror in our minds. The modern reader with his scientific 

background may not feel as awedor horrified by these descriptions as readers of Milton’s time might have felt. 

But even he has to recognize not only the graphic quality of the description, but also its oppressive and over 

whelming effect. We must not forget that a very significant psychological component is also appended through 

Satan’s heroic declaration:                                                                                                                                                                

“The mind is its own place, and in itself can make a Heaven of Hell, a Hell of Heav’n.”In the truest sense, hell is a 

mental state which is made or unmade by what we do, and Milton is outstanding in suggesting this universal 

truth. 


