Somewhere, in Hell:
Narrative Topography and Artistic Voice in Mike Mignola’s
Hellboy in Hell

MAX JOKSCHUS

The place to which comic book hero Hellboy descends in Hellboy in Hell:
The Descent (Mignola 2014), is your typical Hell only in as much as Hell-
boy is your typical devil. Rather than facilitating the torment of the dammed
or providing the setting for a grandiose finale, Mignola constructs his Hell as a
place of deceleration and reflection. This essay analyses the function that Hell
Sfulfills for the Mignolaverse, both in terms of its meaning to Hellboy, as well as

i1s relevance in the creational context of Hellboy as a multimedia franchise.

Der Ort, in den es Comicheld Hellboy in Hellboy in Hell: The Descent
(Mignola 2014) verschldgt, ist als Hollenvision ebenso untypisch wie Hellboy
selbst als Teufel. Anstatt der Folter verdammter Seelen oder den Schauplatz
enes grandiosen Finales, konstruiert Mignola mit seiner Hille einen Ort der
Entschleunigung und Reflektion. Dieser Essay analysiert die Funktion, die
die Holle im Mignolaverse erfiillt, sowobl in Begug auf ihre Bedeutung fiir
Hellboy, als anch ihre Relevang im Produktionskontext von Hellboy als
mnltimediales Franchise.

Introduction

In the first chapter of Mike Mignola’s 2016 comic book He/lboy in
Hell: The Death Card, the titular hero shares a drink with Mr. Jenks
and Mr. Dean, two self-proclaimed cartographers “conducting in-
terviews with various demonic persons, preparing to write the defi-
nite history of hell”. A truly grandiose task, seeing that author and
illustrator Mike Mignola conceptualised Hell as a labyrinthian city,
made up of seemingly endless arrays of crooked houses and wind-
ing passages — hence their embarrassed confession: “we’ve never
quite managed to find our way out of it” (The Death Card). This es-
say, although more modest in scope, will share their endeavour. Un-
like the cartographers, however, who can be seen boarding a hot-air
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balloon in a later comic Mignola penned (cf. Mignola, Stenbeck and
Stuart), my overview of the place will result from locating Hellboy s
Hell within two broader contexts: one pertaining to the literary in-
spirations that shaped its topography as well as dramatic function
for the character, the other reflecting on its difficult position in the
multimedia He//boy franchise.

Hell as Artistic Motif

That Hell as aliterary setting and artistic motif has overshadowed its
sparse description in official scripture is no secret. Dante Alighieri’s
Divine Comedy (1320) not only counts as “one of the most influenti-
al and groundbreaking works of world literature” (Johnston 3), but,
perhaps, #he template for afterlife-imagination, extending the “bib-
lical references to heaven and hell [that] are few and far between”
to deliver “a place of punishment [in the case of Hell] that makes
sense and satisfies our senses” (Garrett 134). What has lent Dante’s
vision such lasting impact, is its meticulous, intertextual cross-sti-
tching between pre-Christian texts like Virgil’s Aeneid or Homer’s
Odyssey and Christian accounts, like that of Thomas Aquinas’ “Har-
rowing of Hell”. Although the belief in some sort of afterlife can
be found in virtually any culture and literature, the contours Dante
provided are so clear, that they have entrenched themselves into the
West’s collective memory — so much so that Hell as a place seems
tricky to reinvent. Although representations have never stopped
proliferating, and each may surely constitute “unexpected sources”
for genuine negotiations of hope and fear (Schofield Clark 160),
they have largely fallen short of imagining “any post-medieval or
truly non-medieval landscapes” (Alexander 19).

Hell in Hellboy

Looking to Mike Mignola’s ten-issue comic book series released bet-
ween 2012 and 2016 and compiled in He//boy in Hell: The Descent and
Hellboy in Hell: Death Card, the look of his city, despite Joseph Alt-
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nether’s proposition that it “erodes the established imagery of [...]
the canonical and long-standing perceptions of Hell” (Altnether 23—
24), clearly shares this inheritance as well. The cross-section Jenks
and Dean provide includes several ‘staples’ of Dantean imaginati-
on: Hell 1s shaped like “a great bowl”, with an abyss beyond its edge.
Moving to the center, one must cross “a frozen wasteland”, follo-
wed by “unclimbable mountains” and “impassable forests”, until
one reaches a city that is “one sprawling tangle of buildings and
streets” (Mignola, The Death Card). If one manages to navigate that
city, one reaches the Stygian Sea, fed by four rivers, at the center of
which lies Pandemonium, surrounded by “the lake of fire” (ibid.).
It is not hard to see that Mignola draws from the same intermixing
of Greek and Judeo-Christian mythologies Dante presented — the
lake of fire readily registers as the pit of Gehenna, while the four
rivers (Acheron, Phlegethon, Cocytus and Lethe) are drawn from
Hades. What Mignola adds on top, are intertextual references to
later imaginations of Hell, like the palace of Pandemonium, drawn
from John Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667), or the emptiness of the
grey town, echoing C.S. Lewis’s The Great Divorce (1945). In line
with the rest of the ‘Mignolaverse’, Hell is an intertextual space, yet
it remains indebted to two principal functions: to constitute a place
where souls go after death and to host Satan — aspects that have
long guaranteed “tremendous dramatic interest” (Garrett 9). When
Paul Asay states that, “[f]or millennia heroes have gone to hell and
back — often quite literally — to reclaim a loved one and/or find new
life” (qtd. in Garret 152), it 1s unsurprising that comic books, by
and large, “follow this pattern, merely interjecting the devil into the
existing good-vs.-evil narrative patterns” (King 194). For instance,
we see John Constantine go to Hell in order to reclaim his sistet’s
soul in the Down in the Ground Where the Dead Men Go-arc of Hellbla-
zer (Carey and Manco) and Al Simmons spend an entire issue figh-
ting through a barrage of demons before finally facing off against
Satan in Satan Saga Wars (MacFarlane and Larsen). Hellboy in Hell
follows the same principal ideas (Hellboy is sent to Hell upon his
death and eventually kills Satan), yet does so in a manner — and here

I agree with Altnether — that erodes established narrative patterns
(ct. Altnether 23-24).
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To better understand this, a brief run-down of events leading
up to Hellboy’s death may be helpful. Born in Hell to demon prince
Azzael and the human witch Sarah Hughes, Anung Un Rama (that
is Hellboy’s true name) was summoned to earth by an occult Nazi
project under the leadership of Grigori Rasputin in 1944. Thwart-
ing their plan to use him as a doomsday weapon, the devilish infant
is located by allied troops who go on to raise him as an agent of
the Bureau for Paranormal Research and Defence (B.PR.D), for
which he soon becomes the leading field agent. Yet, despite saving
humanity more than once, Hellboy remains haunted by his origin:
not only does he look the part of an exemplary devil (red skin, clo-
ven hooves, pointy tail and filed-down horns), his right underarm
and hand are made from ancient stone, destined to bring about
the end of the world. After years of running from this apocalyptic
destiny, it finally catches up with him, when, upon defeating the
witch Nimue in the finale of Hellboy: The Storm and the Fury, he is
killed and sent back to Hell. Upon his descent, he is guided by a
Vergilian spirit to Pandemonium, where he slits Satan’s throat in his
sleep, triggering an uprising that results in the very apocalypse — as
chronicled in B.P.R.D. Hel/ on Earth: New World (Mignola, Arcudi
and Davis) — that was “one of the reasons you were born [...] one
of the reasons you died” (The Death Card).

What is special about this confrontation, is the way Mignola with-
holds Satan’s death as the climactic finale one would expect. Unlike
the comic adaptation of Dante’s Inferno (Gage and Latorre), where
the hero battles Satan at the end of a long journey, Hellboy kills
Satan already in the second chapter, and only remembers doing so
via flash backs. Rather than a grand finale, Satan’s death marks one
(retroactively fatetul) stop along Hellboy’s aimless wandering, turning
“the standard heroic convention on its ear” (Weiner, Hall and Blake
12). It 1s here, where I consider Jenks and Dean’s cartography to
come into play again: where the steep verticality of Dante’s Inferno
works like a funnel that draws the traveler downwards and thereby
predestines them to a climactic narrative (we all know who waits at
the bottom of Hell), He//boys bowl-shaped city is much more hori-
zontal. Rather than movement, it creates stasis; rather than enforc-
ing a single direction and purpose, it allows traversal in all directions.
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This bespeaks a second major shift that occurs in Hellboy in Hell:
Hell 1s no longer a spiritual realm whose sole dedication is torment,
but simply becomes one place among many. What is special about
Mignola’s vision of Hell, is its almost communal character. The
dead, such as Dean and Jenks, do not so much suffer as indulge in
personal eccentricities, occasionally reminiscing about their bygone
lives over cigarettes and beer. Instead of a decaying necropolis,
where everyone has abandoned hope, Hell is presented as a whim-
sical cosmopolis, where friendships, rivalries, jobs and nationalities
have remained. The dead even establish something like neighbout-
hoods: one finds “an Asian sector of Hell, an Egyptian Hell, and
an Eastern European neighborhood of Hell* (Mignola, qtd. in Alt-
nether 20).

This is because the ‘Mignolaverse” has no place for God — which
is not as nihilistic as it sounds. Although Hellboy’s very name seems
to imply that his world was steeped in Judeo-Christianity (he is not
called Hadesboy, after all), his fate is bound up with a grander cos-
mology, that Mignola first actively contoured in The Isiand in 2005,
later collected in Hellboy: Strange Places (2006). There, we learn that
some undefined power created the universe, as well as an order
of greater spirits to oversee the development of life. One such
spirit, Anum, created the Ogdru Jahad, who immediately birthed
369 Ogdru-Hem — a race of hideous monsters that first inhabited
earth. As a punishment, Anum’ collaborators and the Ogdru Ja-
had were banished to the ‘bottomless pit’, while Anum himself was
torn apart, save for his right hand. Eons later, a second banishment
took place, when some of the spirits who oversaw the dawning
era of humanity grew jealous. They were cast into the same abyss,
where they fought the previously fallen spirits for a thousand years,
until emerging victorious and erecting Pandemonium. Satan, who
had led the second wave of fallen spirits to victory, is therefore no
ultimate antagonist to ‘God’, but one of many enemies of humanity
— amongst whom one actually finds “a lot of gods (note the small
2)” (Nugent 2). The closest thing to a genuine ‘enemy of all that 1s
good’ are the Ogdru Jahad, which are not drawn from any religion,
but owe their inspiration to H.P. Lovecraft’s fictional mythology
surrounding eldritch abominations.
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In the Mignolaverse, religion becomes fiction, while fiction be-
comes religion: cantankerous monsters, entities and deities pop up
in every corner of the wotld — from the Gruagach in Ireland to the
Penanggalan in Malaysia — making it a hybridized arena, wherein
all beliefs are somewhat true, and therefore, automatically, non-au-
thoritative. The only ‘religion’ this world does commit to, is a con-
glomerate of authorial brandings: next to Lovecraft’s Gods, Clarke
Ashton Smith’s ‘Hyperborea’ (the first kingdom of man) and Rob-
ert E. Howard’s ‘Right Hand of Doom’ (as introduced in one of
his Solomon Kane stories) become the ‘deepest truths’ that characters
can uncover.

Consequently, without God, Hell can no longer work as the in-
carnation of His inversion, but must be reduced to a mundane
locale in line with the city of Atlantis or Baba Yaga’s chicken-leg-
ged hut. Mignola subtracts religiosity from religion. When Aaron
Ricker points out that Mignola misspells the Book of Revelation
as ‘Revelations’ in one of his stories, signaling, “that we are dealing
with impressionistic ideas about the book of Revelation inherited
from general knowledge and casual reading” (77), I am inclined
to suggest that this interpretation pertains to the entirety of reli-
gious vocabulary and iconography in Hellboy. As such, Hellboy’s
surprised remark in chapter four of Hellboy in Hell: The Death Card,
upon learning that his actions have left a band of demonic warriors
unemployed — “nice place before I got here? [...] guess all the books
got it wrong” — the ‘books’ he refers to may readily include comic
books like He/lrazser (Barker, Monfette and Manco) or The Yattering
and Jack (Barker, Niles and Bolton) that restricted Hell’s purpose to
corporal punishment or psychological torture respectively. In the
world of Hellboy, an entire aristocracy of dukes and princes rules
over Hell who, rather than focusing their efforts on human souls,
constantly scheme against each other, commanding their armies
for entirely selfish motives. Azzael himself had endowed Anung
Un Rama with his ‘Right Hand of Doom’ so that his dynasty may
become established. In the Mignolaverse, the devils have pluralised,
while a genuine Anti-Christ, enemy of God and man, is absent,
allowing Hellboy to experience his descent like “it was really just
trading one world for another [...] that it was a chance to start
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over” (Mignola, The Death Card). That the meaning of these words
not only addresses Hellboy’s fate as a diegetic hero, but, breaking
the fourth wall, also reflects on his fate as an intellectual property,
becomes clear if the reading of He//boy in Hellis expanded from the
comic-page to the multimedia franchise.

What makes He/lboy special in the current pop-cultural land-
scape swamped with superheroes, is his complete ownership by an
individual creator. Commonly, the rights to superheroes are shared
among the two big publishing houses of Marvel and DC. Although
the artists and authors they employ can have personal spins on such
characters, they are heavily restricted by continuity outweighing it-
eration. Narrative universes are predominantly shaped by “the edi-
torial staff [...] from on high” (Bukatman 44), meaning that “indi-
vidual comic book writers and artists are very low in the hierarchy”
(King 192). Todd MacFarlane even considers artists as subordinate
to authors, when he recalls his own engagement in Marvel’s Spider-
man tranchise:

every time somebody gave me a Spiderman story, they were basically
writing, I assume, what they wished they could draw [...] At some point,
I was going, ‘I don’t wanna do your tricks and your characters and your
tavorite heroes and villains. I wanna do the guys that I get off on.” And
unless I could convince the writer to do it — which I was never able to —
then I thought, ‘Okay, I guess I have to be the writer, so I can convince
myself.” (qtd. in Voger 57)

MacFarlane would go on to co-found his own publishing house,
Image Comics, in 1992, that saw the emergence of new heroes like
Spawn or Savage Dragon — all creator-owned. Mignola’s He//boy, first
published by Dark Horse Comics in 1994, is very much in the spirit
of this “Image Comics Revolution” (Reed), allowing Mignola, after
having worked as an artist and author for hire under both Marvel
and DC, to forge a fictional universe that allowed him to freely com-
bine “everything I ever liked, everything I ever read” (Mignola, qtd.
in Singh) with precisely those “things he wanted to draw” (Allie,
qtd. in Bukatman 72-73).

Initially, Mignola worked on He/lboy “between paying gigs” (Mi-
gnola, qtd. in Renaud 2016), meaning that many stories, besides the
two major arcs published as He/lboy: Seed of Destruction (1994) and
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Hellboy: Wake the Devil (1997), “came out small and certainly, for at
least 10 years there, [...] relatively steady” without expanding “all
over the place” (Mignola, qtd. in Voger 121).

All of this changed, when Guillermo del Toro adapted Hellboy
for the big screen in 2004, transforming Mignola’s fairly success-
ful comic book into an action blockbuster that spearheaded the
current film trend. While del Toro’s script for the film managed
to remain relatively true to its source material, his sequel He//boy
II: The Golden Army (2008) put an unmistakable ‘del Toro-stamp’
on Hellboy’s world, drastically changing its mythology and tone —
so much so, that del Toro considers the film to be “one of his
most autobiographical works” (Shaw 45). While this commitment
benefitted Mignola’s entrepreneurial involvement in the franchise
greatly, it competed with his creative control. His involvement in
the design-work of del Toro’s films was marginal, as most of his
concepts were “considered too simple” (del Toro and Mignola 39).
Scott Allie (former editor of the He/lboy comics) laments how licen-
sees need to be “reminded again and again that material from the
movie is not the same as material from the comic” (Weiner, Hall
and Blake 7).

In consequence, the Hellboy-comics post-2004 changed in two
major ways: starting with the aforementioned two-issue mini-series
The Island, the comics’ mythology — previously a consciously vague
“flavor of the old folklore or legend” (Mignola, qtd. in Pinchuk) —
was made more concrete, resulting in three story-arcs — collected
in Darkness Calls, The Wild Hunt, and The Storm and The Fury — that
rivaled the del Toro’s films in sheer scope and spectacle. This nar-
rative development required visuals that deviated greatly from the
stasis that is Mignola’s signature “aesthetic strategy” (Bukatman
107), resulting in Duncan Fegredo assuming the role of artist. With
that, the world of He//boy-comics underwent a major narrative and
aesthetic change that was not entirely of Mignola’s volition.

This is what marks the special status of He/lboy in Hell for the
oeuvre of Mignola: like his character, who parts ways with the
B.PR.D. at the end of Hellboy: Congueror Worm, “because he’s feel-
ing the weight of all that destiny” (Mignola, qtd. in Bukatman 77),
Mignola reclaims artistic control over his creation at precisely that
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moment Hellboy dies in a blaze of fire and action. The directive he
receives from the Virgilian spirit in chapter 4 of Hellboy in Hell: The
Descent could just as much come from Mignola himself: “Hellboy,
you’ve lost one world, but gained another [...] a chance to begin
again’.

In this context, Hellboy’s amnesia after having killed Satan does
not prevent a grand finale for the sake of subverting reader expec-
tations, but allows the character to stumble into precisely those in-
consequential one-issue adventures again — such as his reencounter
with the Vampire of Prague (cf. Mignola, The Death Card) — that
echo Mignola’s earlier work, like The Corpse, collected in The Chained
Coffin and Others, which he considers “some of the better Hellboy
stuff” (qtd. in Knight).

In visual terms, the Hell of He/lboy in Hell does not so much
allow “the reader to see Hell rather than simply recognize 1t” (Alt-
nether 3), as it marks a return to the recognisably ‘Mignola-esque’
preference for stasis. In narrative terms, adventures like The Three
Gold Whips-episode start with Hellboy just sitting on a staircase,
having a smoke “somewhere in Hell” (cf. Mignola, The Descent),
echoing the tone of The Corpse, when it was not his destiny that
gave reason to the journey, but when there was “no explanation for
his being in Ireland; he’s just there” (Bukatman 72). Once he is in
Hell, Hellboy is called into adventures by chance rather than desti-
ny — this is the appeal the place holds on a creational level and the
reason why the murder of Satan recedes from the hero’ focus. In
the Mignolaverse, Hell does not mark an end, but a continuation;
it does not encapsulate the hero’s telos, as much as it allows him to
break from the burden of his past.

Conclusion

So, how does the story of Hellboy in Hell end? After realizing that
his destiny has been fulfilled and that the apocalypse has been trig-
gered, Hellboy wanders along the coast of the Stygian Sea to find a
house on its shore, seemingly waiting for him. Inside, three glowing
shapes — sphere, cube and tetrahedron — hover in the air. The atten-
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tive reader will have spotted them throughout the story as part of
a statue of a magician holding a snake. This is a direct reference to
The Magician and the Snake, a short comic published in The Amazing
Serew-On Head and Other Curions Objects, that has no direct connecti-
on to ‘Mignolaverse’. In that story, a magician suffers from severe
self-doubt, fearing that those who celebrate his ‘magic’, will even-
tually see through it as cheap tricks. Only his friend, the snake, can
console him, allowing him to lead a life of joy. When the three sha-
pes appear to signal his death, he looks back on a life well-spent and
passes happily. What the shapes signal for Hellboy, is not that he
is now dead and gone — indeed, he will return in B.P.R.D The Devi/
You Know: Messiah — but, that he may, for the moment, rest from his
destiny. Although there is no God in the ‘Mignolaverse’, Hellboy
has returned to his maker: “[i]t’s not Hellboy in Hell. It’s Hellboy
inside my head” (Mignola, qtd. in Renaud).
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