	
	
	



How has depictions of Greek hero's and tales changed as art has developed throughout the centuries?

Shelby Wootton


This essay will aim to analyze and break down how art has changed and developed throughout the centuries, specifically in this case how depictions of Greek heroes and tales have developed focusing on 1100bc- a wall painting found at the villa Agrippa postumus at Boscotrecase titled Perseus and andromeda in landscape, a painting from 1760 titled Achillies lamenting the death of Patroclus and a animation depicting Odysseus and Poseidon by a contempory artist know as Neil illustrator.









Perseus and andromeda in landscape (1100bc) this painting is one of a set of 2. Perseus and andromeda in landscape and polyphemus and galatea in landscape, both paintings are displayed facing each other on opposite walls and are typically meant to be taken in at the same time, however this one particularly stood out to me. 
This painting depicts Perseus (the man floating on the left-hand side) rescuing andromeda (the woman at the center) from the sea monster ketos (the large snake-like creature at the bottom) who’s teeth filled mouth is open facing andromeda who's left hand seems to be chained to the rock. The surreal nature of the composition really draws the eye, the main figure in the center surrounded by the other floating figures adds a dream like ambiance to the painting, and it seems pretty evident while researching that this feeling is mutual to most who view it, as seen quoted by Mary Beard and John Henderson       artist unknown (1100bc) Perseus and andromeda in landscape  (2001, p. 50-51) ”people have found much to admire in the versions from boscotrecase: the trance-like weightlessness of these visions of an idyllic, fairy-tale world” the colour pallets chosen only helps to amplify this surreal, dream-like essence this painting radiates, the tones of blues and greens makes the world its set seem illusive and other worldly, really incapsulating the tone of not just the tale but also the style of art that you see associated with depictions of Greek heroes and gods during 1100bc evident in other artworks from around that period.[image: ]
The skill used to create this image is evident, not just in the brush work and tone which in its self without the context of the image coveys such ability and understanding of his craft, the use of shades and complex laying to convey depth is expertly done, the brushwork is visible but in a way that seems almost intercut also helping to build depth. the choice of a somewhat unconventional colour pallet to create this dreamlike outcome, the blues and green helps emphasize the sheer spectacle of the story being told, one of fantasy, monsters and hero's, it takes a real understanding of colour theory and technique to not only use it to create a beautiful image but to use it to help tell a narrative of a situation- but what I think is the real evidence of their skill is how even now thousands of years later the vison and mood of the image is still clear, a testament to his skill and storytelling.


[image: ] 
Gavin Hamilton (1760) Achillies lamenting the death of Patroclus
 Achillies lamenting the death of Patroclus (1760). Hamiltons depictions of scenes from homers the Iliad are widely known to be quiet breathtaking, a researcher from the Scottish national galleries website (Achilles Lamenting the Death of Patroclus by Gavin Hamilton | National Galleries of Scotland (2022)has been quoted saying “the enormous size of Hamiltons paintings conveys a sense of his ambition to depict episodes from homers the Iliad, his heroic compositions were designed to convey the dramatic and emotional range of the epic poem. Hamilton painted six canvases, this one the finest in the series.” This painting depicts the famous hero Achilles mourning the death of this (friend or lover) Patroclus while his fellow soldiers and companions try to comfort him, but he's seen pushing them away in grief. The painting tells the tale of loss and raw emotion; you see Patroclus's lifeless body as a stark white compared to the other figures. He lies limp, his head resting on Achilles' lap. Achilles' pose is an exaggerated depiction of sorrow his arm clings to Patroclus's; his head is thrown back with his face contorted with grief as he dramatically pushes away all the bystanders trying to intervene. This painting practically incapsulates the neoclassical art movement of the 18th century. The brushwork is nearly invisible; the painting has a smooth, polished look with minimal texture in the brushwork, and the shadows seem to blend flawlessly with the highlights. The colour pallet chosen is also quite complex as the figures in the painting are all painted with very bold, saturated colours while the sky and background are dull helping set a tone for the painting, however the figure of Patroclus is painted in a unnatural white; contrasting with the rest colour pallet, a bold choice but one that makes the narrative of the painting abundantly clear .
The two paintings shown could not be more different, although the stories portrayed in them come from the same time period the artists do not, leading to two very contrasting imagery's.
The painting featuring Perseus is highly stylized in both colour pallet, technique and composition leading to a Suriel image that tells a tale  and shows movement while the painting depicting Achilles is very polished and perfectly blended, a typically neoclassical piece capturing a single moment in time, depicting a single moment of uncontrollable grief.
[image: ]
Neil illustrator (2025) a screenshot from 600 strikes | EPIC: the musical animatic
[bookmark: _Int_cgztHYtO] This is a screenshot of a YouTube animation by contemporary artist only known as Neil illustrator.
This illustration depicts Odysseus in his battle with Poseidon while he attempts to get home to Ithaca. You see Poseidon huge figure towering over Odysseus in a very hostile manner as you see Odysseus to the left of the screen approaching his, hand clutching at the sword on his hip indicating both are ready for battle. The art style is very characterized and almost cartoonish, seemingly inspired by early 19th century comic book style with thick, bold linework and minimal detail and shading, common when having to draw hundreds of panels as you do in comics and animations. The character designs had clearly been very thoroughly thought through as you see Poseidon who's seems to be made from the ocean itself with claw like hands and tentacles, adorned with trident like sigils and a laurel wreath on his head and chaotic long hair, it's a stark contrast from the usual depictions seen of Poseidon in the past. Odysseus on the other hand is drawn a great deal shorter than Poseidon and is depicted in tattered clothes helping emphasize that he's merely mortal compared to the god he's going up against. The colour pallet also help the narrative of the story, although minimal Poseidon is depicted in vibrant shades of blue accented by the small hint of gold on his wreath, while Odysseus is portrayed in a dull grey that blends in with the scenery around him which help convey how insignificant Odysseus is compared to the god standing Infront of him.
This depiction of Odysseus by Neil illustrator stands out compared to the paintings of Perseus and Achilles due to its simplistic nature. This depiction of Odysseus focuses on characterization and creating memorable portrayals of the characters from this tale as opposed to the more direct focus on storytelling in Perseus's painting  shown through composition and the surreal, dreamlike imagery, or the attempt to capture a moment of raw emotion through polished brushwork and smoothed out colours like in the depiction of Achilles, yet all of these illustration have 1 thing in common, they all perfectly executed the purpose behind the artwork and the emotions the artists wanted to convey with their work.


Perseus and andromeda in landscape’s artist was highly held back by the limited quality of the art utensils wildly available in 1100bc however was still able to capture the art of that century, while by the time Gavin Hamilton decided to paint Achillies lamenting the death of Patroclus the advancement of the quality and accessibility to more premium art supplies propelled the neoclassical art movement allowing him to create a very smooth, refined painting, he also had excess to brighter pigment allowing for the warm toned colour pallet of his piece as well as the harsher, darker tones of the background and shade. By the time we got to the 21st century technological advancements had skyrocketed, making it easy for people to have access to view art from practically any time period allowing artists to take influence from a variety of different art styles and choose a style that suits them. The growing population of animation and digital artforms also allowed for something never before seen in art, moving drawings and animation, granting artists the ability to physically depict a story through a series of images spliced together, no inferring necessary ;which also makes art more assessable for people who wouldn't exactly think to read between the lines of a painting.

Art and illustration has existed since the beginning of time and has never stopped developing and adapting to its surroundings and will continue to do so indefinitely, and through these paintings were able to see a small glimpse into the time period they were created, and how story's and tales can be retold for centuries through the universal language of art.
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