Heroic Mode in Painting and Music





Painting





A painting can be made heroic by means of representing characters who are above the humans: mythic heroes, great leaders, warriors, etc. These can be identified, first of all, through representational means: certain objects (such as weapons, scepters, etc.), clothes, architecture (palace, temple), attendants, etc.





The greatness and exceptional qualities of heroic characters can also be identified by purely pictorial means: by manipulating some elements of art or design, such as composition or color and contrast.





Through composition this is done by using a large-scale image of a hero (one or more figures dominating the painting), the character’s position within the painting (central, elevated, or somehow exceptional), and dynamic and elevated postures or gestures (indicating heroic character traits and heroic actions). The composition itself is rather dynamic than static and balanced. The size of the painting itself also matters: “heroic” paintings are usually of a considerable size.





Through color and contrast this is done by making the hero’s image lighter or brighter than the rest of the painting (a sharp contrast between the figure of the hero and a darker background that allows the hero to stand out), or by using bright and “dramatic” colors (such as red, gold, etc.)





Examples: Jacques-Louis David, Napoleon Crossing the Alps...; The Oath of the Horatii; Leonidas at the Thermopylae; Intervention of the Sabine Women.








�
Music





Since music is by definition non-representational and has no fixed meaning, one can only speak of creating a “heroic mood” or “heroic emotion” in music. The sound patterns are expected to create an emotion that is similar to the one created when we read or hear about heroic behavior. Several things are at the disposal of a composer.





The size / length of the work (e.g., not a nocturne or sonata, but a symphony) can indicate heroic greatness (cf. Beethoven’s 3rd Symphony).





The volume of sound: sharp contrasts between loud or soft sound (forte / piano) can imitate heroic actions (struggle, etc.); cf. Beethoven’s Egmont or 3rd Symphony.





Tone color / timbre: the use of “powerful,” loud, and “bright” instruments such as brass can create a “heroic” feeling; contrasting brass with other instruments contributes to dynamism.





Melody: deviating from the tonic in the melody can strain the piece and create tension (the impression of heroic struggle).





Harmony: the use of stable intervals (e.g., the fourth, as in the end of Beethoven’s Egmont) can create affirmative, majestic, or triumphant mood; stable intervals can be contrasted with unstable (or dissonant) intervals, creating dynamism; sharp contrasts between major or minor keys create a tragic or dramatic impression.





Rhythm (contrasts between steady or broken rhythm) or tempo (contrasts between slow and fast) can create an alarming mood or an impression of a dynamic action.





Composition (musical form): deviation from stable themes, or from the tonic to the dominant and other keys, can create tension and dynamism. Notice that Beethoven’s 3rd (Heroic) Symphony never returns to the same theme, nor repeats patterns (unlike Bach, Mozart, Vivaldi), thus destroying balance and constantly building tension (impression of development, motion, energy).





