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Critically Assess Plato’s Objections to Mimetic Painting


Plato (427—347 B.C.E.) can be considered as the most influential western philosopher. He focused on topics like ethics, metaphysics and politics and presented his philosophies through his dialogues and literature work. One of his great works was ‘The Republic’ which focused on a number of issues such as ‘the forms’ which will be discussed here further.

Mimetic paintings and artwork are rooted from mimesis, meaning imitation. Examples of mimetic paintings are paintings of objects and particulars. Mimesis was not exclusive to paintings but to other forms such as poetry. The objection of mimetic paintings was to reflect the object the artist had chosen. An art of copying something ideal, does not make it an ideal piece of art. In terms of Plato’s theory of forms, mimetic paintings were held in the lowest of regard.

The theory of forms are the ideal version of a thing or a particular. Plato believed in a realm of the forms which was a realm we have all experienced previously to the current sensory realm which we reside in. In this realm of forms, everything is perfect; a circle, a line, a table, all are completely perfect and our interactions and experiences with these things are perfect too as we understand to essence of these things. Once we come to this material sensory realm we are in now, we have a vague subconscious recollection of those forms and so when we are confronted with a table, we know it is one because of our previous experience of an ideal one in the realm of forms. [footnoteRef:1]
 [1:  McInerny. R., A History of Western Philosophy: From the Beginning of Philosophy to Plotinus, (1963), 154] 

In Plato’s ‘The Republic: Book 10, 596b’ Plato introduces the form of things, the examples he uses are a table and couches. He discusses what name would be given to the craftsman of all these particular things and how, compared to the artist, the craftsman makes the couch and the artist produces the appearance of the couch. He sets out that the ‘painter, carpenter [and] god’ all ‘preside over the three kinds of couch.’(597c)[footnoteRef:2] God being the one to produce the couch which exists in nature, he understands it essence and reason. It is objectively the truest couch. The craftsman creates a couch from the truest form, he has his eye on the form and a perceptual understanding of it. The painter of the couch is merely copying a copy of the form. They have no knowledge of the form and are relying on an imaginative understanding. (598a) [footnoteRef:3] Plato argues, 
‘Does the painter, then, understand what form the reins and bit should take? Or does not even the maker of them, the bronze smith and saddler, understand that, the only person who knows how to use these things, the rider?’ (601d) [footnoteRef:4]
He is arguing the hierarchy of the user, the maker and the imitator of the particular. Further supporting that a painter and their mimetic paintings are just imitators. [2:  Halliwell. S., Plato Republic 10, (England: Aris & Phillips ltd, 1993), 41]  [3:  Ibid., 43]  [4:  Ibid., 53] 


Plato considered art to be ‘trivial and worthless.’[footnoteRef:5] He objects to art because it was problematic, deceptive and manipulative. This was essentially the case as it was used as a device for propaganda during that time. As a rationalist, he found art to be especially an issue as it evoked psychological and emotional responses. He felt art told us what to think and what to feel and stirred our emotions. He felt it was an irrational education because the further removed from the form something is, the worse it becomes.  [5:  Annas. J., An introduction to Plato’s Republic, (United States: Oxford University Press inc, 1981), 226] 


Plato’s objection with mimetic paintings is also with the artist. He felt people using art, didn’t really have any training in what they were using. Artists were just mirroring everything else. Reproducing their appearance, ‘Take a mirror and turn it round everywhere, you’ll soon produce the sun...earth…creatures…’ (596e)[footnoteRef:6] But also that the person has the ability to gain knowledge of the forms, but doesn’t. This understanding can be depicted in the allegory of the cave. The painter in terms of the cave analogy could be described as the men holding the objects in front of the fire creating the shadows. Their knowledge and their depiction of their knowledge, an unenlightened façade.  [6:  Halliwell. S., Plato Republic 10, (England: Aris & Phillips ltd, 1993), 39] 


In Book 6 of the Republic, Plato devises the importance of different types of knowledge. His divided line demonstrates that mimetic painting would have been a part of imagination. This divided part in compared to the rest, has a smaller section and is at the lowest end than to the ultimate form of the good. Mathematics on the divided line is more toward the form of the good, as it displays a truer understanding of the forms and is the truths mathematicians are concerned with surpass the physical realm. There is a true knowledge to gain from mathematics as it is intelligible. Mimetic paintings are a subjective matter which rely on illusionary and are simply perceptual, meaning they rely on this physical world. 

Plato argued that mimetic paintings held no intelligible importance. He was critical of all art and proposed to censor art in favour of philosophy. His argument against art is ultimately it held no truth. While things like mathematics do. Mathematics has truths which are immaterial and therefore closer to the realm of forms. Mimetic paintings were to set on imitations and therefore making them useless. Proposing modern day art and technology would further Plato’s argument of imitation. Photography is the essence of imitating a particular. Art has progressed to be expressive, photography can also aim for the same but it can also aim to just catalogue. The person behind the art may have no intention of the imitation being art. The essence of copying something is to reproduce it. The reason to that is to increase the consumption of it. By this argument, the form of a printer can hold valid. 
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