Critically assess Plato’s objections to mimetic painting.


Mimesis is of a Greek origin meaning imitation or the act of reproducing reality (Suechting, 2015).  Plato’s views on mimetic painting are made most clear when considering the derision, he held towards imitation as the lesser form. His view of mimetic painting is not simply a criticism of art but instead the criticism of what he considered to be the inferior attempt at replication of truth. His criticisms are routed within three main arguments: the metaphysical, the epistemological, and the physical (Juan-Navarro, 2007. Pg 8).  The overarching idea however is that art is removed from truth and as such holds no place in civilised society (Tate, 1932. Pg. 2-6). His metaphysical critique is underlined by his belief that the imitation of painting distances one from the truth; the original pure idea or form. An epistemological approach is used by Plato to critique the superficial optical based knowledge, an expertise based in illusion. The physical critique has more basis upon the tangible effect that art has on humans. Art, Plato believed, bypassed the logical part of the brain and corrupted the inner balance between the rational part of the self and the irrational. 
 
Plato had a shifting view on mimetic painting, his view becoming more extreme as time passed. Originally Plato appeared more concerned with the educational impact of students gaining supposed information derived from imitation and therefore a lack of true understanding of form and truth, as mentioned in Book III of The Republic. By Book X his view appears to have shifted to the complete derision of art, considering it as an attack on the metaphysical reality. This can be more easily explained when understanding the definition of metaphysical within the context of Plato. The most common of these being the theory of forms, in which Plato suggests a hierarchy of three forms. The first being: The original form (the true being), the second being the physical object (the resemblance of the true form), and lastly the mimetic image (the appearance the resemblance holds) (Sedley, 2016. Pg 17-20). The original form is of the highest level, considered the truth as represented by the creator of which the physical object consists of the object being made and bought into the physical. However, the mimetic image is at the bottom of the hierarchy because the painter has coped the physical object and has no understanding of the reality behind it and is as such removed from the truth. This critique seems to be centered in the opinion that painting is not a form of truth but instead a distorted imitation of appearance (Juan-Navarro, 2007. Pg 9). Plato appears to state that painting is a type of work. This meaning that the painter does not capture the object in its true form, only as it is from a specific angle and as such lacks the reality of the form (Halliwell, 2021. Pg 5). As such this could be considered ontologically inferior to the true form as it does not possess any of the qualities that the object itself depicts. It could be said that mimetic painting, Plato believes, is a surface level indulgence that portrays the lack of knowledge held by the painter as they choose only to portray the visible and ignore the intricacies of the original form. This idea can be supported by the fact that Plato does not believe that knowledge comes from the visual influence which is inheritably deceptive (Cooper, 1970. Pg 6). 

Plato’s critique of mimetic painting includes the psychological and sensory impact that art has on an observer (ibid, pg.13). The mimetic painting targets a natural weakness of humans in our way of processing optical illusions such as perspective and sensory confusion. He believes that the painter uses these tricks to bypass the rational mind as this mimetic art appeals to sense-based perceptions rather than intellect.  This view is especially interesting as it highlights how Plato believes himself to be above the masses. It suggests that he himself would not fall prey to such trickery of the mind as he relies on his intellect. This can be seen as Plato himself identifies with the better part of the soul and the masses are the ignorant multitude who are governed by the irrational part of the soul (Bobonich, 1991. Pg 381). In this way Plato views the mimetic painter as a charlatan (Cain, 2012. Pg 199-195) who only works to appeal to the ignorant masses using illusionary measures rather than to spread truth and reflect the actual nature of the object. Furthermore, the mimetic painter is part of the ignorant masses as they remain ignorant of the object’s functional truth and the excellence of the ideal form (Juan-Navarro, 2007. Pg 100-104). He believed that this created a dangerous cycle where the artists reinforce the doxa of the masses that prevent them from experiencing the higher reality (Halliwell, 2021). Ultimately Plato positions himself as the standard of truth and understands the nature of the deceptive art from a rational distance. This stance of elitism that Plato holds is not only part of the nature of his person but also makes up a key part of his theories on mimetic painting as a social theory.  The masses as being in a man-made made dream of their own creation because of their natural weakness. This lends itself to Plato’s theory that the human soul lends itself to confusion, especially of sensory experience and the masses being perpetually trapped in this confusion; accepting the illusions that mimetic art poses as reality. In Plato’s later dialogue within The Sophist, he refines his theory by highlighting how artists deliberately distort proportion to create a work that looks appropriate from the viewers flawed perspective. It is in this way that the masses are kept in a state of ignorance as they are never given truth to expand their soul into the rational and their mind into the truth. This theory of Plato’s on mimetic painting demonstrates his view that he himself must be a pinnacle of moral and social guardianship (Hall, 1963. Pg 1-3).
Overall Plato’s criticisms seem to lie within the fact that that he deems mimetic art a threat to the continued growth and advancement of human understanding. He believed that the act of art was not a human achievement but instead a deceptive, imitative practice that distances the human soul from the rational truth and original form. The act of creating mimetic art is a falsehood as it does not actually create anything new but instead falsely replicates and diminishes the true form for easier digestion by the uninformed masses. As such, creating a cycle of where true knowledge becomes diminutive as it is hidden behind the act of falsehood. In addition to this, Plato’s objection to mimetic art is interesting to consider within the context of todays AI art abundance. With Plato’s objection to mimetic painting largely circulating within the consideration of the soul and advancement of society, one wonders if Plato would object just as much as he did on mimetic art. They do seem largely similar, both creations taking the ‘true form’ out of the final project which as such, if we go by Plato’s reasoning, would corrupt the soul and damage the furthermost of rational and developed civilisation. With this factor in consideration, Plato’s previous criticisms of mimetic art do not seem quite as extreme. As a result, what we consider to be Plato’s more oppressive or extreme critiques, within the modern context they do seem more easily understood. Plato’s criticism of mimetic art as a threat to growth and purity of soul can be seen redesigned within our modern problems, even if they have been changed and become easier to swallow within the knowledge and culture we have today. 
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