Critically assess Plato’s objections to mimetic painting
In the following I am going to be critically assessing Plato’s objections to mimetic painting. I will start by introducing Plato’s theory of forms. Following this, I will explain what mimesis is and discuss the relationship of mimesis to the forms. My conclusion will be a summary of what I have discussed.
The Forms, as outlined in The Republic, are a metaphysical idea that Plato uses to explain the nature of things. Plato believes that forms of things are the ideal manifestation of that thing. For example, the form of pink is the ideal manifestation of the colour pink, and all pink things instantiate that form. But none of these instantiations are themselves the perfect pink. Plato discusses the idea of the forms in the following ‘those then who have eyes for the multiplicity of beautiful things and just acts, … to see beauty itself and justice itself, may be said in all cases to have opinions, but cannot be said to know any of the things they hold opinions about.’[footnoteRef:1] Plato elaborates further saying ‘those who have eyes for the eternal, unchanging things … they surely have knowledge and not opinion.[footnoteRef:2]’ What Plato is trying to get across is that whilst one is able to have opinions on certain topics, for example, beauty, and can identify things as being beautiful, this alone does not make one qualified to recognise the form of beauty. This is because identifying objects as being beautiful only comments on the object’s representation, not the form of beauty.  [1:  Plato, The Republic, 479e, Revised Edition 2007]  [2:  Plato, ibid, 479e] 

Plato uses the form of beauty as a recurring theme as it is both an abstract concept and able to be visually interpreted through items, for example a flower can be described as being beautiful. Both factors allow it to be used as a sufficient identifier of the theory of forms.[footnoteRef:3] Beauty is argued to be found in works of art, however Plato would disagree with this statement. He touches on his disagreement of art in 480a of The Republic as ‘we said that their eyes and heart were fixed on the beautiful sounds and colours and so on, and that they could not bear even the suggestion that there was such a thing as beauty itself.’[footnoteRef:4] Plato alludes to the suggestion that those invested in only visual beauty could not begin to understand the form of beauty as they do not possess the relevant desire to see beyond what is presented before them. With regards to art, the reason that Plato thinks people are not equipped to understand the form of beauty in art is that they do not look any further than the representation of the form that they see. When presented with a beautiful image, one rarely looks to find the true form of what is being exposed to them. For some people just acknowledging a work of art as a thing of beauty is all that is needed to see its beauty. But for Plato this is not the case, he feels that no one can comprehend beauty without knowing and understanding what the form of beauty is. Arguably, it is not the viewer of art that struggles to know the form of beauty from works of art. Plato criticises both the artwork and the artist responsible, the former for being an untrue representation of the form of beauty and the latter for being uneducated in the form of beauty. This leads us on to Plato’s criticism of mimesis.  [3:  Nickolas Pappas, Plato’s Aesthetics, https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/plato-aesthetics/ ]  [4:  Plato, ibid, 480a] 

Mimesis is a Greek word attached to representation and ‘is used to describe artistic creation as a whole, and interpreted to mean a rather literal imitation. The productions both of the painter and the poet are imitations of life which has itself only secondary reality, and neither painter nor poet have any knowledge of what they imitate. Pictures and poems are secondhand, unreal and tell us nothing about life.’[footnoteRef:5] This summation by Lane encapsulates the issues Plato held with art. Plato felt art to be an imitation of the secondary reality, and not the true form of beauty. For Plato mimetic art is hollow and contains no useful truth.  [5:  Plato, ibid, Part X Introduction, page 335] 

Plato uses an analogy called The Divided Line[footnoteRef:6] to help identify the parameters for obtaining knowledge. There are four sub sections (A) Intelligence, (B) Reason, (C) Belief and (D) Illusion to gaining knowledge. (A) and (B) are attached to what is outlined as the Intelligible realm and (C) and (D) are attached to the visible (physical) realm. (D) is the lowest of these and relates to shadows and images which is where art would be classified on this spectrum. (C) is considered above (D) in this hierarchy and this is where the craftsman’s work would lie. (B) is above (C) and bridges the step from the visible realm to the intelligible realm through the process of deductive reasoning. Finally (A) is the acquisition of intelligence, described by Lane as ‘full understanding, culminating in the vision of ultimate truth.’[footnoteRef:7] The craftsman’s work is considered to be belief as there is a sense that the craftsman has an idea of the form of a table when making a table.  Whereas Art is outlined as illusion because Plato considers artists to merely produce appearances of imperfect representations of the form. To expand on this, Plato feels that artists have no dimension in the acquisition of knowledge as they produce third hand representations of the second-hand knowledge of the form. Plato’s objection to art is that is further removes one from the ability to know what things are because what one sees when looking at art is not what is. A painting of a table cannot be said to be a table as it there is no depth to what a table is, whereas a crafted table is closer to being what a table is however it is not the truest representation of what a table is. Therefore, Plato considers art to be worthless regarding the acquisition of knowledge of reality. [6:  Plato, ibid, page 235-236]  [7:  Plato, ibid, page 235] 

To conclude, I have looked in The Forms and Plato’s view that they are the basis of reality. I have described what mimesis and how mimesis is related to the acquisition of knowledge, and in turn reality. I have also outlined Plato objections to art, which are that art is merely a reflection of craftwork, which is a reflection of a particular form. 
Bibliography
Copleston, F, A History of Philosophy: greece and rome, 2003, Continuum International Publishing Group 
Pappas, N, Plato’s Aesthetics, 2008, Revised 2016, https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/plato-aesthetics/ 
Plato, The Republic, 2007, Penguin Group, Translated by Desmond Lee, Introduction by Melissa Lane

