Plato (II): Art and the Problem of Reality

Mimesis—imitation or representation. In ancient Greece, the idea of mimesis or imitation governed the creation of works of art. Plato is concerned with the representation or mimetic aspects of art and is highly critical of mimesis. Plato thought that art leads us away further away from truth and stirs up the emotions. He advocated censorship of art.

Republic, 595a to 602c.

A. Painting and the three makers

596a. Plato introduces forms of things. The things in question are beds and tables.
596b. Craftspeople or makers of beds and tables use forms as models. When a carpenter makes a table, he looks to the form of a table; when he builds a bed he looks to the form of a bed. ‘Then we normally say that the maker of either of these kinds of furniture has his eye on the appropriate form when he makes the beds and tables we use… For no craftsman could possibly make the form itself, could he?’

597a. ‘If then what he makes is not ‘what a bed really is’, his product is not ‘what is’, but something which resembles ‘what is’ without being it’.  What the carpenter makes is inferior and less real than the corresponding form. 

597b. ‘We have seen that there are three sorts of bed. The first exists in nature, and we would say, I suppose, that it was made by a god. No one else could have made it, could they?... The second is made by the carpenter… And the third by the painter?’
Three sorts of bed: (1) The form of a bed, which exists in nature and is created by some divine thing (2) A particular bed; the one we can touch, measure and sleep in, created by the craftsman (3) An imitation of a bed; the bed created by the artist.
A craftsman makes a particular bed which is a copy of the form of a bed. In doing so he makes a particular copy of a form. The painter looks to the individual things and imitates their appearance. He copies the particular bed and, in doing so, makes a copy of a copy of a form; he moves further away from the forms, further away from reality and from the truth. Art imitates the forms. The artist merely holds up a mirror to nature and produces an illusion of reality (596d-e). The painter makes images or appearances, not REAL things. 

B. Poetry
598e. ‘We must ask ourselves whether those who have met the poets have, when they see or hear their works, failed to perceive that they are representations at the third remove from reality, and easy to produce without any knowledge of the truth because they are appearances and not realities.’

Poetry as a third removed from reality. Just like painters, poets imitate appearance. 

Homer’s ignorance: poets are ignorant about the truth concerning their subjects (599b & 600e-d).
C. Three areas of expertise: usage, manufacture and representation. 

601d. Plato ranks the level of understanding of the user of a thing, the thing’s maker and the imitator of a thing. The further one moves away from contemplation of the forms, the further one moves away from knowledge. 

· The user possesses knowledge about that which he uses, the maker has belief about that which he makes, and the imitator is ignorant of that which he imitates.

· The artist has no direct access to knowledge. He has no knowledge or belief about the objects he paints and is ignorant of the true nature of the bed. The artist, as imitator, creates something worse than the maker; he creates images or objects of the imagination and is furthest away from true knowledge. 
So we have knowledge as the highest level of understanding, and ignorance as the lowest level of understanding, with belief somewhere in the middle. The epistemological status of art corresponds to its metaphysical status and to how far away it is from the forms. 
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