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Critically assess Plato’s objections to mimetic paintings.
Originating from the Greek word, 'mimeisthai' meaning "to imitate" a mimetic painting can be understood as an artistic representation or copying of something present in reality.[footnoteRef:2] Plato had two main objections to mimetic paintings; the claim that the artist has true knowledge of the thing which they paint, the weakening of knowledge through continuous imitation.[footnoteRef:3] By understanding Plato's theory of Forms and concepts of good versus bad imitation, in the wider context of all art, we can critically assess these objections. Comparing Aristotle's views on mimetic paintings and how they contrast to those of Plato's will also assist in this assessment. [2:  Beekes, R. 2010]  [3:  Plato, Laws, 719c. "When a poet is seated on the muses tripod (…) his art consists in imitation (…) he knows not which is true"] 

Plato's theory of the Forms consists of the main idea that there exists another realm than that which we experience. Within this realm lie the ideal and perfect Forms of all physical things. For Plato the Forms are unchanging and fixed and can therefore be defined as true knowledge.[footnoteRef:4] The Forms are made up of three factors; the name, definition and physical appearance of that which they are the Form.  Within the natural world we experience Particulars that participate in these three aspects. The Particulars can be understood as being an imperfect copy of the Forms represented by physical objects, for example a lamp in our realm is a Particular of the Form of lamps.  [4:  Rogers, A.K, 1935, "Knowledge is genuinely knowledge only when it is absolutely certain and unchanging –this is one of the major premises of Plato's thought". ] 

The relationship between the Forms, the Particulars and art is simple to understand as follows; The Forms can influence both the Particulars and art, the Particulars can influence art whilst having access to the Forms but art itself can only access the Particulars. What this implies is that art has no access to the Forms and therefore no access to true knowledge. Viewing art in such a way means that along with poetry, music and dance mimetic paintings are merely an imitation of a copy and as such contain only a watered down version of true knowledge.[footnoteRef:5] This is the first fundamental objection Plato has because ultimately the appreciation and recognition of mimetic paintings, and indeed all art forms, deter and distract us from acquiring an understanding of true knowledge. Using the previous example of a lamp we can see that if a person was to view a painting of said lamp as being authentic knowledge this person obstructs their own desire and ability to access the actual knowledge which is of the Form of lamps. [5:  Verdenius, 1962] 

The objection outlined previously is presented in book 10 of The Republic however throughout modern scholarship it has been argued that within book 3 Plato discusses art in a very conflicting way and as such leaves himself vulnerable to the critiques of hypocrisy. It is possible however, to assess the contradictory ideas proposed in such a way that they seem complimentary by viewing book 3 and book 10 as Plato outlining the difference between good versus bad imitation. 
In book 3 Plato addresses poetry, its place and value in the ideal state claiming that in order for older generations to share true doctrines and knowledge with those that are younger some poetry must be used to help instruct them. This is vastly problematic when in book 10 he claims, as poetry is an art form, it has no access to any knowledge or doctrines and is merely imitating them. So how can we know which argument to follow? Scholars, such as J. Tate and W.C. Greene, have argued that Plato draws a distinction between true imitation which is good and a false imitation which is bad. In deciding which kind of imitation is present we must assess the knowledge of the one doing the imitating. Meaning that the value of the imitation relies upon the extent of true knowledge the imitator has of the thing which they claim to be imitating.[footnoteRef:6] For example the maker of the lamp has knowledge of the Forms because they created a Particular of the Form of lamps and therefore the imitation is a good imitation as they have true knowledge. However the painter of the lamp has knowledge only of the Particular created by the maker and therefore no real knowledge making it a bad imitation. By creating this distinction between types of imitation Plato applies another form of reasoning to his already developed objection as it further proves that art doesn’t hold knowledge of the Forms. [6:  Greene, W.C. 1918. 67-69
Tate, J. 1928. 16-23] 

Plato's objections to mimetic paintings show us the way in which he viewed them, logically, scientifically and philosophically. But this isn't the way in which they are supposed to be viewed. Art as a whole never claimed to be a direct and perfect copy of true knowledge. What art is supposed to be is an individual expression of creativity and imagination presented in a visual manner. By attempting to govern art with the regulation of reason Plato misses the intention of it. For Aristotle there is a distinction to be made between what art actually is and what it was made to represent. Not only is art meant to show us what is in reality but also what could be in reality. Some scholars have argued that this means the purpose of art is to present both actuality and possibility thus making it, "more philosophical than history".[footnoteRef:7] Aristotle also failed to agree with Plato's argument that mimetic paintings were merely false knowledge of the Forms. He argued that the content shown within the art works didn't need to have an actual Particular of Form to copy in order for them to hold an intrinsic knowledge. They need only to represent the Form to show a knowledge of it because if the painting is a copy of the form then it is showing an understanding and imaging of the Forms predictable existence.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Tymieniecka, A.T. 2006.  83-85]  [8:  Halliwell, S. 1990. 490-492] 

In order for Plato's objections to be fully assessed we must decide how valid they are. His main objection concerns the deceptive nature of mimetic paintings and the issue of knowledge acquisition being mislead as a result. But as shown through the understanding of Aristotle mimetic paintings aren't deceptive if they were never intended to offer true knowledge. The issue of whether or not the artist weakens knowledge through imitation is also disputable through the arguments of Aristotle as he shows the way in which mimetic paintings can hold an intrinsic value without a direct copying of the Forms. 
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