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Critically assess Plato’s objections to mimetic painting.

This paper will firstly identify what the term mimesis means and interpret Plato`s ‘possible’ grievances toward this type of art. It further will present commentary from R.C Cross and A.D. Woozley and concentrate on Plato`s work on the ‘Theory of Art’, incorporating Plato`s ‘Theory of Forms’ and the ‘Divided Line’, aiding the reader in understanding the ‘Platonic Universe’ and thus what partly contributes to his criticism of mimetic painting, concluding with comments from Fredrick Copleston. 
The Greek word μίμησις (mimesis) means ‘Imitation’. Cross and Woozley suggest that there are “shifts in Plato`s meaning such that while in one context the most appropriate English rendering might be ‘representation’ even perhaps ‘impersonation’ in another [context] these renderings would be inappropriate”[footnoteRef:1] Thus they opt to “use the English words, ‘imitation’, ‘to imitate’[and] ‘imitative’”[footnoteRef:2] This essay will utilise any of these words where needed.  [1:  R.C. Cross and A.D. Woozley, Plato`s Republic: A Philosophical Commentary (London: The Macmillan Press Ltd, 1964) p. 274]  [2:  Ibid] 

Mimetic painting is representational art that is done mimeisthai (to mimic) a ‘Form’ of reality.  To understand what ‘Forms’ are, we must consider Plato`s ‘Theory of Forms’, a useful demonstration would be from Plato himself when talking about the Form of beds:
“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 god…The second is made by the carpenter… and the third by the painter.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Plato, Plato: The Republic, trans. by Desmond Lee, 2nd edn (London: Penguin, 1974), p. 338.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]This establishes that the first bed, created by god is the ideal bed that exists in the mind’s eye, one we might say exists in the noesis (dialectic) realm of Plato`s ‘Divided Line’ normally only available to philosophers and possibly mathematicians. The first therefore immaterial and perfect for Plato, and perhaps constitutes? an immaterial creator such as a god to bring about its existence. The second, made by the carpenter, who has his eye on the Form, is the object that exists in the physical world or true pistis (belief) and is a copy of the original ‘Form’. Finally, the third is a copy of the second and thus “represents what the other two make.”[footnoteRef:4] This brings us to our first critique from Plato, that “the artists representation stands at third remove from reality”[footnoteRef:5] and thus bringing itself further from truth and knowledge, putting itself into the bottom category of the ‘Divided Line’ the eikasia (Illusion).   [4:  Ibid., p. 339.]  [5:  Ibid ] 

Plato reasons that as a bed can be viewed from all sorts of angles and changes in appearance but not in reality, that the painter is at a disadvantage here because he views the bed from his speculative view point and not as the bed actually is; thus “his representation is one of apparition”[footnoteRef:6] and not of truth. His critique here then lies with the notion of painters only representing what they can perceive and not with the reality of what something really is. [6:  Ibid ] 

Moreover, Plato asserts that “a painter can paint a portrait of a shoemaker or a carpenter or any other craftsman without understanding any of their crafts”[footnoteRef:7] and even “deceive children or simple people into thinking it is a real carpenter.”[footnoteRef:8] So, it seems the lack of knowledge a painter has of what he is painting is a third critique. For Plato, if the painter “really knew anything about the things he represented; he would devote himself to them and not to their representations”[footnoteRef:9]. Therefore, if the painter was a carpenter, Plato may argue that he would be better qualified to portray him in the form of a painting; One may postulate that this will bring the Form into the realm of a copy and not that of third removed from reality, although as we will see, this may be challenging for Plato.  [7:  Ibid., p. 340.]  [8:  Ibid ]  [9:  Ibid ] 

This moves us onto what Plato calls “the three techniques- use, manufacture, and representation.”[footnoteRef:10]  Starting with the user, Plato tells us “that the user of a thing has the widest experience of it and must tell the maker how well it has performed”[footnoteRef:11]. Logically it follows for Plato that “the maker [manufacturer] of an implement… has correct belief about its merits and defects, but he is obliged to get this by associating with and listening to someone who knows [user].”[footnoteRef:12] Therefore, “the person with the relevant knowledge is the user.”[footnoteRef:13] One may question, as Glaucon does: “what about the artists and his representations? Has he the user`s experience of the things he paints [?]”[footnoteRef:14] One may immediately say “of course, why wouldn’t he?” but the response Plato gives as Socrates is “he has neither”[footnoteRef:15]. Initially, for Plato it seems it is impossible for an artist to represent reality in any true manner, even if he/she has the direct experience of a user or paints a portrait of a carpenter when the painter himself is one.  [10:  Ibid., p. 343.]  [11:  Ibid]  [12:  Ibid., p. 344.]  [13:  Ibid ]  [14:  Ibid]  [15:  Ibid] 

Arguably the above critique is the hardest to digest for most readers of Plato. However, as this is mimetic art, can we really say it is the intention of the artists to represent reality, or simply to please those that view the art? Plato does say that “what he [the artist] will represent will be anything that appeals to the taste of the ignorant multitude”[footnoteRef:16], thus demonstrating that for Plato aesthetic beauty does not correspond to episteme (knowledge).  [16:  Ibid ] 

In conclusion, it is perhaps wrong to think that Plato is completely averse to art, as what has been demonstrated in this essay is purely his metaphysical viewpoint and where art stands in the hierarchy of knowledge. As Copleston writes; “In its metaphysical aspect or its essence, art is imitation… Truth, however, is to be sought properly in the Form”[footnoteRef:17] and as art is a copy of a copy of the ‘Form’ it is therefore inferior from all other knowledge.  [17:  Fredrick Copleston, A History of Philosophy: Vol 1 Greece and Rome, ed. by Edmund F. Sutcliffe (London: Burns Oates & Washbourne Ltd, 1947), p. 257.] 


Plato need not negate the “beauty and charm of statues, painting or literature.”[footnoteRef:18] Copleston makes the point that Plato, when speaking of music, accepted that “imitation may be “true” if it renders the thing imitated as best as it can”[footnoteRef:19]. Furthermore, that “it is through this concept of imitation that Plato arrives at the qualities of a good critic; who must (a) know what the imitation is supposed to be; (b) know whether it is “true” or not; and (c) know whether it has been well executed…”[footnoteRef:20]. Contrasting this view of imitation with mimetic paintings, one sees Plato is receptive to art if these guidelines are met. Moreover, in The Laws, “he stresses its educative and moral functions…”[footnoteRef:21]. With the provisions of proper education “art [can be] admitted into the state [but] must have that remote relation to the Form (“truth of imitation” via the natural object).[footnoteRef:22]  So, although mimetic painting falls to the very bottom in the ‘Divided Line’ and its knowledge has the least metaphysical and epistemological value, if used with the above parameters, it seems ‘possible’ Plato deemed it acceptable for the public sphere. [18:  Ibid ]  [19:  Ibid., p. 258.]  [20:  Ibid ]  [21:  Ibid., p. 260.]  [22:  Ibid.] 
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