According to Plato, a painter creates an ‘apparent bed’ (The Republic 596e). Explain the importance of this observation in the context of epistemology and metaphysics. Assess the implications that Plato draws from this observation.

Plato lived, in the ancient Greek city of Athens, between 427-347 BCE where he became, what we now consider to be, one of the most important figures in western philosophy. His many philosophical debates including, the nature of good and evil are discussed in his book The Republic where he tries to present to his comrades, what he considers must constitute a perfect state. He does this by trying to come up with an ideal form of what this state would look like. In order to thoroughly comprehend how important ‘Plato’s apparent bed’ is from an epistemological and metaphysical perspective we must first address his theory of forms. If this theory can provide us with necessary understanding, we should be able to assess its importance and deduce any implications that come from it. [image: ]
Plato believed that there are two separate worlds, two levels or planes of existence. He came to call these two planes the material world and the immaterial world. The material world is what we perceive through the senses, all the things that we can see, touch, smell and hear are all parts of this perceptible material (physical) world. It is not difficult to understand this concept, in fact, this is how most of us see our reality. The problem for Plato is that although the material world is a part of our reality it is by no means he extent of it. The concept of an immaterial (metaphysical) world is vital for us to understand and implement our ideals through our ideas in the physical world. It is where we can access ideal forms, for example, what is the perfect form of justice and does it exist in the material world? No, we can only do our best to mimic the idea of the perfect form of justice. However, access to these ideals is what informs our understanding of it in the first place. In other words, the immaterial world is a base from which we can draw our material world from. It is, as Plato said, ‘a world of being’ (in the immaterial) compared to the world of ‘becoming’ (in the material), the difference between the two of course, is change. While the forms in the material world are ever changing and varying the true underlaying form is unchanging and untouchable residing continuously on an immaterial metaphysical plane of existence. The immaterial world is where, Plato says, truth and knowledge live. Rather, that the material world is a less reliable source of truth because it is always changing. (ref1)
For Plato, everything has a form. Each of which resides in this immaterial dimension. I like to think that what Plato meant by this is that, there is a part of everything and in each of us that we do not understand, forms are a way of explaining some of the areas of life about which we understand very little. The form is like, the essence of the thing, what makes up the underlying characteristics of the particular is, for Plato, its form. Picture the form of a circle, now think of things that resemble this form, for example: the sun and moon or a ball. None of these, at closer inspection, are perfect forms of a circle, only imperfect representations of it.
 There are several objections to Plato’s theory of forms, one of which is the third man argument that points out an infinite regression. Take beauty for example, if beauty has a form then what is the form of the form of beauty? And so on. Another objection is; if the form of beauty, again, is an independent part of reality then is it implied that this form is separate from the things which resemble it? Surely that is not quite what Plato meant, instead he was saying that absolute, essential beauty is a “separate” entity in its self but is not in a world apart from ours and spatially indifferent. So, now we have this form of beauty which is some kind of ‘thing’. How then, does this relate to the particulars which resemble it? It could be that there is a part/piece of beauty, in such particulars, a flower or sunset, however Plato said clearly that if it is fragmented then it is not the true form. If the form were whole in each, however, then it would be changing and imperfect, therefore, it would not be a true form. 
Plato’s ‘apparent bed’, like all else in the material world, has a form, the form of a bed. However, what Plato means when he says “apparent” bed is that this or indeed any painting of any particular form is furthest from its true, original form. The imitation of forms is known as mimesis which, in Plato’s view, takes the observer away from the true reality of the form. He says that there are three kinds of bed, the first is the form of a bed existing only in nature, the second is a particular bed that is copied from the form and made by a craftsman which we can use and touch and the third is what the artist paints: a copy of a copy of the form. This copy of a copy is three times removed from its original form. Three times further away from true reality, in other words, he creates something that becomes part of a tertiary reality. As you get further away from the true form of the bed your knowledge of it becomes blurrier. Plato suggests that the user of the bed knows its form best, the maker has belief in what he makes, and the artist is ignorant of the form which he imitates having only produced an illusion resembling it. Plato sees knowledge of the form to be at the highest level of understanding, belief to be somewhere in the middle and ignorance as the lowest level of understanding that is the furthest from its truth. Believing also that It is not only painters who lead us further from truth but also poets, as they, like painters, have no knowledge of what it is they haplessly recreate; the form remains concealed from them behind a vale of ignorance. [image: ]
“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.” (Plato, The Republic, 598e, Penguin books 1987) 
Plato saw art, in its many expressions, as a threat to truth, a misguided illusion that people are subject to being strung along by. Of course, in Plato’s day most of the art around was designed as propaganda for politicians and organizations so it is understandable that he took this view. However, although I can see where Plato is coming from, I would still argue that art, in all its forms can bring us closer, not further, to the truth. Even if art is expressed through advertisements it can still help us to understand, at the very least, what the motivation behind it was. And at the best of times, art can give us a fresh perspective on reality, allowing us to see things in a new way. I see art in the same way that Plato sees his cave allegory, which I will move on to shortly. (Plato, chapter twenty, The Doctrine of Forms. Copleston, History of Philosophy volume one)
 Knowledge, in relation to forms, has many interesting implications from an epistemological point of view, as you have read, but how may we explain Plato’s apparent bed from a metaphysical perspective? How do we apply his thinking to a broader reality and how can it change the way we see the it?
Luckily Plato helps us to understand the metaphysics surrounding his thought process by providing us with a metaphorical example known as “The Allegory of The Cave”.  
Imagine a large cave, inside, far enough from the entrance to be completely dark, there are prisoners. Held captive since birth and have had their limbs fastened in such a way that they cannot move to look in any other direction than forwards. In front of the prisoners there is a tall blank wall (part of the cave). Behind them, so out of view, there is a fire burning bright and high above. Between this light and the prisoners there is a road running across the cave with people walking, carrying various objects and animals. In front of this road there hangs a curtain. Now, imagine the shadows being cast on the wall for the prisoners to see, imagine hearing noises and voices, not being able to see what is happening directly. Would you not perceive these sounds to relate to particular shapes/shadows? This is the prisoner’s reality. (The Republic, Book seven, 514a-517c)[image: ]
The allegory continues by suggesting what might happen should one of the prisoners escape the cave. At first it would be far too bright for the prisoner to see anything, but he would soon be able to look at shadows, reflections, objects then to gaze up at the night sky’s celestial bodies and lastly, the ultimate source of illumination and enlightenment, the sun. The prisoners escape from the cave, may, be seen as a metaphor in relation to the journey from a false reality (the material plane) to a true one (the immaterial plane) through adaptation, change. Not to say that, should one make this journey, one may find one's self in another reality, but that one might find one's self closer to the truth of their reality, to have clear sight and knowledge of forms. Plato’s “apparent” bed is an example of these levels, a demonstration of how he views reality and true knowledge. The form, in this case a bed, can be perceived at different levels of existence. The form of the bed is like the sun in the allegory, the ultimate true form of the bed, with the artist’s mimicry being furthest away from this form, like the shadow puppeteers creating a false reality for the on lookers. 
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