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Summary:

This thesis argues for an inherently aesthetic structure to the Platonic method of
dialectic. This is carried out using a two-tiered incorporation of the hermeneutic
philosophy of Hans-Georg Gadamer.

In the first instance I examine Gadamer’s treatment of art, a subject handled
by him as an exemplar in order to highlight the unique truth values and operational
methodology of the human sciences in general. In this way a more essential picture of
artistry and the artistic experience is positioned. Crucially, though, each of the terms
used by Gadamer to illuminate the fundamental nature of art is argued as being just as
operative within the fabric of Platonic dialectic. In order to demonstrate this, my work
is divided into three adjoining parts, each dealing with a particular area of this
Gadamerian exegesis.

In my first part, Gadamer’s use of mimesis and anamnesis in terms of art is
shown to structure the ontological worth and cognitive draw of the Platonic dialogue.
With regard to mimesis, Plato’s utilisation of Socrates, as well as the informed,
representative use of language and each of his interlocutors, is argued as being
essentially mimetic in nature, though under a Platonically re-envisioned conception of
the term. Similarly, and more recognisably, I argue that anamnesis works through
Plato’s works dialectically in the very same way as it does through a work of art for
Gadamer.

In my second part I incorporate Gadamer’s use of the play analogy in his
transcendent conception of the ‘world’ of the artwork to show how the rules and
regulations of the Platonic dialogue and the method of dialectic celebrated therein,
operate on the discussant in the very same way. One must participate in the game, and
the artwork by proxy, belonging to its separated ontological being in the same way as
one participates in dialogue, yet participating in its evolving mode of being in a
Platonically conceived notion of inspiration.

In my third and final part I demonstrate how the work of art only finds
completion in the interpretive grasp and ultimate transmission of the spectator,
presenting tragedy as the ideal artistic expression, in Gadamerian terms, because of
the direct presence of the spectator. Although not included by Gadamer, I extend his
treatment of tragedy to comedy. Once more I show how the interpretive grasp of the
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spectator is exemplified in the Platonic dialogue, whereby the works themselves can
only ever find completion in their being discussed. Of course, none of this sounds
convincing when taken on its own and separated from the second level of my
Gadamerian usage.

For every claim I make with regard to an implicitly aesthetic structure to
Plato’s dialectic is supported by an explicit examination of what Plato says in the
dialogues themselves. However, in no instance is this a traditional interpretation but,
rather, is a hermeneutical interpretation based on the approach of Gadamer. So in each
of the treatments in the above mentioned sections, a hermeneutic interpretation of the
relevant dialogues is used to support the idea under consideration. Although in areas
such as mimesis and anamnesis a direct incorporation of Gadamer’s reading of the
Republic and Phaedo is included, I extend his method myself in my analysis of the
Phaedrus, Ion, Hippias Major and Symposium in the second and third parts of my
work.

So through my elucidation of Gadamer, by combining an implicit
investigation of dialectic with an explicit and original interpretation of the dialogues
themselves, my thesis endeavours to argue for an essentially aesthetic structure to
Plato’s works. Although I am careful to limit the potential of my findings with regard
to Plato, given the distance between our conceptions of artistry, I need not completely
limit my results to an historical perspective. For part of the consequences of my work
helps show us a novel way of seeing how our interactions with art and the Platonic
dialogue can be a paradigmatic template for how to engage with the world and the

people around us in a communal, and of course dialogical pursuit of understanding.
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List of Abbreviations for Quotations

* For works of Gadamer:;

Truth and Method = TM (Joel Weinsheimer & Donald Marshall translation,
2004)

Praise of Theory: Speeches and Essays = PT (Chris Dawson translation, 1998)

Library of Living Philosophers, Vol. XXIV: The Philosophy of Hans-Georg Gadamer
= LLP (ed. Lewis Hahn, 1997)

Literature and Philosophy in Dialogue: Essays in German Literary Theory, = LPD
(trans. and intro. Robert H. Paslick, 1994)

Plato’s Dialectical Ethics: Phenomenological Interpretations Relating to the
‘Philebus’ = PDE (Robert M. Wallace translation, 1991)

The Relevance of the Beautiful and Other Essays = RB (Nicholas Walker translation,
1986)

The Idea of the Good in Platonic-Aristotelian Philosophy = IG (P. Christopher
Smith translation, 1986)

Dialogue and Dialectic: Eight Hermeneutical Studies on Plato = DD (P. Christopher
Smith translation, 1980)

Philosophical Hermeneutics = PH (David E. Linge translation, 1976)

* The names of all Platonic works will appear in full and, unless otherwise stated, all
Greek translations are my own.
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General Introduction: Methodology and Thematic Overview

In this work I endeavour to argue for an inherently aesthetic structure to the Platonic
method of dialectic. For years, Platonic scholarship has been divided between those
who highlight the centrality of the ‘artistic’ aspects of the dialogues, and those who
analytically focus on the details of the arguments. In essence, my thesis hopes to show
how Plato’s very method of argument, his dialectic, can, in fact, be seen
paradigmatically to underlie the essence of what constitutes artistry. In this way I
hope to present the importance of a unified approach to Plato, whereby the details of
the arguments are shown to be shaped and moulded by what I will present as being an
essentially artistic Platonic approach: his dialectic.

In order to isolate the concept of artistry, showing its most essential structure,
I use the treatment of art of the German philosopher, Hans-Georg Gadamer. As we
will see, Gadamer sought to use art as an exemplar for the truth values that are
derivable from the human sciences (Geisteswissenschafien) in his magnum opus,
Truth and Method. Throughout his investigations, great distance was created between
these human sciences and the exact or natural sciences. Gadamer believed the human
sciences were on the wrong path of development if they were in any way approached
using the methods of the natural sciences. For Gadamer, this was a wholly illegitimate
procedure given the incommensurability of each area. As opposed to simply using
these ‘scientific’ methods, then, the human sciences would need to forge their own
path. As mentioned, the analysis of art was introduced by Gadamer because it showed
just how illegitimate the methods of the exact sciences are when dealing with the

human sciences. This much is stated by Gadamer:

“But the Geisteswissenschaften were the starting point of my analysis in Truth and
Method precisely because they related to experiences that have nothing to do with
method and science but lie beyond science — like the experience of art and the
experience of culture that bears the imprint of its historical tradition.” ‘On the Scope
and Function of Hermeneutical Reflection’, PH, p. 26.

Yet the most pressing reason I use Gadamer’s analysis of art in my treatment of Plato

and the Platonic method is because he uses Greek concepts to do so. As Gadamer

himself declares in one of his essays,

“One may draw the conclusion, therefore, that anyone who thinks that art can no
longer be adequately grasped using Greek concepts is not thinking in a sufficiently
Greek way.” ‘Poetry and Mimesis’, RB, p. 122.



Of course, Gadamer was also a Platonist himself. His arguments for acknowledging
the importance of dialogue in Platonic interpretation will also form a central part of
my own reading. I must state, however, that, although he uses Greek concepts in his
exegesis of art, at no stage does Gadamer use these concepts to deal with Plato. In
general, Gadamer’s hermeneutic interpretations of Plato are completely separate from
his theories on art. The use of Gadamer’s treatment of art in such a Platonic analysis
is, therefore, wholly my own enterprise.

A further point I must address in this introduction is the apparent problem of
de-contextualisation. How can I draw Platonic conclusions from what is a twentieth
century perspective (Gadamer’s)? Although an important part of my argument lies in
showing a current of aesthetic understanding to have been consciously intended by
Plato in his works, I am not arguing that his dialectic was intended as such. For the
very term I am using in this case, ‘aesthetic’, was first coined only a few hundred
years ago by Alexander Baumgarten.1 The conclusions I draw on the aesthetics of
dialectic are intended, therefore, to have mainly contemporary significance. Also,
although the specific study of beauty is often included in the area of aesthetics, I will
use the term specifically for its artistic connotations. I have limited the sense of
aesthetics in this way because of how extensive the Platonic treatment of Beauty is,
feeling any such encounter on my part would take the argument of my work off on a
tangent. In a sense, then, I am showing how the essence of the artistic experience can
be found in Plato’s works, which seems paradoxical given Plato’s reputation as a
‘detester’ of the arts. This means that my conceptual agenda in this thesis is two-fold.
In the first case I am using Gadamer’s hermeneutic interpretation of Plato to show

how Plato’s explicit treatment of the artists, in dialogues such as the Republic, Ion,

! Although first mentioned in his Meditationes philosophicae de nonnullis ad poema pertinentibus
(1735), translated by Karl Aschenbrenner and William B. Holther (1954), Baumgarten expanded the
notion of a science of “sensible cognition” in his unfinished work entitled Aesthetica, (Frankfurt an der
Oder, 1750 (vol. 1) 1758 (vol. 2)). The problem of (de)contextualisation in terms of discussing art with
reference to Plato, is not as commonly discussed by commentators as perhaps it should be. One of
those who recognises the distance between us is Grey (1952) who simply asserts that “...Plato, in
discussing art, is not talking about what we are talking about when we discuss art” (p. 292). Of course
this is a key hermeneutic issue, given how even Grey’s use of the term ‘we’, speaking in the 1950’s,
can no longer hold for us in the 21* century, given the rise of modern (and Post-modern) art. Halliwell
(1989) presents a convincing argument as to why Plato and Aristotle can be legitimately used in any
discussion of aesthetics, given the variable historic context of the term. “If, then, aesthetics is construed
as encompassing the various configurations of experience, discourse, and value which converge on
particular traditions of cultural practice and production, we possess a broad justification for allowing
Plato and Aristotle a serious voice with its history” (p. 309). The limits of history in terms of my
discussion will figure in my examination of Gadamer.



Phaedrus, and Laws, can only be measured after an acceptance of the mechanics of
dialogue and after acknowledging what were the contemporary trappings of art in
Plato’s time. This will result in a more positive appropriation of the arts from within
Plato’s works. Secondly, I will be using Gadamer’s philosophy of art, both the Greek
and non-Greek concepts incorporated, to outline how Plato’s implicit methodology as
a whole can be shown to display an artistically conceived structure.

In this way, then, the primary focus of my work is on Gadamer and the use of
Gadamerian concepts as a way of showing an aesthetic structure to Platonic dialectic.
I, like many others, have been fascinated by the paradox of a philosopher with such
extraordinary literary talents such as Plato, going to such great lengths to distance
himself from any explicit association with the arts. The attempt to equate these two
seemingly contradictory elements of Plato’s thought is certainly the driving force of
this thesis. From my first readings of Gadamer I knew I had an original way of
treating the subject. From a reading of any of Gadamer’s works, one notices the
centrality of dialogue. Even in his treatment of art this one concept is a key feature. It
is from noticing this connection between art and dialogue that the idea of my thesis
was born. However, before I could apply Gadamer’s dialogical theories on art to
Plato, 1 first needed to collect his varied dealings with art and present them as a
cogent and unified whole. Working from various sources, I attempt this original
endeavour at the beginning of each of my three parts. Once this has been achieved,
though, the main thread of my argument begins, whereby I use this collective
Gadamerian theory in my treatment of Plato and the Platonic method. In this way I
adopt a Gadamerian approach to Plato and his works in the hopes of showing a more
sympathetic Platonic treatment of the arts.

It may seem strange that I am arguing for a more positive approach to the
whole area of Plato and the arts, yet am neglecting to focus on Plato’s myths, which
are the traditional refuge for interpretations of this kind. Yet it is precisely because of
this very traditionalism that I believe any such return would be re-treading old ground,

and would be restrictive to my work, becoming a mere literature review.> Although

? The most notable attempt at rescuing a more positive Platonic approach to art through Plato’s use of
myth is undoubtedly that of Elias (1984). His exhaustive work moves through Plato’s myths arguing
that it is within these myths that Plato offers a defence of poetry. In this regard, Plato is only attacking
so-called ‘bad poetry’. ‘Good poetry’ is necessary because not even dialectic can return us to first
principles. I share in Elias’ inward move towards the dialogues themselves as evidence for a more
positive Platonic appropriation of the arts. As mentioned, though, my own argument will not deal with
the myths but rather the method.



the entire area of Plato’s relationship to the arts has been examined to a forensic
degree over the last one hundred years, I believe that through my use of Gadamer I
can present an original take on the matter. My work itself is divided into three parts.
In each of these parts a particular area of Gadamer’s treatment of art is examined and
ultimately shown to be reciprocated in Plato. This Platonic reciprocity will be shown
both explicitly and implicitly in the dialogues, in each of the three parts.

Part One deals with how Gadamer attributed a unique and independent
ontological identity to the artwork through an incorporation of mimesis. The question
immediately arises as to how a Platonic consequence could possibly be drawn from
this, given the fact that mimesis is seen to be used by Plato to distance the arts from
proper knowledge. To counter this belief I incorporate Gadamer’s hermeneutic
analysis of the Republic, the place where mimesis is given its most explicit treatment,
to position the significance of the dialogical method in this treatment of Plato’s. Once
this has been argued for I show how Plato’s implicit usage of mimesis, a usage
derived from a knowing, representational interpretation of the term that is established
by Plato himself, is an imperative part of his dialogical methodology.

Due to the ontological distinctiveness of the artwork, Gadamer believed it to
have an important epistemological capacity also. How an experience of art was
deemed by him to be cognitive was through anamnesis. What the work exposed to
those who openly engaged with it was a revealed recognition of the essence of our
nature as existent, investigatory beings. This includes our historical tradition, as well
as our ultimate finitude and limited capabilities with regard to reaching any kind of
ultimate understanding. Although a superior approach to knowledge is proposed only
to come through a communal engagement in dialogue, it is from within oneself that
this knowledge becomes realised. In this regard, there is a shared morality here with
Plato. What I hope to show through this Gadamerian usage of anamnesis in terms of
art, is how inherently connected anamnesis is to dialectic, thereby arguing that the
same cognitive capacity of art moves and works through the Platonic dialogue. In
other words, it is through the Platonic dialogue that we can fully see the cognitive
potential of art.

In Part Two, I examine the non-Greek notion of ‘play’ in how Gadamer
conceived of the world of art. This section highlights the transcendent nature of art as
comparatively seen in terms of play. Just as the game exists above and beyond its

players, so too does the artwork. A further significant feature of this comparative



examination of Gadamer’s is the idea that we must belong to an artwork, just like we
do in play, if we are truly to elicit the potential that is possible from the experience.
However, although the concept of play itself is non-Greek, its use in Plato is just as
apparent as it is in Gadamer. What I examine is how Plato explicitly uses this concept
of play as something to be carefully garnered for his educational programme. Not
only this, but play is also used by Plato to describe the dialogical method.

Yet my handling of the idea of a ‘world’ of art in Platonic terms necessitates
an analysis of divine artistic inspiration, where Plato is seen to apparently laud the
traditional arts. Rather than use this popular haven for those who attempt to illustrate
the ‘artistic’ tendencies of Plato, I, in fact, show how each of Plato’s dealings with
divine inspiration, in both the Jon and Phaedrus, are wholly ironic and must once
more be seen in terms of the often-times esoteric route of dialogue. In the place of this
traditionalism I argue for a Platonic form of inspiration that governs his dialogues.
Essentially, though, I argue that this world of Plato’s dialogues, and the inspiration
that governs it, operates in the very same way as play and the world of art as initially
established by Gadamer. Again, this is intended to show the exemplary nature of
Plato’s works in terms of art.

In my third and final part I examine how Gadamer saw the accomplishment of
art as happening in the spectator, and his celebration of tragedy as the ideal form of
art because of the spectator’s direct presence. Of course, in terms of a Platonic
interpretation it would be remiss to treat tragedy and not also treat comedy. Yet, as
Gadamer does not extend his treatment of art to comedy, I present here my own
Gadamerian extension. In other words I endeavour to argue for the same
accomplishment of art in the interpretive grasp of the spectator in comedy as in
tragedy. Not only this, but I also argue that the cognitive appeal of tragedy, presented
by Gadamer in terms of anamnesis, can similarly be seen in comedy. This positive
appraisal of both tragedy and comedy will again demand a dialogical return to Plato’s
dialogues. However, this does not only entail a treatment of the Republic and Laws,
those dialogues where these arts are explicitly treated by Plato. For I attempt in this
third part to show the implicit influence of tragedy and comedy on three of Plato’s
works. I begin by showing the comedic aspects of the Hippias Major, arguing that it
is Hippias’ inability to recognise both himself (as the butt of Socrates’ humour) and
the term he is using that creates the comic effect. In this way the dialogue connects a

failure at anamnesis to its comic portrayal. Moving then to tragedy I argue that it is in



Plato’s Phaedo where the greatest influence of this art can be seen. In essence it is my
argument that Socrates is presented by Plato as the alternate tragic hero, a hero of
philosophy in which the tragedy is the tragedy of life and learning. As with my
examination of the Hippias Major, it is by mostly moving through the linguistic
terminology that I present my arguments. In the final section of this third part I
explore the dialogue where both tragedy and comedy are implicitly treated, the
Symposium. A key feature of my argument here is the representative function played
by the interlocutors. By critically outlining the comic intonations of Aristophanes, and
the tragic intonations of Agathon (in terms of both their characters and speeches), I
show how Plato is again dealing with these most influential of arts. Yet the tragic and
comic is combined in the final speech of the Symposium, that of Alcibiades. Here, in
this ‘satyr-play’ of a speech, we see how Plato puts in action what he has Socrates
describe in word: that the same person could be both a tragedian and comedian.

As mentioned, the incorporation of Gadamer in all areas of my work is
achieved by tying together his treatments from various works, and presenting a
unified and inclusive theory. Almost every aspect of his explicit hermeneutic
treatment of Plato comes from Dialogue and Dialectic: Eight Hermeneutic Studies on
Plato, which is a collection of essays written at different times that showcases in deed
his hermeneutic theory of interpretation. His treatment of the dialogical aspect of
Plato is further substantiated in Plato’s Dialectical Ethics, as well as The Idea of the
Good in Platonic-Aristotelian Philosophy, where the importance of seeing Plato’s
dialogues as dialogues is once more asserted. Perhaps most important is Gadamer’s
entry in the Library of Living Philosophers, where he defends and clarifies some key
features of his philosophy. However, I must make clear here that at no stage does my
work explicitly deal with Gadamer’s theories on the Platonic notion of the Good,
given how distanced these theories are to my thesis’ agenda. What is important in
these works, though, is how Gadamer establishes the centrality of the dialogical
method throughout each work. For, it is this methodological conception that I will
incorporate into my own Platonic readings. With regard to Gadamer’s theories on art,
I secure in a similar way a cohesive set of Gadamerian theories. The most important
text in this regard is undoubtedly The Relevance of the Beautiful and other Essays,
another collection of essays written by Gadamer about the various elements of art and
artistry. Yet, unquestionably, the single most important work, the work which binds
all the different aspects of Gadamer together, is Truth and Method. Ostensibly



designed to demonstrate the contribution to knowledge of the human sciences, and the
distance between this contribution and that of the exact sciences, Truth and Method
will continually figure throughout my work.

What none of these works of Gadamer describe, however, is the notion that
Plato’s dialectic was essentially aesthetic in construct and operation. This, then, is the
original contribution of my work, whereby the artistic becomes subsumed in the

expression of the Platonically philosophical.



Part I:
Mimesis and Anamnesis as Gadamerian Elements in the Establishment of a

Platonic Aesthetic

1. Introduction

In this opening part of my work I will examine the concepts of mimesis and
anamnesis, showing them to be centrally operative features of what I will argue to be
a Platonic aesthetic. This will be achieved, not by working in terms of any conceptual
agenda of Plato’s within the various works, but rather by seeing these features as part
of the essential methodology employed by Plato to expound his philosophy in the first
place. This is of course his method of dialectic. The ideological thrust of this
endeavour stems from a detailed analysis of the hermeneutic philosophy of Gadamer,
whose exegesis of mimesis and anamnesis in terms of art will be used in order to
begin my argument’s illustration of the implicitly aesthetic aspects of Platonic
dialectic.

Beginning with Gadamer’s handling of mimesis, I bring together his different
encounters with this term into a unified treatment in which the idea of a merely
imitative conception is utterly rejected. Instead, mimesis is presented as being an
essential feature of art for Gadamer, one which provides the work with its unique and
wholly autonomous being. By creating this cohesive Gadamerian theory, I incorporate
such significant concepts as the artwork as experience (Erlebnis) and as symbol, as
well as the epistemological negativity thereby implied in our phenomenological
existence. Similarly with anamnesis do I combine the different areas of Gadamer’s
works in which this term is treated, providing a singular philosophical account. For
anamnesis is used by Gadamer to show the cognitive potential of art, where we
recognize ourselves and our ultimate finitude in the work. Here I also touch on the
conditions given by Gadamer to understanding, named by him as our prejudices, in
which our historicity is recognized as being a determining factor in our ability to
reach meaning. In this way I show how mimesis and anamnesis are combined by
Gadamer in an argument for both the ontological supremacy and epistemological
worth of art.

Once this has been established, I then show how Gadamer’s celebratory use of

mimesis and anamnesis is, in fact, seen in the fabric of Platonic philosophy.



Beginning with mimesis I show how, although used originally in terms of imitation,
by Plato’s time a more general, collective sense of representation had been
established. Not only this, but Plato explicitly outlines this very differentiation in two
of his works, incorporating the representative sense into the core of his methodology.
I then correlate this with how Plato treats the term in the dialogues themselves, that is,
in the Republic and Laws, using Gadamer’s hermeneutic approach to do so. By taking
such a position my argument will avoid simply rehashing the decades of literature
which Platonic mimesis has generated (save, perhaps, for my necessary exposition on
the dual notions of mimesis)." It is important that I do not focus solely on excisions
from different dialogues (such as taking Books II, III, and X from the Republic, for
example), using extracted and de-contextualised quotations to form and support my
position. The importance of viewing the dialogues as dialogues surfaces as an
indelible factor in this approach, as is seen in my final part which presents how
anamnesis moves through Plato’s works in the very same way as Gadamer saw it
working in art.

It is in this way, therefore, that I endeavour to begin my thesis’ argument as to
showing the essentially aesthetic workings of Platonic dialectic, in terms derived from
Gadamer, in this case illuminating the vital role of mimesis and anamnesis in this
process. Showing these features to be aesthetic in this Platonic regard will be the

defining, and wholly original contribution of my argument.2
2. Gadamer and the Ontological Valence of the Mimetic

Beginning first with mimesis, let me now outline and examine the role of this concept
in Gadamer’s conception of art.® Perhaps the most significant feature of Gadamer’s
use of mimesis, especially with regard to my later Platonic exegesis, is how the term

should not be seen as a simple ‘copying’ of nature.* Rating a work with regard to how

' I will attempt to deal with many of these commentaries throughout my work, engaging them when
suitable at various junctures.

% So although Gadamer did attempt to defend Plato from the accusation of being a ‘detester of the arts’,
he did not do so in terms of mimesis and anamnesis. The main work in which he outlines this refutation
is called ‘Plato and the Poets’, one of the collected essays of DD, and will be examined later with
regard to its paradigmatically dialogical treatment of the Republic.

* For a straight-forward account of Gadamer’s account of art in ‘The Relevance of the Beautiful’, see
Stambaugh’s (1997) essay ‘Gadamer on the Beautiful’ in LLP.

* “The essence of a great work of art has certainly never consisted in the accurate and total imitation or
counterfeit of ‘nature’” ‘The Relevance of the Beautiful’, RB, p. 29.



accurately it imitates its subject is a bogus system of judgment which neglects the
ontological status of the work itself.’ In Truth and Method, Gadamer introduces art
and its works as being indicative of an area of intellect impenetrable and utterly alien
to the truth values and methodologies of the ‘exact’ or ‘natural’ sciences. As noted by
Weinsheimer (1985), ever since Kant answered the question as to what we can know

in his Critique of Reason, before his attempt to answer what constitutes the judgment

of beauty, these sciences have relegated their humanist counterparts to a secondary
mode of knowledge.® So putting nature ahead of art in the ontological scale is a
further remnant of the monopoly held by the natural sciences over knowledge. Even
portraits of well-known people should not be judged in this way. Regardless of how
perfectly recognisable a portrait is, its worth is not in this mode of imitation.

“Someone who, on admiring a famous Titian or Velazquez depicting some mounted
Habsburg ruler or other, thinks, ‘Oh, yes, that’s Charles V,” has not really seen
anything of the picture at all.” ‘The Relevance of the Beautiful’, RB, p. 27.

This makes sense if we consider how the arts have not suffered since the flourishing
of photography. If we did indeed seek the most imitative piece as being the most
‘artistic’, or even most ‘beautiful’, then surely a simple picture of the subject would
triumph every time. As an appreciative audience it seems we need more from our
works of art than is available to us in our everyday lives and phenomenological
experience. We often expose ourselves to favourite works of art on numerous
occasions throughout our life. This is a need that is itself unquenchable whereby we
often find new things about the work, aspects we did not realise on previous
occasions. Yet it is the same work in front of us each time. What is so important about
art, then, is what we ourselves bring to it.” A perfect example of this requirement of

the audience was seen by Gadamer in Cubism and modern art. For here we must

3 Though quotes supporting this assertion are frequent, the following, I believe, sums up the point;
“Naturally mimesis here has nothing to do with the mere imitation of something that is already familiar
to us. Rather it implies that something is represented in such a way that it is actually present in
sensuous abundance.” ‘The Relevance of the Beautiful’, RB, p. 36.

® Yet despite this, Kant was also recognized by Gadamer as being the first to highlight “...the
experience of art and beauty as a philosophical question in its own right.” (‘The Relevance of the
Beautiful’, RB, p. 18). As mentioned above, it was the answer given by Kant to this question that
Gadamer objects to.

7 That the audience must bring something of themselves to the work is a theme repeated throughout
Gadamer’s essay ‘The Relevance of the Beautiful’. “Every work leaves the person who responds to it a
certain leeway, a space to be filled in by himself” (‘The Relevance of the Beautiful’, RB, p. 26). And
again we are told that in art “...there is always some reflective and intellectual accomplishment
involved” ‘The Relevance of the Beautiful’, RB, p. 28.
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“...make an active contribution of our own and make an effort to synthesise the
outlines of the various planes as they appear on the canvas” (‘The Relevance of the
Beautiful’, RB, p. 8). In other words we must actively engage with the work, as
opposed to simply passively acknowledging its presence, bringing something of
ourselves to the work in the process. We must almost be presented with something
that cannot be fully comprehended the first time around. In fact, the ideology behind
modern art serves my initial establishment of mimesis quite well, given how wholly
inadequate the idea of mimesis as an imitation is here. What the modern movement in
art achieves is an entirely representative accomplishment in which we are forced to
question what it is that constitutes an artwork. The basic idea of modern art can be
seen as the exaltation of shape and colour, the building blocks of perception. It takes
these most fundamental elements of how we experience reality out of their contingent
and continually morphed existence and presents them in themselves, devoid of added
meaning. The world of shape and colour, our world, is shown in its most elemental
form.> The mimetic aspect of the work must, therefore, be so much more than the

mere imitation of its subjects.

“Every reproduction, every poetic recitation, every theatrical performance — however
great the performers may be — only succeeds in communicating a genuine artistic
experience of the work itself if with our inner ear we hear something quite different
from what actually takes place in front of us.” ‘The Relevance of the Beautiful’, RB,
p. 44.

In other words the work needs to turn us towards something we cannot experience in
our everyday lives. It is this ability to be that much more than the sum of its parts that
is the key to the ontological identity of art for Gadamer.’

8 «_..the viewer of a Cubist or non-objective painting has to construct it for himself by synthesising the

facets of the different aspects step by step” ‘The Relevance of the Beautiful’, RB, p. 10.

® Although not mentioned in terms of mimesis, Heidegger’s work on art has clear influence on
Gadamer, a fact Gadamer himself recognised. “These three lectures so closely addressed my own
questions and my own experience of the proximity of art and philosophy that they awakened an
immediate response in me” (LLP, p. 47). In these lectures, which were collected together and titled
‘The Origin of the Work of Art’, Heidegger argues that art is over and above its ‘thing-ness’. Though
the artwork is a thing, it is so much more than this thing. The ‘something else’ that lies within art is
termed by Heidegger its artistic nature. That art is more than its physical presence is central to
Gadamer’s use of mimesis.

As I will show again later, it is important not to bring political motivations towards Gadamer’s
academic relationship with Heidegger and his philosophy of art. Michelfelder (1997) attempts just such
an argument in her ‘Gadamer on Heidegger on Art’ in LLP. In his response, though, Gadamer
downplays Heidegger’s political motivations as not being something which had much significance for
him. An undoubted difference, though, between Heidegger and Gadamer when it comes to art, is how
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Yet, the realisation that our qualitative scale with regard to works of art does
not lie in how exactly the work imitates its subject is by no means a modern one. For
even by Plato’s time sculptors were extending certain body parts while reducing
others in size, not just in order to curtail foreshortening, but also to provide a more
pleasing work. For example, in perhaps one of the greatest statues of Greek art, the
‘Warriors from Riace’, we notice how elongated the thighs of each warrior are, while
also seeing how small and anatomically incorrect the ribs and waist are. Statues were
being produced before this time with perfectly proportioned body parts, especially in
Egypt, indicating how it was not a lack of mathematical precision that made the use of
inexact measurements necessary. Rather, there was simply something more that the
Greeks, like all appreciative audiences, wanted from the works of art. Essentially, it
seems, we cannot find this something more in the world around us, thereby charging
art with this task. This is something Gadamer would repeatedly incorporate into his
treatment of art. So the significance of a work does not lie in what we immediately
see or hear in front of us but must rather be seen in the ‘something more’ that is
brought to being by the work. Mimesis is not, therefore, some unfortunate by-product
of artistic creation but is, instead, what gives art its unique identity. For, art does not
always copy nature, but in some ways informs and creates it. As noted by Osborne
(1987), the fact that women were painted in white on Greek vases, as opposed to the
brown men, created an expectation from men that their women too would be white. In
time, this expectation became the norm and undoubtedly began to inform senses of
beauty. ‘Life imitating art’ is an undoubted feature of human nature which utterly
opposes the notion of art as a simple copying.

Yet this undoubtedly more positive appropriation of the mimetic aspects of art
from Gadamer brings with it a rather more negative consequence in terms of our
ability to understand the phenomenological world directly. In what one could describe
as representing the basic difference between the natural and human sciences, Gadamer
attributes a definite epistemological handicap to our everyday experience of the
world. Due to the constant flux of time, our phenomenological world presents us with

instances of understanding at a continual rate, thereby perpetually crowding these

Heidegger saw the artwork as expressing a national identity, whereas, as I will show, Gadamer saw it
as expressing something far more universal.
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instances with other, new instances.'° Through creations of art, however, meaning and
understanding can be weaned and subsequently cemented from this constant flow as,
once embodied as art, that which each thing is can be isolated and studied. The world
of the artwork, then, is wholly separate from our world as it is not affected by the
damaging and uncontrollable flow of time. In creating their piece, the artist is
focussing on one aspect which, in its separation and excision from this realm of
existence becomes something entirely new and original. What it becomes is the
artwork, wholly separate from the world which spawned it.!! By taking the particular
aspect of the work out of our given world the artist is taking it out of the permeability
of time and giving it its own emphasis and elucidation. By this, Gadamer is not
referring to a physical separation, its disconnected materiality (in terms of the ‘plastic’
arts), but rather to the work’s intellectual, detached whole. In Truth and Method
Gadamer calls this feature of the artwork its ‘transformation into structure’, where the
work is detached from any particular subject.'” For example, the host of golden
daffodils referred to by Wordsworth in his famous poem do not exist in our world but
rather belong to a world ‘in the ear’. This also means that, once completed, the work
is no longer defined by its original creator. On its transformation, the ontological
wholeness of the piece throws off whatever intentions brought about its formation.
We often believe that the author of a work will be most capable of explaining it or
giving it meaning where we have failed. Not so, according to Gadamer. Often, when
we hear an author describe his work and attribute meaning to it, it contradicts what we
had originally thought. Yet even given this we rarely change our minds as to what the
work meant for us. For Gadamer, “[t]he meaning that he (the author) as reader, gives
his own work does not set the standard” (7'M, 2.3.1.A.(i1))." The gift of artistry does

' As Gadamer notes: “In fact our fundamental experience as beings subject to time is that all things
escape us, that all the events of our lives fade more and more, so that at best they glow with an almost
unreal shimmer in the most distant recollection.” ‘On the Contribution of Poetry to the Search for
Truth’, RB, p. 114.

'l “What we mean by ‘representation’ is, at any rate, a universal ontological structural element of the
aesthetic, an event of being.” 7M, 1.2.2.B. The emphasis in this case is my own.

2 In her paper examining the notion of representation in Plato’s Republic, Osborne (1987) draws an
interesting parallel between images of Christ and the concept of mimesis. As she boldly states: “A
picture of Christ is the currently incarnate Christ, not a copy of an old no-longer-existent man. Christ
exists incarnate in art (though perhaps not art alone) and he depends upon art (and perhaps ritual and
words) for his current incarnation” (p. 62). This mimetic aspect of art is the very same as that of
Gadamer’s, though, of course, he does not draw such religious significance from it.

" We also find later in Truth and Method, “[f]rom this also follows the point — which hermeneutics
ought never to forget — that the artist who creates something is not the appointed interpreter of it” (74,
2.3.1.A.(ii)). This point comes when Gadamer describes how all works of art can be ‘read’ like
literature.
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not automatically include with it the gift of interpretation, a point we find recognised
by Socrates in the Apology, and propounded by Ion with disastrous effect in his
eponymous dialogue. Lodge (1954), for example, believes an art work is intended to
express “...a good deal about the artist’s methods, about his degree of insight, about
his entire background and outlook™ (p. 53). Yet this is an ultimately limiting view of
art, whereby art becomes bound to the biography of the artist. Artists must instead
step aside from their works and not dwell on trying to accredit meaning.'* However,
Gadamer goes on to admit that our interpretations are not better than those of the
artists, merely different. As I will examine later, the embedded history of each
interpreting subject fundamentally shapes and informs their interpretations. In this
way we are bound to understand works differently than others because our histories
are not shared."® This is especially true with Plato. So although Gadamer asserts that
the meaning of a text always “goes beyond its author”, he goes on to add that “[i]t is
enough to say that we understand in a different way, if we understand at all” (TM,
2.4.1.B.(iii)). The most important point being made, then, is not who the best
interpreter of the work is, but rather who it is not. By divorcing the authorial intention
from the piece, Gadamer is once more building the identity of the work as a unique
ontological whole that does not rely solely on its author for meaning or significance.'®

I had mentioned in the Wordsworth example above how the world of the
artworks existed ‘in the ear’, or ‘in the eye’, of the interpretative audience. Within the
worlds of these artistic creations, the ever-changing obstacles to understanding that
occupy our reality, which stem from our temporality, are cleared away and something
self-contained, un-obscured, and crying out for understanding is presented to us. Due
to the ever-present presence of the present, the future, which is surely needed for the
closure of irrefutable understanding, will never be reached, suggesting that true and
indisputable meaning, too, can never be reached. Could we ever hope truly to

understand a poem or book which never ends? Artworks, however, have in a certain

' Heidegger (2002) also asserted the inconsequential nature of the artist, comparing the relationship to
“... a passageway that destroys itself in the creative process for the work to emerge” p. 19.

'* We see this in Lebech (2006), who writes that “[a]s a historical being, one understands the text in the
light of the conditions of the present, differently from the author, who will have understood it in the
light of the conditions of their time” p. 228.

' “The creation now stands independently set free in its own right, quite irrespective of the will (even
the self-interpretation) of its creator” (‘The Speechless Image’, RB, p. 90). The importance of this
admission is reasserted by Gadamer in a later essay where he writes that “the work of art is the
expression of a truth that cannot be reduced to what its creator actually thought in it.” ‘ Aesthetics and
Hermeneutics’, PH, p. 95-6.
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sense their own ‘time-world’ which is wholly contained within the structure of the
work with a meaning which will never be changed from within the work itself.'” In
other words each work “...imposes its own temporality upon us” (‘The Relevance of
the Beautiful’, RB, p. 45). It is this feature which draws Gadamer to the potential of
art, contrasted, as it is, with the ever-changing face of our direct experiences of the

world. As Gadamer himself argues,

“The work of art transforms our fleeting experience into the stable and lasting form of
an independent and internally coherent creation. It does so in such a way that we go
beyond ourselves by penetrating deeper into the work” ‘The Relevance of the
Beautiful’, RB, p. 53.

So although our experience of the work is one bound by time, the world of the work
itself is not. Mimesis, then, is the essential quality of the artwork as it is the very
construct of the artwork’s world, its sole means of affecting us. As stated by Gadamer
mimesis is “the mode of being of the work of art” (TM, 1.2.2.B). As such, it is the
becoming of the work. What is most crucial, then, is in seeing how the being of the
work of art achieves total separation from its authorial and historical restrictions. The
work may have been intended for a particular audience by its creator, but, for
Gadamer, “the real being of his (the author’s) work is what it is able to say, and this
being reaches fundamentally beyond any historical confinement” (‘Aesthetics and
Hermeneutics’, PH, p. 96). So although the work is brought forth from a particular
time and place, through its aesthetic mechanics it transcends these historical
beginnings. As opposed to a simple attempt at mirroring the world around us, mimesis
in art becomes an essential process of presenting us with a means to proper and
legitimate understanding.18 Indeed, one of the most common criticisms of mimesis is
that it is simply a ‘mirroring’ of reality. Yet the sole function of the mirror is in
reflection. A fundamental part of this function is how the reflected subject must
remain in the presence of the mirror in order for it to keep functioning. If the subject
walks away from the mirror then their image stops being reflected. As we have been
seeing, however, this is not the case for Gadamer’s conception of mimesis. Whereas a

mirrored image tries to point to an original, needing this original to keep its function,

7 This is not to say that indisputable meaning can be found in art. For part of the understanding we get
from art is the ultimate finitude of our existence and the boundlessness of understanding. This is a
complex point, however, which will be dealt with in greater detail later on.

'* An example, used by Heidegger (1971), is van Gogh’s painting of ‘The Peasant Shoes’, where the
being of the shoes shines forth. For Heidegger, who was a great influence on Gadamer, ‘the art work let
us know what shoes are in truth’.
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the artwork is an original itself bearing its own ontological being, so exists separately
from whatever subject it presents. As Gadamer will assert, the difference and, indeed,
distance between the original and the artistic creation is not something negative but is
rather its essential feature. The original subject may even be seen to rely on the
representation for ontological significance given how the subject only becomes
original by being represented in art.' In this sense we have, in fact, a reversal from
the mirror which, as we saw, needed its subject to provide it with being, showing this
comparison to be wholly inappropriate.

One of the key terms I have been using with regard to art is that it is
something we ‘experience’. The idea of art as an experience (Erlebnis) was of
especial importance to Gadamer and will be examined here further to highlight the
unique identity of art.”’ For the very idea of an ‘experience’ is of something which
does not simply conform to the everyday but which stands out, which is, in fact,
dissimilar to the everyday and unlike it to the extent that we remember it and

celebrate it for this very characteristic of dissimilarity. For Gadamer,

“...something becomes an ‘experience’ not only insofar as it is experienced, but
insofar as its being experienced makes a special impression that gives it lasting
importance.” TM, 1.1.2.B.(ii)

We extract and separate the experience from the manifold nature of existence and
keep it with us. It is a common feature of our social lives to relate our most
memorable experiences to others, especially to those who may have shared in the
original experience. Yet, although we extract our experiences from the flow of time,
this extraction can only occur because of this flow, indicating the almost paradoxical
relationship that exists between the experience and the reality it is extracted from
(much like Hegel’s ‘master and slave’ relation). Most importantly though, is how the
experience stands out from the rest of our lives, how it is “...no longer just something
that flows past quickly in the stream of conscious life; it is meant as a unity and thus
attains a new mode of being one” (7M, 1.1.2.B.(iii)). As such, then, the experience
almost has a unique identity of its own in this separation, the reason, perhaps, why it

is so useful in explaining the very same unique identity present in art. More often than

** “The picture, then, has an autonomy that also affects the original. For strictly speaking, it is only
through the picture that the original becomes the original.” TM, 1.2.2.A.

** Gadamer traces the use of Erlebnis in terms of art to Dilthey’s Das Erlebnis und die Dichtung
(Leipzig: Teubner, 1929).
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not, however, genuine experiences will also teach us something about either ourselves
or the world around us. Experiences need not always be pleasant, such as an
experience of death, but will always be insightful. Art, for Gadamer, is not only an
experience itself in that it too separates itself from our ever-flowing lives and
proclaims its own identity, but is in fact the quintessence of the experiencing
phenomena.?’ As a unique and self-contained structure, the artwork stands out and

presents itself to us as something inherently our own.

“The power of the work of art suddenly tears the person experiencing it out of the
context of his life, and yet relates him back to the whole of his existence.” TM,
1.1.2.B.(iii)

So an important aspect of the artistic experience for Gadamer, is how its extraction
and separation from our world is still always related to this world. In the same way as
any experience only becomes an experience through its relationship with the regular
flow of time that it is extracted from, so too does the artistic experience attain its
identity by continuing to relate the person undergoing the experience back to the
context of their life. As cited by Gadamer in Truth and Method, Georg Simmel
developed the idea that there is even something adventurous about the experience,
given how it too is something “undergone”, like a test or trial. Just like after an
adventure, we feel enriched by the experience, as if we have reached some deeper
understanding of ourselves.?* For by experiencing the work we make it inherently our
own. Similarly, the experience of art will teach us something about either ourselves or
the world. Essentially, an artistic experience is usually the first thing we talk to others
about, while relating a favoured artistic experience is a defining feature of our
characters. Although I will give later a more detailed analysis of the epistemological
consequences of the artistic experience, especially the knowledge of self and the
awareness of our finitude, what is becoming clearer at this early stage is the definite

structure involved in art and its distance from the natural world.

*! «“Aesthetic experience is not just one kind of experience among others, but represents the essence of
experience, per se.” TM, 1.1.2.B.(iii)

2 Sokolowski (1997) shows how Gadamer’s concept of ‘experience’ helps distance the claims to
knowledge of the natural sciences from the human sciences and the ‘event’ of knowledge. Modern
sciences “...consider experience in relation to the settled conceptual knowledge that can issue from it.
But experience must also be examined on its own terms, as a preparation for yet more experience, as
providing ever new empirical perspectives on what it has already established” (‘Gadamer’s Theory of
Hermeneutics’, LLP, p. 223). This also helps show the idea, that was so important to Gadamer, that
questions must always remain open.
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A further way of showing the positive mimetic aspects of art is in examining
Gadamer’s use of the ‘symbol’.> For in the symbol both the symbol’s physical being
and what the symbol represents exist. Though hypothetically and conceptually
independent, the symbol and what it represents converge in and through the symbol
itself.** To use a common example, a five Euro note is, in itself, a physical thing
composed of paper and ink. Yet its use to us is not in this physical constitution but
rather in what it symbolises as the note in itself is not worth five Euros. This
symbolising feature, however, is more what the thing ‘is’ than its physical being,
though still existing in and through the physical note. The example used by Gadamer
to show his meaning here is that of the pointing hand, whereby one is not expected to
keep one’s attention solely on the hand, but must rather look from the hand towards
what it is pointing to. As Gadamer explains this is not just a simple act of pointing but

is rather a means of allowing meaning to be.

“The symbolic does not simply point toward a meaning, but rather allows that
meaning to present itself. The symbolic represents meaning” ‘The Relevance of the
Beautiful’, RB, p. 34.

This is just the same method of operation as mimesis where we find both the method
of presentation as well as what the work represents coming to being through the work
itself. The idea is now developing that it is not the mimesis of the subjects of the
works, but a more essential mimesis of what these subjects themselves are that
concerns Gadamer.? In other words, the work of art is to be considered to be far more

than what it physically is.”® We can see that this is especially true in the case of poetry

 The symbol is the second of three concepts used by Gadamer in his essay ‘The Relevance of the
Beautiful’ in order to approach our experience of art, the first being that of ‘play’ and the third that of
the ‘festival’. Both of these other features will be examined in later parts. Gadamer’s use of the symbol
analogy can again be traced to Heidegger and his essay ‘The Origin of the Work of Art’. For Heidegger
(2002), “[i]n the work of art, something other is brought together with the thing that is made” (p. 3). As
we will see later with his analysis of the Greek word for truth, Heidegger notices that the verb ‘to bring
together’ is, in Greek oupBaAAev. What the symbol does, then, is, by its very nature, bring the non-
physical, essential meaning together with the physical manifestation. For both Gadamer and Heidegger,
then, it is the artwork which most successfully achieves this symbolic embodiment of meaning.

2 An excellent work on the emergence of the Greek conception of the symbol can be found in Struck
(2004).

» To show this I quote: “For what imitation reveals is precisely the real essence of the thing.” (‘Art and
Imitation’, RB, p. 99). Also further: “Mimesis is a representation in which we ‘know’ and have in view
the essential content of what is represented.” (‘Poetry and Mimesis’, RB, p. 119). Emphasis is again my
own. This focus on essence as being that which the artwork represents could draw one to see
Neoplatonic influence on Gadamer, especially Plotinian As I will show later in this part, however, this
is an originally Platonic incorporation of mimesis.

%6 «“For imitation enables us to see more than so-called reality. What is shown is, so to speak, elicited
from the flux of manifold reality.” ‘The Play of Art’, RB, p. 129.
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and music, where there is not even a physical existence in the first place. In fact
poetry held especial importance for Gadamer because it is paradigmatically symbolic
and is made in such a way, “...that it has no other meaning beyond letting something
be there” (‘Poetry and Mimesis’, RB, p. 119). So what my perfunctory opening to this
section has shown, then, is the wholly positive exegesis of mimesis given by Gadamer
in terms of art. The most significant points were in showing the detriment of using the
term with regard to any simple copying of nature. Not even portraits were to be
judged in this way. The epistemological negativity of our phenomenological
immersion as a route to understanding was consequently postulated in opposition to
the ‘time-world’ of the work itself which was extracted from this manifold existence.
The artwork as an experience as well as its symbolic capability all led to providing the
works with a unique and independent being, which was even distanced from its
creator’s intended meaning.

Yet asserting the ontological identity of art, and showing the supremacy of this
ontology with regard to art’s mimetic capacity over our direct phenomenological
exposure, does not answer the question as to the knowledge available to us through
art. It is, after all, this knowledge that Gadamer is seeking in 7ruth and Method, as
being indicative of that capable for the human sciences. This leads us to the question
of how it is that the artwork leads us towards a more authentic understanding and the

concept of anamnesis.

3. Anamnesis and the Epistemological Capability of Art

The knowledge we get from art and its experience is called by Gadamer anamnesis,
recognition of the truth of reality. The area of aesthetics as a whole would not fit
under the remit of the hermeneutical agenda if it did not have something to say to us,
a point argued for by Gadamer throughout the essay ‘Aesthetics and Hermeneutics’ in
PH. So what the artwork has to say is something that needs to be defined, interpreted,
and ultimately, understood. It is essential to understanding Gadamer’s philosophical
processes with regard to art to state here that at no point does he try to prove anything
about art in a formulaic sense. Instead he is trying to show that we can only “admit”
these truths. For, attempting to prove the truth of art would imply that there exists a
demonstration of truth extrinsic and, therefore, superior to these truths, and would be

seen as an attempt to reduce art to a methodology in league with the exact or ‘natural’
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sciences. Kelly’s criticism of Gadamer (appearing in Krajewski 2004), that he does
not describe what the particular truth of art is, merely stating the truth of art to be self-
evident, fails to understand the nature of what Gadamer is arguing to be the unique
capacity of the truth available to us in art. Looking for a ‘particular’ truth value in art
presupposes an observable thing which we can distance ourselves from, the very
opposite of Gadamer’s arguments. We cannot distance ourselves from the event of art,
so cannot hope to define anything that is other than our own selves. That is why
Gadamer does not simply state the truth of art to be self-evident and leave it at that.
Rather, the conception of our recognised position in the world, both historical and
finite, is a central feature of Gadamer’s positioning of the truth revealed by art. This is
why the process of anamnesis is such a suitable means of explaining the knowledge
derivable from art, as there is nothing extrinsic to the process itself implied in the
theory. What will also be apparent here is how very different the conception of a truth
value in art is for Gadamer, when compared to what we might think of when we
imagine truth. Kelly’s (Krajewski, 2004) argument that art should not have too many
cognitive demands placed on it, again assumes that, for Gadamer, these demands are
something we are placing on art. We do not demand anything from art, but merely
bear witness to the demands it makes on us. The expectation of a definitive
knowledge, of something concrete that we can call the absolute truth of art, is
something we have inherited from the exact sciences though it is completely unsuited
for that which is available through art. As we will see, it is important to keep this
distinction in mind when dealing with Gadamer’s treatment of the concept of truth in
art.’’ The discussion of anamnesis is also where Gadamer will move from attempting
to reconcile the representation with the represented to in fact exalting the
representation as a superior form of being. To do this he will use the full extent of
Plato’s most basic epistemological belief.

The theory of anamnesis has at its core the notion that temporal distance from
a point of ontological origin elicits a cognitive decline. With regard to our more
everyday experiences, the further we get from a point, both temporally and socio-
historically speaking, the further it is from our thoughts and the less we can say we
know of it. Recollection in this sense centres on the belief that this distance must be

curtailed and is the attempt to return once again to this point. I previously examined

?7 As Gadamer himself asks us, “Does not the experience of art contain a claim to truth which is
certainly different from that of science, but just as certainly is not inferior to it?” TM, 1.1.3.A.
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the notion of the ‘timelessness’ of the world of the artwork, as compared to the ever-
flowing constancy of our phenomenological world. As the works are centred on
presenting the essence of their subjects, through their mimetic character, they were
consequently seen as extracting this essence from an otherwise relentless flow of
existence. What these works enable, therefore, is recognition of what truly is. We
recognise in the work what is around us all the time but because of the constancy of
time we are unable fully to grasp. By being cemented in the artwork, however, these
aspects of reality can finally be given their own unique emphasis and elucidation. As

Gadamer himself states,

“...it is part of the process of recognition that we see things in terms of what is
permanent and essential in them, unencumbered by the contingent circumstances in
which they were seen before and are seen again.” ‘Art and Imitation’, RB, p. 99.

This is no simple feat of memory but is, rather, a form of knowledge. Yet it is also a
more authentic form of knowledge because of its timeless aspect.28 As the cognitive
feature of the artwork, we find anamnesis to be the facilitating element of the
potential understanding found in and through the artwork. As is clear, Heidegger’s
(1997) analysis of the negation involved in the Greek word for truth, alétheia,
especially as seen in his work on Plato’s Sophist, held great significance and influence
for Gadamer.” What Gadamer uses of this in his own theory of anamnesis is the idea
that truth is more of an ‘un-forgetting” which has to be weaned from the world. Art,
then, is one such way in which our understanding is given a chance to see what is
otherwise hidden and forgotten.

Yet it is not by simply experiencing a work that we are guaranteed to
understand it. For, although the artwork has extricated itself from the diverse stream
of life, we still remain a part of this flow. What I must now introduce are the
conditions under which understanding can take place. It is relevant to examine this
part of Gadamer’s thought here as it frames the incorporation of anamnesis, given

how limiting these conditions can be for our understanding of art. The most essential

28 «“Recognition always implies that we have come to know something more authentically than we were
able to do when caught up in our first encounter with it.” ‘The Relevance of the Beautiful’, RB, p. 47.
* What the « — privative in alétheia denoted for Heidegger was not just an implicit negativity (as we
have in English in amoral, agnostic, asexual, etc...), but more significantly a potential to reveal. For as
Heidegger puts it in his work on the Sophist, only that which has the potential to see can be called
blind. That the pursuit of truth is an uncovering, then, is an inherited feature of Gadamer’s treatment,
an inheritance from Heidegger with a common root in Plato. For a good treatment of alétheia in Plato’s
time see Detienne (1996).
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concept we need to observe then, as being an operative condition of our understanding
is that of our ‘prejudices’. Gadamer begins by attributing the negative connotations of
the term ‘prejudice’ to the Enlightenment. As opposed to this purely negative
conception, Gadamer believed our prejudices to be both positive and negative, and to
be a fundamental part of human judgment and understanding.*® As Horn (2005) states,
Gadamer wants to, “replace the negative connotations with the idea that a prejudice
could be good or bad, depending on whether it is confirmed as true or false” (p. 13).
The reason for our undoubted prejudices is our being ultimately historical beings.’’
We cannot extract ourselves from the socio-historical environment in which we were
brought up and live in. We are bound to go through a process of socialisation which
shapes our being in the world. As again argued by Horn (2005), to look at something
without prejudice is not as natural as looking at it with prejudice. So not only is the
phenomenal world a continuous current of existence, our capacity to understand is
tainted by our historical presence. Yet this embeddedness is not an epistemological
problem for Gadamer. As noted by Lebech (2006) it is, on the contrary, “...a
necessary condition for judging, acting, and understanding” (p. 222)*?* Gadamer
believed that although we could not separate ourselves from the world and our history
we could identify those prejudices which are negative and which distort our ability to
understand, subsequently discarding them, while at the same time nurturing those
positive prejudices which help us on the path towards understanding. This is a clear

path towards knowledge.*® It is our hidden prejudices which could lend us to either

30 “Thus ‘prejudice’ certainly does not necessarily mean a false judgment, but part of the idea is that it
can have either a positive or a negative value.” TM, 2.4.1.A.ii. Mitscherling (2002) fails to see the
positive aspect of prejudice in his treatment of the term and the (overly simplistic) literary example he
uses to explain it.

*! In the essay ‘Regulative Ideas or Truth-Happening’ in Gadamer’s entry in the LLP, Apel (1997)
criticises Gadamer’s emphasis of the past over the future. In response to this Gadamer cannot hold back
his surprise. “This, however, must astonish me. The future which we do not know is supposed to take
primacy over the past? Is it not the past which has stamped us permanently through its effective
history?” p. 95.

32 Under Lebech (2006)’s understanding of Gadamer, it is our historically transmitted general
understanding which builds the frame within which our particular understanding takes place. This
understanding takes place between the interaction of the fore-understanding of our prejudices and the
unknown, though expected meaning of any new subject matter. “The act of understanding takes place
in the tension between the familiarity of fore-understanding and the strangeness of this expected
meaning which has not yet been understood. Without this familiarity, one would not know how to
approach given subject matter, and without this strangeness, one would not experience or come to
know anything new” (p. 228). So the somewhat dialectical interaction between our prejudiced,
historically rooted fore-understanding and the strangeness of any new subject matter is what constitutes
our knowing something new.

% Horn (2005): “Gadamer says that knowledge of a thing is gained when the thing itself gradually
shapes the a priori structure of our understanding by discrediting the illegitimate prejudices, confirming
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neglect a work or distort its message.>* It is no use trying to justify our prejudices
methodologically, which is the reason given by Gadamer as to why the Enlightenment
declared prejudices to be ‘unfounded’. Rather we must be open to the work, as we
must be in all legitimate dialogue, which means being open to the possibility that one
of our negative prejudices is at work. For it is through dialogue that these prejudices
will be identified, given their role in hindering understanding.*® The realisation which
comes from identifying our prejudices is that we are historical beings who cannot
escape our history.*® So in order to do justice to our indelibly historical being, we
must recognise the entrenched nature of our prejudices. Crucially though, the term
needs to be rehabilitated first whereby we must “...acknowledge the fact that there are
legitimate prejudices” (TM, 2.4.1.B.i.). For a legitimate prejudice could in fact help us
with acknowledging the role of history and tradition in how we understand something.
With regard to our experience of art, then, there are definite conditions which can
affect our understanding. Although further developed later, suffice it to say at this
point that the recognition involved in the experience of art is that of our historical
being, an ineliminable necessity of understanding which must be an acknowledged
condition of any cognitive theory.

But we do not only recognise our historicity in art. Perhaps more so than
anything else, it is we ourselves who are recognised in the works. Yet it is not the face
we see in the mirror, or the picture sitting on the table that we recognise, but rather the
essential feature of ourselves as beings in the world. The work has a universal aspect
that can appeal and belong to anyone willing to undergo the experience. Gadamer
writes that, “...all art of whatever kind is a form of recognition that serves to deepen
our knowledge of ourselves and thus our familiarity with the world as well” (‘Art and

Imitation’, RB, p. 100). What we tend to take from the work is what is most relevant

the legitimate ones, and replacing the illegitimate ones with legitimate ones” (p. 16). So it is by
engaging with the thing itself, dialogically I believe, which helps us achieve this shift in prejudice.

** By being such an indelible part of our cognition, our prejudices become an indelible part of our very
being. “It is not so much our judgments as it is our prejudices that constitute our being. This is a
provocative formulation, for I am using it to restore to its rightful place a positive concept of prejudice
that was driven out of our linguistic usage by the French and the English Enlightenment.” ‘The
Universality of the Hermeneutical Problem’, PH, p. 9.

35 Sokolowski (1997) in LLP, outlines a good set of examples of the ways in which a dialogue might
fail. These include dialogues (1) with a child, (2) with someone who finds the topic disturbing so
changes the topic, (3) with someone who simply does not understand the subject-matter and flounders,
(4) with a deceptive interlocutor, or (5) with a stubborn or unmoving interlocutor.

* This also means we cannot * jump’ into the past when studying historical works. Even by learning a
language and studying a culture we are still bound to our own socio-historical environment, something
which will forever influence our consciousness of the past. As noted by Lebech (2006), “...the past is
active and effective in the present as its governing precondition” p. 227.
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for us. As I will examine in my next part, a proper experience of the work will grab

the spectator, yet will grab us in order to show us that which we are.

“It (referring to art) possesses a mysterious intimacy that grips our entire being, as if
there were no distance at all and every encounter with it was an encounter with
ourselves.” ‘ Aesthetics and Hermeneutics’, PH, p. 95.
We undoubtedly bring something of ourselves to the piece and when properly
involved we recognise that which we initially brought as being a part of who we
indelibly are. As we find in numerous forms in Gadamer, what we experience in a
work of art “...and what invites our attention is how true it is — i.e., to what extent one
knows and recognizes something and oneself” (7M, 1.2.1.B.). We do not, however,
simply know ourselves again in the work, but essentially, know more of ourselves.
The artwork gives us the fullest and most authoritative presentation of ourselves
because of its sustained existence and ontological valence. What is perhaps most
significant is how that which we recognise of ourselves was not wholly realised
beforehand. In other words the results can be revelatory. When we experience the
work, then, we see a less muddied representation of ourselves, a recognition “...in
which we catch sight of ourselves in a way that is often unexpected or unfamiliar:
what we are, what we might be, and what we are about” (‘The Play of Art’, RB, p.
130). It is this undoubtedly truer realisation that showed the cognitive potential of art
for Gadamer.

However, part of knowing ourselves is the knowing of our finitude. As we
have mentioned, the experience of art need not be necessarily pleasurable (in a
hedonistic sense). Yet it is not a pessimistic consequence from this realisation, but is
rather a revelatory proclamation of our humanity. In any encounter with art Gadamer

stated that,

“...it is not the particular, but rather the totality of the experienceable world, man’s
ontological place in it, and above all his finitude before that which transcends him,
that is brought to experience.” ‘The Relevance of the Beautiful’, RB, p. 33. The
emphasis is again my own.

By recognising ourselves in the tragic hero we are ultimately recognising our own
powerlessness in the face of our finitude. Their fate is our fate, a recognition that is
utterly true and of the most assured knowledge. There is a convergence in this

recognition of all the different aspects of art that we have been examining so far. The
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essential feature of humanity, what binds us together as one, is our fate, something
which we find represented in art. This recognition of our fate is an experience, an
experience we most certainly ‘undergo’ and can even be said to suffer. Yet through
this experience and because of this experience we recognise and accept the knowledge
that art has for us, a knowledge we knew before but had forgotten in the fleeting
existence in which we are immersed. But emerging from the experience we are
undoubtedly enlightened about ourselves and our place in the world. There is a
definite emphasis in Gadamer on this transformative capability of art, whereby the
cognitive attributes of the work truly change us. If we do not take anything from the
artwork, “...if we are unchanged when we leave it, then, for Gadamer, we will not
have heard the claim art makes on us” (Bernasconi’s introduction, RB, xiv). The

work, therefore, needs to transform us. As Gadamer notes,

“To see that, ‘this is how it is’ is a kind of self-knowledge for the spectator, who
emerges with new insight from the illusions in which he, like everyone else, lives.”
™™, 1.2.1.D.
We can see more clearly now how the truths available to us through art must simply
be ‘admitted’ and cannot be proven in a traditionally scientific sense. Yet the idea of
finitude is not solely introduced by Gadamer to remind us of the inevitability of our
lives. Rather, it is used to show how our knowledge can never be ultimate but is
bound to our temporality. Gadamer traces this belief in what he calls “the temporality
and finitude of man against the unending task of understanding and truth” (‘The Ideal
of Practical Philosophy’, PT, p. 55) to Husserl’s concept of Lebenswelt (life-world)
and Heidegger’s concept of the hermeneutics of facticity. What this shows us here is
further evidence of how different the concept of truth is for Gadamer. As anamnesis
shows us, the idea of participation, that we participate in truth’s happening, is
paramount when considering the truth values of art. Given the fecundity of man’s
finitude in the tragic art form, tragedy was to be of special significance for Gadamer.
As with all aspects of my Gadamerian exegesis, I will return to this particular part of
man’s tragic recognition in my final part which deals with this art form specifically
and Plato’s relation to it.

So, if the mimetic aspects of art provide the works with a sound ontological
basis, and their anamnetic element enables us to partake in a recognised event of truth,

then we are no longer dealing with a secondary mode of knowing. For this establishes
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an ontological and epistemological primacy for the work of art. Beginning with the
question of mimesis we find a definite positivism in which the subjects of the works,
rather than suffering from a second-rate imitation, achieve instead an ‘increase in
being’.

“Thus the situation basic to imitation that we are discussing not only implies that what
is represented is there (das Dargestellte da ist), but also that it has come into the
There more authentically (eigentlicher ins Da gekommen ist).” TM, 1.2.1.B.

In this way art contains a more direct way to being for its subjects through the
mechanics of the work which we have just outlined.

So after this brief outline of the role of mimesis and anamnesis in the
philosophy of Gadamer, both the ontological substance of art, as well as its
epistemological worth, have been situated. In my next section, which is the main
argument of this first part, these features will be shown as being centrally important to
Plato’s methodology, not thematically (well, not just thematically in the case of
anamnesis), but operatively, consisting in the very fabric of Plato’s philosophy. So

my argument for a Platonic aesthetic will thereby be presented.
4. Mimesis as Imitation and Representation

When dealing with mimesis, especially in Greek terms, its dual conceptual meaning
and translation must first be posited. This is a controversial position which has split
commentators. Janaway (1995), who, in relation to Republic 11l and X, recognises the
inherent problems of treating Plato’s incorporation of mimesis as singular, rather
confusingly goes on to argue for a consistent Platonic notion of mimesis throughout
the same work.*’ Belfiore (1984), while advancing differing types of imitators (those
who imitate many things from those who imitate one singular thing), still uses the

37 Compare the following, “[w]e cannot hope for a single clear definition of mimesis covering all uses
that Plato ever makes of the term” (p. 106), with “[i]t is in this sense that the traditional translation of
mimesis as ‘imitation’ is appropriate” (p. 118). By keeping this proscriptive translation of mimesis as
imitation throughout his work, Janaway struggles when the discussion turns to music (p. 102). For, as I
will propose later, music is the best example of where mimesis as imitation becomes wholly
inappropriate. Also of note, rather than attempt his own translations of the different senses of mimesis,
Janaway attempts to avert the problem by keeping the Greek verb in almost every instance. For
example: “[t]he other claim Plato makes is that the painter does not attempt to mimeisthai the
Forms...” (p. 114). Also. “[t]he only restriction placed on painting is that it must make a mimesis of
things...” (p. 115). As the dual conceptualisation of mimesis is centrally important to this section of my
argument, I cannot use such a system as it fails to portray the variances in this duality.
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term ‘imitator’ in her treatment, as her sole translation. Opposed to Halliwell (2002)*®,
who I believe rightly argues for a varied contextual Platonic usage of mimesis, is
Nehamas (1999), who argues against any notion of a dual sense of what he calls
imitation, showing once more how imitation occurs as the sole translation.®® Perhaps
the most overtly relaxed commentary on translating mimesis comes from Osborne
(1987) who declares that she will use “...a variety of English terms in a haphazard
way to convey the Greek words related to mimesis, including copy, imitation,
representation, fake, make-believe, pretend and portray, translating in each case
according to context and/or whim” (p. 54). Though her brashness is in some ways
refreshing, it fails to comprehend the problems of mistranslations in the history of
commentary on mimesis."" For, as we saw above with Gadamer, mimesis as
‘imitation’ or ‘copying’ does not do proper ontological justice to the term. It was only
with regard to an essential, representative meaning that mimesis was given its full
significance. What I must do now, then, is show how this dual translation was
operating by Plato’s time, and outline how Gadamer’s representative use of the term
was not only acknowledged by Plato but was used as part of his philosophical
programme. It is imperative to do so as I believe Plato consciously differentiated these
senses himself in his treatment of mimesis. The most generally accepted English
translation of the term uses two words to portray its meaning, namely ‘imitation’ and
‘representation’.*! However, the vast majority of commentators, as well as almost all
translators of Plato’s works, use these words indiscriminately in their renderings. For
example, Janaway (1995), while agreeing to a non-singular Platonic usage of mimesis
in the Republic, still misuses the English term of representation, using it erroneously

to describe the imitative effects of the arts*, as does Nehamas (1999), using both

* Yet, Halliwell would possibly view my own dual conceptual usage of mimesis as too ‘neat’. “The
study of Plato and mimesis has suffered repeatedly from attempts to bring together into a neat,
consistent synthesis, the many different Platonic passages and contexts in which mimesis is addressed.”
. 38.
k In fact Nehamas does not believe the conflicting uses of mimesis in the Republic can be explained at
all. “This conflict, I am afraid, cannot be ultimately eliminated.” p. 254.
“ One of the few who recognise the different meanings of mimesis are Cross & Woozley (1964) who
correctly recognise the importance of the various contextual meanings of mimesis, especially for its use
in English. “Now, in fact, in English, we would not normally say that Homer ‘imitates’ Chryses, but
rather that he represents him saying such and such, or again of an actor (and again it is the word
mimesis that Plato uses here), we would not say that he ‘imitates’ a character but rather that he
represents him, plays the part of so and so.” p. 271.
“! Greek — English Lexicon, Liddell and Scott, ninth edition with revised supplement, Clarendon Press
Oxford, 1996.
2“1t seems a fair approximation to say that in modern terms Plato is talking about representation in
the arts, or at least one kind of representation, in which an artist represents something by making an
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terms indiscriminately.* Even Golden (1975) who, like me, is arguing for a varied
contextual meaning of mimesis, still tends to use a non-specific and variable
vocabulary in his renderings. As I will argue for in the subsequent section, this lack of
discrimination lends to an inaccurate and somewhat damaging analysis of Platonic
mimesis. Imperative for me now, then, is to show the extent of this Greek distinction,
consequently demonstrating how important it is to keep this distinction in all English
translations and studies. I feel this is wholly necessary as any lack of referential
evidence regarding a ‘representative’ use of the term would end the argument of this
section, and, indeed, this thesis, before it had even begun.

Else (1958) and Kéller (1954), though they disagree on the evolutionary usage
of the term, agree on a varying sense by Plato’s time. Koéller identifies both
Darstellung (representation) and Nachahmung (imitation) as usages, while Else,
though utterly opposed to Kéller’s treatment, still proposes a “general”, interpretative
usage of the term that is expressed “without actual miming” and is “ethical” in basis.
However, as Else’s valuable examination of the historical usage of the term shows,
both the noun and its verb (uipeiobai) were, before Plato, used predominantly in
terms of physical imitation. The usages would refer, either to humans pretending to be
other humans, such as at Aeschylus’ Choephoroi 560-564, where Orestes plans to
imitate ({1poUpEVE) the Phocian dialect in order to infiltrate Aegisthus’ fortress, or to
humans pretending to be animals, such as in the Rhesus generally attributed to
Euripides, where Dolon dons a wolf-skin, asserting he will imitate (uluﬁooum) the
creature in order to breach enemy lines.** Both of these references are cited by
Sorbom (1966), who gives a helpful outline of the various pre-Platonic instances of

mimesis in his book.” As Sorbom goes on to describe, though, this purely

appearance of it. Mimesis in Book 10 is making an appearance which by intention resembles things of
some kind, but is not really one of them.” (p. 108). As I will argue, a representation is not a mere
appearance of something, but is a more heightened, conceptual embodiment of the thing. If the artwork
is another mere mode of appearance for a thing, then it is an imitation, not a representation. This is a
central aspect of my argument here and is developed throughout this section.

# “To think of an artist as a maker of an appearance, by contrast, is to think of the appearance as the
product of imitation, as something that comes into being as a result of the artist’s work, as a result of
the artist’s representation.” p. 263. My emphasis.

*“ Belfiore (1984) believes the imitation of animals or things is a different type of imitation to the
imitation of humans. I cannot see how or why this is the case.

* The importance of Else, Koller, and Sérbom as commentators on the historical roots of mimesis, is
recognised also by Golden (1975). Golden also sees how, although these commentators “differ with
each other on many details, they all affirm that this term (mimesis) can refer to a creative action that far
transcends the notion of mere copying that often is implied by the word ‘imitation”” (p. 118). Just as I
argue for above, Golden too sees an historical usage of mimesis which refers to a “deeper than surface
reality” p. 120.
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appearance-based incorporation of mimesis did indeed evolve to its non-mime-based
meaning. Perhaps the first instance we have of this is in Xenophon’s Memorabilia, 111,
X, 2-3 where Parrhasius the painter agrees with Socrates that it is not the appearance
of one beautiful figure that he endeavours to paint, but rather the general sense evoked

by a collection of beautiful figures.*®

Socrates: Further, in portraying ideal forms of beauty, as it is not easy to come upon
someone devoid of blemish, you bring together (cuvayovTegs) from the many the
most beautiful traits of each, and in this way make the whole appear beautiful?
Parrhasius: Yes, that is how we do it.
So Parrhasius is not imitating or copying anything in his works, for those things he
paints do not correspond to any external appearance, but is rather focussed on
representing that general sense which is induced through the various
phenomenological bodies. Else (1958) also defined this acquired meaning in terms of
a representative embodiment, which must be seen as wholly different from someone
simply taking on the physical characteristics of either an animal or of some other
person as it assumes an intellectual, rather than merely physical portrayal. However,
although Else (1958) and S6rbom (1966) acknowledge a variance in meaning among
the usages of mimesis, (even if S6rbom does not think it right to strictly classify these
variances), both commentators still use ‘imitation’ and ‘representation’ as English
translations indiscriminately in their works.?’ This defeats the whole purpose of their
investigations as it nullifies any and all findings by using the same non-specific
vocabulary for that which they are trying to define and specify. If a rendering is not
based on a direct phenomenological appearance then it is in no way an imitation.
Similarly if the thing which the rendering depicts is directly observable, then it is in
no way a representation.

Yet simply because a term had acquired a differing sense by Plato’s time does
not necessarily entail that Plato incorporated this differentiation into his works.
Luckily for us, then, Plato explicitly outlines this very demarcation in two of his

dialogues. For, as recognised by Halliwell (2002), in the Cratylus, while conversing

* Nehamas (1999) makes mention of Parrhasius but continues to refer to Parrhasius’ method as
imitation.

47 Sérbom (1966) (p. 28), for example, terms Orestes’ imitation of the Phocian dialect, in the
Choephoroi example used above, a representation. This is wholly inaccurate as Orestes is not
representing anything but is rather imitating the voice of another. In a sense, Sérbom falls foul here of
the very criticism he levels against Koller (1954) who, according to Sérbom (1966), used ‘ Darstellung’
and ‘Ausdruck’ indiscriminately in his analysis, thus confusing the argument of the work.
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with Hermogenes and Cratylus on the etymology of names, Socrates clearly
differentiates mimesis as physical mimicry, a physical mimicry he sees as operating in
the traditional arts, from the mimesis of essence which is representative. As we see
later in the Republic, he who physically copies his subject without the appropriate
knowledge pertaining to this subject is a corruptive imitator who gives an ultimately
false account through his imitation. When trying to establish the most appropriate
‘namer’ of things in the Cratylus, Socrates declares at 423e that it is he who is able to
“represent (LipeloBan) in letters and syllables this being or essence that each thing
has” who would be most able to express what each thing is in itself. Not only this, but
he who resorts to the realm of being from which these represented essences derive
dwells on a higher and ultimately philosophical level of existence. The Cratylus’
sustained treatment of mimesis is centrally important to any commentary on Plato’s
treatment of the arts, but is very rarely included by commentators. Those who do
recognise the dialogue’s importance, often similarly recognise how wide-spread the
scope of Plato’s encounter with mimesis really is. For example, Golden (1975), while
commenting on the Cratylus’ treatment of mimesis, asserts that “[f]or Plato, mimesis
is a great formal principle that penetrates every aspect of our existence” (p. 121).
Because mimesis is used here, not solely in terms of art, but in terms of a far more
fundamental philosophical question (the root of language), it can be seen to play an
essential role in defining Platonic philosophy. Halliwell (2002) also recognises the
importance of the Cratylus’ discussion of mimesis and again posits the consequence
of this in much broader terms. For, according to Halliwell, “...it allows us to see that
in picking up the traditional concept of mimesis, as applied to both the musicopoetic
and visual arts, Plato was drawn into integrating his use of it into a larger and more
complex configuration of ideas” (p. 47).** Although it is an artistic mimesis which is
relegated here to the mimesis of essence, this is a traditionally conceived vision of art,
an art which, as we saw, was traditionally referred to as mimetic. What it does show
us, however, is an unquestionable duality in how Plato explicitly used and recognised
mimesis. A further intriguing point picked up on once more by Halliwell (2002), is

how Plato treats this artistic mimesis in terms of “...a relationship to reality that is not

“ When referring to Cratylus 430a — 31d, Halliwell later argues against the idea that Plato believed the
arts to be mirror-like, in terms of their mimetic make-up. “In addition to images such as portraits which
are by definition correlated with individuals, there are images that represent imaginary members of
classes, such as ‘man’ and ‘woman’, or even, perhaps, the classes themselves” (p. 127). Of course, this
aspect of painting is the very essence of what I argue to be ‘representation’.
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one of (unqualified) truth or falsity (430c-d), and, second, that the relationship
between mimetic images and their objects is not ‘mathematical’ but ‘qualitative’ and
therefore variable (432a-d)” (p. 48). What this means, then, is that, even at this early
stage, Plato could imagine art without judging it as either true or false, and could see
how variable its qualitative scale could be.

So it seems we not only have evidence of a dual sense of mimesis recognised
by Plato, we also have Plato attribute the higher, representative sense to the
philosopher. This explicit distinction is seen further in a later dialogue, the Sophist.
For, during the discussion of the various elements of mimesis, a direct differentiation
is outlined between that sense of mimesis which comes from those “with knowledge
of that which they represent, and others without such knowledge” (267b). The
Stranger even gives us an example of where this difference is most noticeable, and

indeed, is most important.

“But what of the figure of justice and the whole of virtue in general? Are there not
many who have no knowledge of it, but only opinion, and who try with great zeal to
make,that which they think is virtue seem to exist within them, by imitating it
(upoupevol) as best they can in acts and words?” Sophist, 267c.

This type of unknowing imitation, which forms the basis of Plato’s criticisms of the
traditional arts in the Republic, and which is attributed here to the sophist (267¢), is
clearly differentiated from another set of users of mimesis who have “epistémés
historiké”, being knowledgeable users of mimesis who are well-informed and
concerned with the accuracy of their subjects. Although Belfiore (1984) includes the
Sophist (267a3-4) in her argument for a consistent, imitative sense of mimesis
throughout the Republic, she fails to include this clear distinction. Lodge (1953), on
the other hand, recognises Plato’s positive, implicit usage of mimesis in terms of
Plato’s theory of education,” while, once more, Halliwell (2002) spots how Plato
associates an imitative conception of mimesis with the sophist, while keeping a
representative sense for the philosopher. The Sophist’s Stranger also goes on to add
that it is the knowledgeable, ‘historikoi’ users of mimesis who are the ones able to

spot the ignorance of the opinion-based imitators “because of their experience in the

* However, Lodge fails to differentiate this varied usage of mimesis by Plato, in his use of English
translations. As we see in many other commentators, Lodge uses ‘imitation’ and ‘representation’
indiscriminately. “In the general sense, any sort of artist (from carpenter, potter, or weaver, to painter,
musician, or poet) may be said to ‘mime’, i.e. to ‘imitate’ or represent whatever he is trying to
produce” (p. 170). Although Lodge also mentions the idea of mimesis figuring in Plato’s dialogues
themselves, he does not elaborate on the point.
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rough and tumble of arguments” (268a). There is no question but that these two users

of mimesis are wholly distinct.*

“Then I think it must be said that this user of mimesis is different from the other, the
one who does not know from the one who knows.” Sophist, 267c-d.

There are numerous examples in Plato of the damaging aspects of misrepresentation,
where an interlocutor is lacking in the relevant knowledge or experience to discuss a
particular argument or point of view. For example, in the Charmides, although it is
Charmides who originally proposes that sophrosuné is doing one’s own job, it is a
position he learned from Critias. Now when Socrates demonstrates the flaws in this
argument, Charmides is only too willing, at 162b, to admit these failings, wondering
what the argument’s progenitor could have been thinking. This is too much for Critias
to take, so he steps into the discussion to take up the argument himself.

“But he (Critias) could be patient no more, and seemed to me to get angry with him
(Charmides), just as a poet might do with an actor who treated his poetry badly.”
Charmides, 162d.
In other words, Charmides was misrepresenting the position because of his youth and
inexperience, a point admitted by Socrates at 162e. Yet despite the above quote, Plato
is not referring to traditional artistry when discussing the damage of
misrepresentation, but is rather concerned with how mimesis affects and can be used
at an ethical level. The correct users of mimesis will need to be wholly practical in
their usage, combating, as they must surely do, the opinion-based imitators and their
beliefs on justice and virtue (as seen in the above quote, Sophist, 267c). Even if in the
Sophist, Theaetetus does not go so far as to call these informed imitators philosophers,
he does class them as the true and proper users of wisdom, an ironic turn by Plato, I
believe, on the similarities of the name used for philosophers, sophoi, with that used
for sophists, sophistoar. As we cannot imagine a division more diverse “than that
which separates knowledge and ignorance” (Sophist, 267b) it must be seen as highly
reasonable that Plato would continue this differentiation throughout his works.

Let us, therefore, further investigate the meanings and connotations of this

word. By translating mimesis as ‘representation’ we can take it as being a symbolic

%0 This clear connection with knowledge, is also noticed by Golden (1975), who argues that any user of
mimesis who has this Platonically conceived knowledge can create conditions “...under which the
study of imitations can lead to an insight into reality” p. 122.
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embodiment of a person, place, or thing. One can be said to represent one’s country in
diplomatic relations, represent an accused in legal proceedings, or represent a
religious belief or doctrine in one’s moral actions. In this regard the term is used with
the sense that one is acting on behalf of either someone or something else, and can be
viewed as an attempt at a positive promotion of this person or thing. In fact, this sense
of the term has its most serious embodiment when that which is represented is not a
physical entity but is, instead, an intelligible one. For, although one’s country or one’s
religious beliefs are ideal, somewhat intellectual creations, when they are being
represented they are represented with the utmost solemnity. Also, those chosen as
‘representatives’ always come from a basis of knowledge. They are better able to
present the essence of the thing represented than those who do not have this

! Yet, in most cases, those things represented cannot represent

knowledge.’
themselves. In some sense, then, those things represented can be said to exist for us,
or at least be recognised, through the act of representation. We saw this with Gadamer
where he argued for the mimetic, representative aspect of art as being the most
authentic way to being for those things represented in the work. Yet precisely for this
reason those things represented cannot speak up against misrepresentation. If they
who represent something do not have the proper or relevant knowledge of that which
they represent, then there is every chance that they will be misrepresentative. Yet as
these entities are not able to represent themselves they are powerless to stop the
misrepresentation. Herein lies the danger of mimesis. The term is used in this sense in
English popular usage today, as well as in the card game of poker’s terminology’,52
with the view that the person ‘misrepresenting’ is pretending to possess knowledge of
their subject, when in fact they have none. This negative sense has been kept by the
English-speaking world in its use of the word ‘mimicry’, a word which comes directly
from the Greek word mimesis and alludes to an unknowing and superficial attempt,
usually through physical, bodily movements, to copy one’s subject. This sense can be
similarly translated as imitation, the second of the terms we saw above as used in
interpretation.

According to Else’s (1958) analysis of the term, mimesis as imitation was the

more traditional reference. Not only this, it was an ultimately artistic device, a point

! As an example just think of when a country is represented. It is usually only the very best at what
they do who are chosen as these representatives.

%2 In the game of poker one is said to psychologically manipulate one’s opponents by ‘misrepresenting’
that one has received a card to complete a winning hand. One will then bluff this hand when betting.
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recognised by Grey (1952).3 As we will detail later, Plato’s main goal in his
treatment of the arts was to distance his philosophy from the works and ideologies of
these artists. Given this, then, we may suggest that a subversive, yet highly
operational part of Plato’s distancing of the two subjects would be in his using the
very term that defined the arts for philosophy. This could be done by showing how an
imitative mimesis, a mimesis based on a copying of bodily movements and physical
characteristics, leads to emotional extremes, whereas a representative mimesis, which
is based on a dialogical, participatory encounter with a thing, could in fact be the best
and only way to truly let those things represented come to being. This difference will
be examined later in this section with regard to Plato’s use of mimesis in the Republic
and Laws. So although mimesis is commonly translated as both representation and
imitation, the terms have patent differences. For, again, we would neither say that an
author imitates the characters in his works, nor that a mime artist represents the
person or thing they are pretending to be in their act. We must, therefore, assert that
the word mimesis, and so Plato’s incorporation of the term, is by no means univocal.
Yet we must now see this concept of mimesis at work. For as we note in
Platonic works such as the Phaedrus, part of the reason Plato chose to outline his
philosophy through dialogue, as opposed to a direct treatise, is how easy and
ultimately devastating it can be for an artist or thinker to have their works treated, by
both commentators and students alike, in pieces, extracting quotes to suit their own

purposes.”* We must not betray the Platonic method by doing so ourselves, and so

%3 However, Grey also argues that Plato was trying to counter what was a modern drive towards realism
in art, and that it was this type of ‘illusionist’ art which drew Plato’s attacks. As opposed to this
‘illusionism’, Grey argues that Plato presents his philosophy as a more idealistic alternative, which is
mimetic of ‘the Good’ and transcends human experience “...by hinting at the perfection of what really
is” (p. 301). Yet this entails that the philosopher knows what ‘really is’, for we cannot hint at
something we know nothing of. Steven (1933) also believed that Plato was countering a newly
emerging, ‘illusionism’, giving the names of the painters involved. Agatharchus, for example, is
ascribed the invention of perspective, while Apollodorus is presented as the originator of the plastic use
of shading. Such figures as Zeuxis and Parrhasius are also mentioned as originators of this style.
However, Steven goes on to argue that Euphranor, whom he describes as an ‘ideal’ artist, would, in
fact, satisfy Plato’s proscriptions in the Laws. “Considering, moreover, his (Euphranor) pursuit of
idealism and symmetry, he appears to be the type of artist who would satisfy the conditions laid down
in Book II of the Laws” (p. 153). Similarly, the Sicyonian artists, who applied arithmetic and geometry
to painting (especially Pamphilus), would also be allowed licence to operate in Magnesia. However,
although interesting, this position takes Plato’s proscriptions at face-value, an approach I will argue
against.

* At the beginning of the dialogue we note how willing Phaedrus is to give a rendering of Lysias’
speech himself even though he had a copy of the original with him. Socrates, however, would rather
hear the original in case Phaedrus’ appropriation of the speech misrepresented Lysias’ original thought.
So although it is a direct speech involved, Socrates still remains vigilant over the threat of
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must treat this concept while working in the only context we have: the dialogues. Yet
before we attempt to see mimesis at work through the dialogue we must first further
gauge and equate the examination of the term in the dialogue, which involves an
analysis of what it is that Plato actually says about it. Although I previously examined
Plato’s differentiation of the senses of mimesis in both the Cratylus and Sophist, we
will need to turn to the Republic and Laws where mimesis was given its most explicit
Platonic treatment, a treatment centred on the mimetic elements of artistry. These
dialogues will, therefore, be examined using the hermeneutic methodology advanced
by Gadamer in Dialogue and Dialectic in order contextually to posit the relevance of
this chapter’s argumentative, dual conceptual positing of mimesis. Only once this has
been done, and the undeniable Platonic support for mimesis as representation shown,

can we see the implicit usage of the concept and begin to posit this Platonic aesthetic.

5. A Hermeneutic Approach to Plato’s Explicit Treatment of Mimesis and the
Argument of Dialectic

Plato’s explicit treatment of the arts of his time was founded on his distinction
between two senses of mimesis, a distinction we saw him make in the Cratylus (pp.
29-30) and Sophist (pp. 31-32). What we will find in our examination of this
treatment is how the unknowing, imitative usage of the term was directed towards the
reception and usage of the arts by his contemporaries, and not against the essential
fabric of the subjects themselves. Coupled with this will be Gadamer’s hermeneutic
advance on Plato whereby the mechanics of dialogue itself are taken as being the most
vital aspect of any conceptual argumentation.

Gadamer first argues in his seminal essay, ‘Plato and the Poets’, that Plato’s
attacks in the early Books of the Republic are not centred on poetry per se, but are
rather directed towards Homer and Hesiod’s use of myth and legend.” Very few of

the later poets based their works on myth and legend, relying more on personal

misrepresentation. The modern misuse of extracted quotes from the Phaedrus, something we will seg
in Part I1, is a contemporary example of how pervasive this problem is.

55 Referring to Plato’s criticisms in Books II and III of the Republic, Gadamer notes in this essay how,
“...all this seems to be more a critique of myth such as it exists in Homer than a critique of poetry per
se” (p 43). Gadamer was aware of the difficulties in comparing the apparently unfavourable remarks
made by Plato in the Republic with regard to the arts, with his own, highly favourable placing of the
arts in his hermeneutic philosophy, tackling the issue in ‘Plato and the Poets’ in DD.
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experit:nce.56 For example, although the ethical basis of the poet Archilochus’ poems,
that of helping one’s allies and hurting one’s enemies, may have been criticised by
Plato in Book I of the Republic, there remains quite the convergence between both
thinkers. In the following quote of Archilochus’, four tetrameter lines which,
according to Burnett (1983), “were probably sung as part of a banquet’s friendly
rivalry” (p. 43), there are certain comparisons to Plato’s stated desire for courage in
the face of adversity at Republic 399a-b’’, where the Homeric ideal and the

continually rejuvenated hero is utterly rejected.

“ou h1AEw u'eyorv o‘rpamybv oudt StameTAlypEVOY
oude Boo*rpuxoncl yaupov 005’ un'sﬁuonusvov

a}\}\a HOl OHIKPOS TIS €I Kol Tl'Epl Kvnuag 18€v
poIKOS, dodaEws BePnkws mooot, kapdins mAsws”

“How I detest the tall, tiptoe-strutting officer,

Who shaves and curls his hair. Give me

A small, bow-legged man, with a gap between his knees

But who is sure-footed and full of heart.” (114W).*®

Similarly, Archilochus also rejects the hero’s traditional desire for wealth and riches,
preferring more the purer rewards of a warrior’s life stating that, “Gyges’ riches is no
concern of mine (oU pot T&x Miyew ToU ToAuxpuoou peAet)” (19W). When giving
advice to those who have lost relatives at sea he asserts that they should forget their
“womanish wailing” and endure (GAMa& Tax10Ta TA\TE Yyuvaikéiov TevBos
amwoapevol) (13W), while also composing his verses in direct speech. These

features show further similarities with Plato’s criticisms (Republic 393d). Perhaps

%6 As noted by Cross & Woozley (1964), not all art is excluded from the ideal city. However, they go
on to take Plato’s censorships as absolute and at face value, asserting the following: “On the other
hand, it is equally clear that the works of Homer and the dramatists come under Plato’s ban, that they
are the sort of art that Book X attacks as bad imitation, third removed from truth” (p. 281). As I
develop my argument through Gadamer, I will argue against this approach. The various instances in the
Republic where Plato has Socrates use painting favourably in his comparisons are noted by Halliwell
(2002). Among these instances are Republic 5.472d where Socrates compares the status of his
hypothetical city to an ideal painting of human beauty, which may not exist in physical form. This is a
comparison used again at 6.500e-501c and at 7.540a, while Timaeus 19b-c refers to the Republic itself
as a painting. As Halliwell here shows, then, the Republic is by no means the full-blooded attack on art
that some commentators make it out to be.

57 The tonal similarities of the Archilochus quote to Plato are, indeed, striking. ‘Just leave me the mode
that would suitably represent the tone and rhythm of a courageous person who is active in battle’
(Republic, 399a), while being a quote of Plato’s, seems to embody all that Archilochus strives for in his
works.

58 The fragment numbers for Archilochus and Tyrtaeus come from Anthologia Lyrica Graeca, ed.
Ernestus Diehl (Leipzig, 1925), while the fragment numbers for Sappho come from Poetarum
Lesbiorum Fragmenta ed. Edgar Lobel & Denys Page (Oxford, 1955).

36



unsurprisingly, this theme of honour and courage in the face of war is also seen in the
Spartan sympathiser Tyrtaeus who decreed that the young must “stand firm and fight
close flanking each other”, holding “soldierly strength” in their bosom (> veol, GAha
HéxecBe Tap’ GAAAAOICH pHEVOVTES, UNdE PuyTs dtoxphs pxeTe unde dofov) (7).
Just as Plato argues that a nation should not fear death at Republic 386b-d, so too do
we find in Tyrtaeus the line that one should “let death’s dark powers delight you™ (8).
Some poets re-examined the myths of Homer, recasting them in a new light, thusly
extracting new truths and new moral codes from them.* For example, we find Sappho
using the Homeric theme of Andromache’s arrival in Troy as a celebration of
marriage in one of her ‘marriage songs’ (44). As we see in Books II and III of the
Republic, this objective of re-examining the ideals of the traditional myths was the
very same as Plato’s, though he was more philosophically directed in his
amendments. Central to Gadamer’s argument, then, is how selective and individuated
Plato was in his criticisms.®” We cannot reasonably infer an attack on one or two
named poets to be a general attack on their subject as a whole.

So why, then, was there this emphasis on Homer and Hesiod? The reason for
this predominance in Plato’s attacks stems from what I regard to be the dangers of the
imitative sense of mimesis.* In Books II and III of the Republic, while outlining the
education of his Guardians, Plato dismantles the traditional images of duty,
temperance, and honour which formed the bases of Athens’ educational system.62As
Plato presents it, by showing the children images of what they deemed excellence,

and then forcing the children to learn the works which contained these images off by

*® Gadamer argues in ‘Plato and the Poets’, that “Plato seems to be basically of one mind with the poets
of the post-Homeric period insofar as they reject the traditional accounts of the misdeeds and vices of
the gods” (DD, p. 44). As Plato would undoubtedly have been aware of these poets, his attacks in the
Republic must be seen as specifically directed and intentioned.

% Among those who agree with the specific nature of Plato’s attacks in the Republic is Janaway (1995)
who asserts that “...the focus of the critique of poetry remains, as we shall see, on tragedy and Homeric
?oeny” p. 107.

! Commentators who spot the varied Platonic use of mimesis often distinguish a ¢ good’ type of
imitation from a ‘bad’ type of imitation. Tate (1928) is one of the originators of this view, where the
‘bad’ sense of imitation is termed ‘unrestricted’, whereby the subject randomly imitates anything and
everything without any recourse to the value of the thing imitated. As I have said earlier, I would term
a ‘good’ sense of imitation as representation, given the inherently negative aspect of the word
‘imitation’.

52 However, when dealing with politics it is important not to take the political significance of
Gadamer’s essay too far. Sullivan (1997) in LLP, does just this, arguing that as it was “...conceived,
written, presented, and finally published, in Nazi Germany...” (p. 234), that ‘Plato and the Poets’ is an
essentially political essay, aimed at ‘The Party’. This interpretation is very much downplayed by
Gadamer in his response to Sullivan. The danger of seeing a political side to Gadamer’s early works
comes to the fore with Schott’s (1997) attacks on Gadamer in the same collection.
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heart, the Athenians sought to have the children imitate these characters in their own
lives.®* Descriptions of divine patricide, as well as disputes and lies among the gods,
are heavily criticised in these early Books, as are tales of cowardice and emotional
extremism amongst heroes.** By exposing children to the works of the artists in their
entirety the Athenians were running the risk of children striving to imitate these men
of disrepute and their impious deeds, deeds which were, according to Plato, rampant
in the champion of the arts, Homer. Although Janaway (1995) references Jaeger’s
(1944) quote that ‘we cannot understand Plato’s criticisms of poetry unless we
remember that the Greeks thought it was the epitome of all knowledge and culture’,
he does not take the acknowledgement any further. There is an absolute importance in
recognising the cultural context of Plato’s writings, a point agreed upon by Cross &
Woozley (1964), Nehamas (1999)%°, Nussbaum (2001)% and Potolsky (2006)%”, but
absent from Belfiore (1984). One aspect of Plato which Gadamer returned to many
times was how crucial the idea of giving a justification was for Socrates. The rote

learning of the Athenian educational system, coupled with the unquestioning mode of

% This genuine Platonic critique of the arts on psychological grounds, that imitating morally
reprehensible characters can instigate moral reprehensibility, is undoubtedly an effect of performance
which is coveted by Plato for philosophy. This much is recognised by Blondell (2002). “Just as
smoking on stage in a play, night after night, may cause lung-cancer, and dancing on stage, night after
night, may improve one’s physical health, so repeating philosophical dialogues may make us more
philosophical” (p. 23). Although I disagree that Plato wanted his dialogues repeated night after night
(in fact I believe this is the very opposite of what he wanted), the point still helps support the idea that,
rather than banning everything about the arts, Plato in fact wanted to use some aspects of their
operational methodologies for philosophy.

The treatment of the family in the arts is undoubtedly an important issue for Plato. While we see him
take it up here in Republic Book II in terms of the gods and herces, we can similarly see it earlier in the
Euthyphro, where Euthyphro, the ‘expert’ on piety and religious matters, is prosecuting his own father
for impiety. Of course, the family figures largest in traditional tragedy. We see this when Orestes
avenges his father’s murder by killing his own mother Klytaemnestra in Aeschylus’ Libation-Bearers,
and in Oedipus’ unwitting killing of his own father in Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannos. The unlawful
treatment of someone in one’s own family is in fact central to almost every existent tragedy we have,
be it Medea’s uncompromising murder of her own children or Antigone’s defiant honouring of her
brother. Of course, in the Euthyphro, the potentially tragic subject matter of the son prosecuting his
father, is merely the template to the ensuing discussion on the nature of piety.

85 Referring to this cultural context Nehamas notes the following: “We do not look at the Homeric
poems as a primer, from which one learned to read, to speak, to think, and to value” (p. 254). Nehamas
goes on to quite rightly note that most sensible parents would not let their children read an uncensored
version of Homer and Hesiod themselves anyway.

% “Plato’s interlocutors, when in search of illumination about virtue or choice, turn naturally to the
words of Homer, Hesiod, Simonides, Pindar, the tragic poets” (p. 124). The thrust of Nussbaum’s
examination seems to be the question why Plato did not write tragedies. A criticism of her treatment is
that she takes Diogenes Laertius a bit too seriously, referring to tragedy as Plato’s “former profession”
(p. 129). Her strong arguments, though, for the influence of tragedy on Plato are very much in line with
my own, as will be seen in my third part.

57 Although Potolsky goes on to argue that Plato’s attacks on mimesis are centred on his drive for
masculinity. “Throughout the dialogue, moreover, Plato subtly opposes mimesis to the ideals of
masculinity.” p. 28.

38



action of the characters in these works themselves, was the very opposite of this
approach, and thus continued to foster the intellectual atmosphere that Plato sought to
counter.®® We can see this distaste for the unmonitored uses of mimesis in education
more explicitly in the Laws, where, when discussing the role of the epic poets in

education the Athenian says,

“Over and over again it’s claimed that in order to educate young people properly we
have to cram their heads full of this stuff (traditional poetry); we have to organise
recitations of it so that they never stop listening to it and acquire a vast repertoire,
getting poets off by heart.” Laws, 810e-811a.

The brunt of Plato’s criticisms in the earlier sections of the Republic and Laws seem
to be directed, not to the nature of mimesis itself as an innately corruptive feature, but
to how fourth-century Athens was using the imitative sense of mimesis to educate its
youth without realising the power it had. We can justifiably say that this was the
overriding sense because, as mentioned, neither the teachers nor the students were
expected to examine the characters they recited in an informed sense, but were rather
fed these characters as paradigms without question.” That Plato was himself aware of
this inadequacy can be seen in the Protagoras (338e-347a) in the discussion between
Protagoras and Socrates on a poem by Simonides. By this stage in the dialogue,
Protagoras had used an undoubtedly Hesiodic speech in his argument in favour of the
position that virtue can be taught. So in order to highlight the inadequacies of simply
reciting a poem to ‘prove’ one’s points, Plato has Socrates discuss one such poem
with Protagoras. It is important to note that it is not Socrates who decides to introduce
the poem to the discussion, but Protagoras. By having Socrates refute Protagoras on

his own turf, using the poet’s differing use of being noble and becoming noble to do

% That Plato’s criticisms in the early Books of the Republic must be contextualised in terms of the
education of the Guardians, is recognised by Mitscherling (2002). Although I am in strong agreement
with Mitscherling’s argument, he isolates Books II, III, and X from the Republic without seeing their
own contextual importance with regard to the work as a whole, while also using ‘imitation’ as a sole
translation of mimesis. I believe his argument would be strengthened and helped greatly, were he to
recognise the importance of the representative sense of the term.

% The most distasteful characterization for Plato seems to be the epic depiction of Achilles, a point
similarly recognised by Griswold (1981). Although there are numerous other characters with
disreputable characteristics in Homer, Achilles is disparagingly exemplified time after time in the
Republic, such as at 388a, 390e, and 391c. I think there are two reasons for this. The first has to do with
how powerful the character of Achilles was in influencing behaviour. Secondly, and as outlined by
Plato himself at 391e, Achilles was supposed to be the son of a goddess, Thetis, as well as being
descended from Zeus through his father Peleus. Plato, then, seems keen to show some of the
metaphysical inconsistencies and irrationalities of Homer’s works by outlining some of the more
unreasonable features of Achilles’ behaviour. I am not suggesting that Plato is worried that the actual,
historical personage of Achilles is being misrepresented, but rather, that the very idea of virtue is.
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so, Plato can show how important discussion is to an understanding of poetry.” The
poems cannot simply be accepted as extolling truth without question, no more than
any other speech or speech-maker. According to Gadamer, Plato’s treatment in
general was the first time the arts were called into question and thereby forced to
defend themselves, a point not always recognised by commentators, but seen in

Halliwell (1989)."

“Here (in Plato), for the first time, it ceased to be self-evident that the diffuse
reception and interpretation of traditional subject matter handed down in pictorial or
narrative form did possess the right to truth that it had claimed.” ‘The Relevance of
the Beautiful’, RB, p. 3.

Plato’s varied critique of the mimetic features of painting, dancing, music, poetry, and
drama, in some ways bound these practices with a common methodological mode of
operation, thereby uniting them into what we term today, the arts, a point again noted
by Halliwell (2002).

Thinkers contemporary with Plato, such as the sophists and other kinds of
public speakers who relied on verbal persuasion, could also take phrases and
quotations from Homer or Hesiod to suit the needs of their arguments and support
their points of contention. For Gadamer, it was this inappropriate usage of the works
of the artists which necessitated Plato’s heavy censure. As Gadamer states, “...it is the
contemporary morality and moral education which has established itself upon the
basis of the poetic formulations of the older morality...” (‘Plato and the Poets’, DD,
p. 61), which was the most pressing problem of the arts for Plato, a problem again
recognised by Halliwell (1989). In other words, the sophists were misrepresenting the

7 Although Socrates will admit later on in this dialogue that he does not find discussing poetry a very
worthy endeavour. “For the discussion of poetry strikes me as very like a drinking-party of common,
vulgar fellows.” Protagoras, 347c.

"' In fact, Plato’s questioning of the role of the arts is the very thing argued by Halliwell (1989) as
giving him a central role in the history of aesthetics. “I wish to urge that we should see Plato not as
failing to institute the history of aesthetics, but rather as contributing to it precisely by virtue of his
challenging statement of, and standing towards, certain central and abiding issues about art” (p. 293).
However, Halliwell’s central thesis in this paper rests on showing how important Plato’s (and
Aristotle’s) treatment of the arts is for the history of aesthetics. Yet, I would argue that the contentious
nature of Plato’s treatment of the arts is surely something which needs to be addressed before any
question as to its relevance in the history of aesthetics. For in order to present his argument, Halliwell
accepts Plato’s proscriptions in the Republic at face value, an approach I argue against. For example:
“The envisaged censorship represents a severe and constricting imposition...” (p. 298), and, “Plato’s
stringent cultural demands call for radical revisions in the nature of poetry and art” p. 299.
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works, using them to suit their own many needs.”” In his work on the Sophist,
Heidegger (1997) too noticed this connection between Plato’s criticisms of the poets
and the corruptive methodology (from Plato’s perspective) of the sophists. For
Heidegger, the sophists were solely concerned with the form of speaking itself, its
aesthetic grace and balance, but more seriously, its persuasiveness. A connection with
the content, the meaning of the works, is absent from the sophists and thereby
necessitated Plato’s attacks. For this sophistic invasion of the arts had leaked into the
very psyche of the Greek people, especially in the political sphere, the corruption of
which Plato himself had witnessed. The elevated position of the arts in Plato’s time,
especially that of poetry, had enabled this sophistic incursion, a point which Gadamer
took as fundamental in the agenda of Plato in the Republic. What the Republic
attempts to do, therefore, is to address this imbalance and check the unmonitored use
of the arts by Plato’s contemporaries. As these poets were held so highly, any
recourse to their works would act like ‘proof’ for one course of action or belief or
another, a point we have just seen from Protagoras in his eponymous dialogue. This is
especially true given the dominance of the spoken word, a point mentioned above by
Gadamer, as few listeners to a sophistic recitation or political speech would have had
a written copy of the poet’s work to reference and contextualise. Realising how
variable de-contextualised Homeric quotations could be, one of the motivating factors
behind Plato’s critique in the Republic seems to be that of curtailing this sophistic
misrepresentation. Homer could be made to say almost anything, given the exhaustive
emotional range of his works.” According to Aristotle, the Athenians even used
Homer as a “witness” in military decisions, the example given being that of the case
of Salamis.” In fact, this very problem is the central argument of one of Plato’s
dialogues. For in the Hippias Minor, Plato lampoons to great effect the use of Homer
to suit any position, despite its moral implications. Socrates’ entire argument in this

work is to show, in a purely ironical way, the lunacy and, indeed, moral danger of

7 The idea that Plato’s problems with the arts, poetry in particular, stemmed from the sophists’
misrepresentation, is a feature Gadamer would repeatedly express in his various speeches and essays.
“One can point out that the new philosophical movement represented by the sophists was concerned
with the interpretation of sayings by famous poets and depicted them very artfully as pedagogical
%xamples.” ‘On the Scope and Function of Hermeneutical Reflection’, PH, p. 22.

Gadamer himself argues that “...given the dominance of the spoken word in the Greek world, a
poetic formulation taken out of context as creed or maxim went from the ear to the soul without the
%oet’s overall intention defining and limiting its application.” ‘Plato and the Poets’, DD, p. 47.

Aristotle, On Rhetoric, 1 15, 1375b27.

41



such sophistic methods. This is shown by the concluding lines of the dialogue which

are uncharacteristically conclusive.

“Therefore, Hippias, the person, if he exists, who deliberately makes mistakes and
acts contemptibly and criminally, can only be the good person.” Hippias Minor, 376b.
As is a usual method of Plato’s when putting ironic arguments into Socrates’ mouth,
there is an admission by Socrates that he is not ‘feeling himself’. In this instance he
says at 372d-e that he is “suffering a sort of seizure”. My point, though, is that this
capacity of Plato’s contemporaries, especially the sophists, to use their approach to
twist Homer is a contributing factor to Plato’s attacks in the Republic. The tendency is
even noted in the Republic by Adeimantus and his initial criticism, whereby a simple
quote is used to show how Homer can be made say that justice is only done for the
rewards it brings.”> As opposed, then, to a work dedicated to the creation of a new
state, the Republic addresses for Gadamer a far more pressing and elemental idea, that

of education:

“Indeed, the concern here (in the Republic) is not even with the right laws for the state
but solely with the right education for it, education in citizenship.” ‘Plato’s
Educational State’, DD, p. 73.

Yet, as Gadamer goes on to add, “[u]ltimately, however, the latter (referring to an

bl

education in citizenship) is education in philosophy.” Given the absolutely
fundamental role of the arts in the educational system of the time,”® and Plato’s desire

to, in a certain sense, re-educate the people in terms of philosophy, a conflict should

7 It is Adeimantus who decides to discuss the poets in the first place, not Socrates. He initially does so
because some of the works of the poets contain descriptions which could be taken to indicate that
justice is only done for the rewards it brings.

“The other one (Homer) is similar for he says:

Any noble king who holds up justice and fears the gods,

The black earth will bear wheat and barley, the trees will

Be laid down with fruit, his sheep give birth and the sea

Will bring forth fish.” Republic, 363b.
So the motivation behind the poets being discussed in the first place is entirely ethical and, in fact,
shares the same motivation as the Republic itself.
76 As well as being mentioned by other sources, Plato himself tells us in the Protagoras (325¢ — 326¢)
how, under the guidance of their post-primary school teacher, the kitharistes, students would repeat
aloud the works of the epic poets with the intent of learning these works off by heart. One legendary
musician was even attributed heroic and religious status. For Orpheus was a member of Jason’s
mythical crew of heroes and later developed a cult following. This is a feat not even the great Achilles
or Odysseus can claim, further highlighting the significance of the arts in the lives of the ancient
Athenians.
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be expected. How Plato went about this re-education, including the essential role
played by mimesis, will be examined a little later.

Of course, one of the undoubted reasons for Gadamer’s continued references
to the damaging effects of misinterpretation (especially of literary works), is how his
own hermeneutical agenda was concerned with just such a problem. As seems clear,
in order to understand one must first interpret. So Gadamer’s hermeneutics is just as
concerned with correct interpretation as it is with understanding. By highlighting the
significance of misinterpretation, in terms here of Plato’s attacks on a misuse of
artworks, Gadamer’s own hermeneutic position can be strengthened by being aligned
with this Platonic ideology. So Gadamer’s hermeneutic interpretation of Plato not
only asserts a methodology for how to approach and interpret literary works, it
implicitly shows how Plato himself was concerned with just such a method, while
also illuminating a similar concern in both thinkers with misinterpretation. Although
never really stated by Gadamer, the idea that Plato was the first hermeneutic
philosopher by reason of his literary criticism is an interesting perspective from which
to view Gadamer’s interpretation of Plato and the Platonic method.

The unmonitored use of mimesis and the subsequent question of Plato’s
educational agenda in the Republic, leads to the central issue of how literally we are to
take the ‘legislation’ of the dialogue. Possibly the main thrust of Gadamer’s
discussion in ‘Plato and the Poets’, is how Plato’s utopian state outlined in the
Republic is, for him, “a state in thought, not any state on earth” (p. 48). Crucially,
then, this means it is not an intentionally administrative ideal. Socrates asserts many
times how the state he was outlining is a state of words, meaning that the ensuing
dialogue should not be taken as any sort of manifesto.”’ The state is also indelibly
bound to the state of oneself, suggesting that the socio-political climate outlined is
intended throughout to have wholly ethical, intrinsic implications. Given this, then,
the censorships Plato proposes and the ‘rules’ he outlines should not be read in
constitutional terms, as advice, for example, for governments to rule their state, but

should instead be seen as a personal guide to educating oneself. Of course, it would be

77 We see an example of this at 472d-e. “And did we not say we were making the model of the good
city in word?” However, this is not a generally accepted position and many commentators treat the
Republic as this type of manifesto. Although some, such as Janaway (1995) refer to this fact, they do
not explore its consequences. There is a clear difference between a work with a definite theoretical
framework which is set upon a desire to see this framework in deed, such as Marx’s Das Kapital for
example, and, a purely conceptual work whose actions are centred on a change of thought, as I believe
the Republic is.
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misleading to say that once the individual is guided, the state will shape itself. This is
not the inference I want to make from Gadamer. For Gadamer, “Plato’s state is a
‘paradigm in heaven’ for someone who wants to order himself and his own inner
constitution” (‘Plato and the Poets’, DD, p. 49). In this respect we could say that Plato
did not want to re-found any existent state, but instead wanted to re-found our very
notion of statekood, a notion which would be centrally founded upon philosophy. In
this way, the national state will not need to take care of itself, as Plato’s main goal is
achieved in questioning the skills and requirements of citizenship and inserting a
philosophically based template for this citizenship. An important feature of
Gadamer’s discussion of Plato is his belief that the ‘rules’ of the Republic are
designed for individuals to self-reflect and thus better themselves and each other.”®
Every single element of traditional statehood is drastically challenged in the Republic,
so when one looks at the treatment of the arts and mimesis it cannot be done
exclusively. Instead, it must be seen in its place as part of a complete system of
overhauling, and understood “...only within the setting of this total re-founding of a
new state in words of philosophy” (‘Plato and the Poets’, DD, p. 48). What is most
important for Gadamer, then, in one’s reading of the Republic, or of any Platonic
work, is the ability to read it dialogically. Yet, what does this mean exactly? In /G, we
get an answer to this question. Following up on the ideas he proposed in the various
essays in DD, Gadamer will once more assert in this work how the entire Republic
must be read “as one grand dialectical myth” (‘The Polis and Knowledge of the
Good’, IG, p. 70).” Significantly, though, Gadamer explains just what he means by
this.

“Of course, reading dialectically does not simply mean taking the opposite of what is
said, to be the true belief. Here (in the Republic) reading dialectically means relating
these utopian demands in each instance to their opposite, in order to find somewhere
in between, what is really meant — that is, in order to recognise what the

7 As argued by Gadamer, “[jJustice does not exist when each person watches the other and guards
against him, but when each watches himself and guards the right and just being of his own
constitution.” ‘Plato and the Poets’, DD, p. 51.

" In his ‘Reflections on my Philosophical Journey’ in LLP, we find this interpretation of the Republic
to be confirmed. Referring to ‘Plato and the Poets’ Gadamer remarks that it was an essay in which he
““...developed an interpretation of the Republic by which I still stand today as the only correct one: that
the Platonic ideal state presents a conscious utopia which has more to do with Jonathan Swift than with
“political science™” p. 13.
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circumstances are and how they could be made better.” ‘The Polis and Knowledge of
the Good’, IG, p. 71.%°
I take this to mean that, for Gadamer, Plato is forcing his audience to question the role
of the arts in the legislation of a hypothetical state, thereby forcing them to question
the current place of the arts in their state.®! The idea of questioning the arts had not
been done before to such an extent. To read dialogically, then, can be said to mean
engaging with the subject matter of the text in an open-minded way in which the work
is allowed to present itself to us in a way that has significance for the individual
reader. The world cannot be rationalised using the works of the poets, as it was being
done by Plato’s contemporaries. What this means, therefore, is that taking Plato’s
treatment of the poets at face value is the very type of reading that Plato wants to
abandon. Those commentators who take this treatment literally, such as Janaway
(1995)* for example, are therefore neglecting the operative importance of Plato’s
methodology. It is for the same reason that speeches and treatises are rejected as
eliciting a purely imitative response from their listeners. What is becoming clear is
that dialogue is not just a method of Plato’s but is a highly formative part of his entire
philosophy. Yet, one must not simply acknowledge this fact, but must incorporate it
into one’s own reading of Plato’s works. Anything less would be to become part of
the methodological approach that Plato sought to reform.

What Gadamer also felt was of more importance for Plato than a simple set of
rules was the creation of a ‘communal sense’, a concept Gadamer would examine in
the early part of 7M as being one of the aspects of Humanism most suited to his

handling of the human sciences.®? This ‘communal sense’ is an extremely significant

% For Gadamer, by reading Plato dialectically we are Jjoining him in philosophising. “To philosophize
with Plato, not just to criticize Plato, that is the task. To criticize Plato is perhaps just as simple-minded
as to reproach Sophocles for not being Shakespeare” LLP, p. 32.

®! This is similarly the belief of Osborne (1987) who, referring to the Republic, agrees that “Plato’s
main argument is demonstrating that art lacks a good defence, rather than that art itself is harmful” p.
55.

%2 “In his examination of the content of poetry and myth Plato advocates state censorship of some of the
finest works of his culture with a full-blooded passion and an attention to detail which are surely hard
to stomach for most readers in the late twentieth century” p. 85.

% In Truth and Method, Gadamer traces the notion of the common sense, or sensus communis, to
Vico’s ‘De Nostri Temporis Studiorum Ratione’. “According to Vico, what gives the human will its
direction is not the abstract universality of reason but the concrete universality represented by the
community of a group, a people, a nation, or the whole human race.” TM, 1.1.1.B.ii. Yet he also saw in
it the influence of the Stoics’ natural law. In essence it was the term’s non-scientific grounding that
made it a perfect concept for use by the human sciences. The fidelity of Gadamer’s incorporation of
Vico is examined and attested to in Verene’s (1997) essay ‘Gadamer and Vico on Sensus Communis
and the Tradition of Humane Knowledge’ in LLP.
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concept and is built by the composite collective of individuals, administered by the
unwritten rules of a community, completely centred on ethics and an ideal of justice.
It is our interaction with the world and other people that shapes the type of person we
are and the person we will become. What is of paramount importance for Plato in the
Republic, then, is to examine the notion of justice and to try to instil it within his own
community. However, once more we note how, at the time of the dialogues, Plato’s
greatest obstacle to this goal came from the sophists. So successful were they and
their teachings that they had spread a particular sense of justice which had instilled
itself in the ethical attitude of fourth-century Athens. This prevailing sense was that
nobody does what is just voluntarily.* In attempting to instil his own sense of justice,
Plato would need to first purge the city from that which was being spread by these
sophists. What Plato has Socrates do, then, accompanied as always by his
interlocutors, is investigate the ‘ideal’ state to show that in the most just society
justice can indeed be celebrated as a reward in itself and that it must be sought at all
costs. Socrates’ purification of poetry, therefore, is a purification of the sophists’
perversion of truth and justice. Now, I feel I must mention that this perversion of the
sophists may not necessarily be an actual, existing perversion. For, I do not want to
overemphasise their place and role in Athenian society.85 As well as whatever
corruptive elements the sophists may have brought into Athenian society is the
potential damage they could inflict, which I believe drew Plato’s attacks on them.
Given Plato’s acknowledgement of the power of the spoken word, it is no surprise
that these sophists, who built their profession on the power of the spoken word, would
fall foul of Plato’s censure. It is certainly worth bearing in mind, then, that when I talk
of Plato’s intellectual confrontations with these sophists it is in terms of both their

actual influence and potential influence that I am referring to.

% We see evidence of this in Glaucon’s retort early in Book II of the Republic: “That is not the
common opinion. For they say that justice is a burden, and is to be practiced only for the rewards it
brings and the popularity that comes from having a just reputation, but is to be avoided in and of itself
for its onerous nature” 358a.

% Although de Romilly (1992) gives us a good account of the position of the sophists in fifth and
fourth century Athens, she sometimes betrays a slight favourtism for these thinkers. “Unlike the
philosophers, the new teachers (the sophists) were not disinterested theorists in quest of metaphysical
truths” (p. 33). For a far more objective perspective see Dillon and Gergel (2003).
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Yet Plato could not achieve this purification by merely laying down a set of
instructions.®® Instead he needed to appeal to the individual and show each person the
implicit error of their ways. For it seems that this sense of justice is impossible to
narrow down into a pedagogical formula, meaning it is useless to try to teach it
directly to children.®” It is doubtful whether even those who study justice all of their
lives, such as lawyers and judges, could teach us what justice is. Our sets of laws are
guidelines which are continually translated and interpreted to suit individual cases.
Yet there still exists a palpable sense which unites all laws in a collective expression
of the just, showing how a central part of this virtue lies here in the individual case.
The collection of the individual particulars, i.e. the instances in which justice was said
to be done, makes the general sense (of justice). What Plato must do, therefore, is
appeal to each individual, for by doing so this ‘proper’ sense will be created and
instilled in the crowd, and so in the community.®® According to Gadamer, then, an
education aimed at overhauling the current common sensibilities of the public was
what spurred Plato in the Republic, forcing him to address all of what was then the
current aspects of education. It was on the individual, on how the individual engaged
himself within the state and with the others in the state, as opposed to the
governmental operations of the state itself, that the dialogue was focussed. Gadamer
saw this as happening in terms of shaping the ethos which prevailed in society,
whereby a common, Platonically envisaged sense of justice would be spread
throughout society, not by a treatise or governmental statute, but by the common,
informed interactions of the people themselves. This is the ideal and is what

constitutes for Gadamer the ‘unwritten laws’ of society.

“What is of primary importance in education, however, occurs by itself. The most
significant pedagogical results are never to be attributed to the specific means of
instruction but to the ‘laws of the state’ and above all to its unwritten laws, the ethos

% As Plato himself notes in the Republic when discussing how to educate the youth, “...to legislate it
would be simple minded I believe. For, it would neither come to be nor remain in force being legislated
in word and writing alone” 425b.

%7 When Plato eventually ‘outlines’ what justice is in the Republic at 443d, we note how it is not a
cleverly succinct two or three line phrase. The division of the soul is totally nonsensical without
understanding what these parts refer to and the ethics behind each part. It is not something which one
can easily learn and rattle off to friends at parties. Indeed, it would take quite a while to explain just
what Plato’s definition of justice is. Yet this is the whole point.

% The potentially damaging power of the crowd is admitted by Plato later on in the dialogue. “What
form of private education could withstand it (the power of the crowd), and not be washed away by such
blame and praise, getting carried off with the current? Won’t he agree with them as to what is both fine
and shameful, and end up being like those very men?” (Republic, 492¢-d). Influencing and appealing to
the crowd, then, is of the utmost pedagogical importance.
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prevailing in the society which, though concealed, secretly moulds human beings.”
‘Plato and the Poets’, DD, p. 49.

Given the extremity of the censorship outlined in the early Books of the
Republic, it seems clear that Plato took serious issue with any educational ideal which
relied on an imitative mimesis without recourse to discussion. We see this very same
issue taken even further in Republic Book X, a section often cited in support of a total
Platonic banishment of art. This epistemological attack, though severe and seemingly
absolute, treats the exact same senses of mimesis as I have differentiated in Section
IV. Just as we saw in the Republic’s earlier Books, the prevailing sense of mimesis
criticised by Plato is that of imitation, centring on the idea of an artist attempting to
copy nature as accurately as possible. However, we cannot simply skip from Book III
to Book X. What has happened in the intermediate Books of the Republic
fundamentally shapes Plato’s treatment of the arts in this later Book, a point
recognised by Janaway (1995)89, Nehamas (1999), and Halliwell (2002) but again
absent from Belfiore (1984), who turns from Book III to Book X without any mention
of how the intervening Books may have affected Book X. For at this stage Plato has
defined justice by creating a tripartite division of the soul, namely appetite, spirit and
reason. In Plato’s hypothetical state, education is geared almost totally towards
citizens harmonising the three elements of the soul and being able to distinguish truth
from appearance. Yet, far from Plato banishing all arts from his newly conceived
state, we find him embracing them, not only in the state but also in the soul. For as we

see in Book IV, music and poetry are essential features of a just constitution.*

“But is it not as we discussed, a mixture of mousiké and gymnastics which will join
them (the parts of the soul) together, heightening and increasing one with fine words
and teachings, and soothing, relaxing and civilising the other in harmony and
rhythm?” Republic, 441e — 442a.

So we find that it is the reasonable part of the soul which will be trained to harmonise
these appetitive and spirited parts. In other words, it will be philosophy which will use

the most acceptable features of the arts in this Platonic programme of education.’! In

8« . .Book 10 is the final chapter of a systematic ethics and epistemology, and if we treat it as a self-

contained treatise on the arts, many of its assumptions will seem gratuitous and baffling” p. 154.

% Plato’s incorporation of the Pythagorean belief in the harmonious features of music is argued by

Gadamer who states: “So it was that Plato made the correct observance and unadulterated preservation

£())lf musical order the basis for the order of human life in the polis.” ‘Art and Imitation’, RB, p. 102.
Music and poetry are, of course, not the only subjects outlined by Plato as necessary in the proper

education. For mathematics and geometry, as well as the other calculative arts, play a similarly major
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the early Books of the Republic, after outlining his censorship of the presentation of
heroes and gods in the arts, we are told that an examination of the presentation of men
and human life would have to wait until the nature of justice had been formulated
(Republic, 392c), a point mentioned by Nehamas (1999).”2 By Book X this has been
done. Yet this means that the content of Book X is directly related to the nature of
justice previously treated in the intervening Books, a point recognised by Janaway
(1995)** and Osborne (1987).** Once more, therefore, Plato is not delivering some
totalitarian directives based on the arts themselves, but is concerned, rather, with
presenting a more knowing exegesis of appearance versus reality. For it is only with
regard to reality that the truly just can be based. So the reason philosophy is needed to
steer the traditional art forms is that, on their own, these arts do not contain
knowledge but merely opinion, an important feature of any ignorance-based
procedure.”® The often misinterpreted method used by Plato to show this in Book X is
that of irony, leading him to outline perhaps his most commonly misconstrued
incorporation of the theory of the Forms. Although difficult to prove, that there is a
certain degree of irony in Plato’s approach here is agreed upon by Halliwell (2002)°°,
though rejected utterly by Nehamas (1999)°7 and not mentioned as a possibility by
Janaway (1995). It is somewhat puzzling that Janaway does not mention this
possibility, given his rather extended treatment of how utterly unique Plato’s
incorporation of the Forms is here in Book X. For example, Janaway notes how

nowhere else does Plato consider who or what brought the Forms into existence, as he

role, culminating as they do in dialectic. Yet they pertain to nurturing the reasonable side of the
sg'llabus, and do not infringe on the present discussion relating to the arts.

5%« _.Book X is not simply an incomprehensible return to a subject that these two Books (II and III)
seem to have exhausted; for a crucial part of its function is to justify the omission of poetry from the
life of the city’s adult inhabitants — a subject not accounted for in Books II and III” p. 256.

% “Plato’s account of the human soul will enable him to argue that in poetry this sort of activity is
potentially dangerous (595a5 — b7)” (p. 108). The importance of Plato’s division of the soul to his
treatment of art in Book X, is an important part of Janaway’s argument in Chapter 6.

* In fact, for Osborne, Book X . ..changes the way we read the Republic as a whole, and we cannot
afford to ignore it and still say we understand what Republic 2 to 9 are about” p. 53.

% For the coupling of reason with music and poetry see Republic, 549b. “Reason, I said, mixed with
mousiké. For in this alone dwells the delivery of virtue, throughout the life which has it. ”

% “First, the exposition of the tripartite schema (forms, particulars, mimesis) is highly rhetorical in tone
and emphasis, even (like later parts of the critique) satirical” (p. 57). Halliwell goes on to argue that
Book X “...offers a particular challenge to one conception of mimesis, not an exhaustive analysis of the
subject” (p. 62). Showing the variability of Plato’s treatment of mimesis is central to Halliwell’s
argument here. However, Halliwell does not see any such irony in Plato’s treatment of the arts in Book
III. Though he argues against the labelling of Plato as a ‘puritan’, he still describes Book III as an
outline of an “...authoritarian scheme for censoring whole tracts of the greatest Greek poetry...” (p.
73). Halliwell actually argues that Plato is, what he calls, a ‘romantic puritan’.

*7 “His argument in Book X of the Republic is neither exaggerated nor ironical” p. 251.
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does here in Book X, an issue similarly noted by Cherniss (1932).”® Again, nowhere
else does Plato assert that all particulars have a corresponding Form, and that the
humble craftsmen can glimpse these Forms, points of irregularity also noted by
Griswold (1981).99 Yet, unlike Griswold, who, like me, argues for a sense of irony to
underlie these anomalies, Janaway asserts that Plato was “forced to use an artefact as
his example of an object depicted by the painter, simply because the painter has to be
contrasted with a maker of a ‘more real’ product” (p. 112). So in a sense, then,
Janaway argues that Plato is forced to outline an incongruous argument in order to
present his tri-scaled hierarchy. I do not believe Plato would ever seriously present an
argument he believed to be illogical, unless in an ironic way.'? Similarly, Nehamas
(1999) refers to this usage of the Forms as “strange”, noting how “.. little of what
Socrates says about the Forms is actually relevant to his definition of imitation” (p.
257), but does not pursue these inconsistencies any further. This position of caution
with regard to Book X’s apparent claims on art is also taken by Gadamer who
believed the Book’s tri-scaled level of reality to be “...intended in a dialectical and
extremely ironic sense” (‘Art and Imitation’, RB, p. 99), and that it is “...an ironic
distortion intended to emphasise the claim of philosophy as dialectic to knowledge of
essence” (‘Poetry and Mimesis’, RB, p. 121.). I do not believe Gadamer intended this
to imply that Plato’s theory of Forms is not meant to be serious in the Republic, but
rather, that the irony lay in Plato’s using it against the artists. When Socrates has

Glaucon declare the artwork to be three times removed from reality, he does so in

% In fact, Cherniss makes this very issue his central thesis, examining it next to the Timaeus and its
description of the Forms. Rightly, Cherniss concludes that the reference in the Republic is not
supported by the Timaeus. “Our business is not to twist the meaning of this passage to fit the words of
the Timaeus or to misinterpret the other statements of the Theory of Ideas to make a place for this
passage, but to admit the contradiction and to try to understand the purpose for which Plato introduced
it” (p. 239). At no stage of his discussion does Cherniss acknowledge the possibility of irony, but
instead believes this whole section on the Forms is introduced by Plato because otherwise he would
have had to include “...a long argument to show that God’s imitation of the Ideas is of a character
entirely different from the imitation of the workman and the artist, an argument unrelated to the
purpose of the passage and for that reason avoided by Plato in his proper and customary fashion” (p.
242). Although I agree with the dialogical aspect of Cherniss’ statement, I do not believe that Plato’s
“customary fashion” is in shirking arguments because they are too long.

% In fact Griswold’s central argument is on the fallibility of Socrates’ assertions about the Forms in
Book X. However, Griswold does not relate the notion of irony to the Platonic method of dialectic.
Instead we find Griswold stating that the Republic is “...regrettably, an incoherent dialogue” (p. 139).
As I show through Gadamer, the Republic is only incoherent if one is expecting a treatise. ‘Coherence’
is not always a part of dialogue, especially if one has an expectation of clearly defined conclusions.

190 A similar attempt to explain the unique nature of Book X’s treatment of the forms is given by Cross
and Woozley (1964) who argue that “...one feels that Plato is mustering all the arguments he can think
of, sometimes at the expense of accuracy and consistency, to demonstrate that the art he is attacking is
an imitation of an imitation” (p. 287). What they do not comment on is how this lack of accuracy and
consistency is a purposeful part of Plato’s dialectical method, with clear motivational consequences.
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order to distance the appearance-based art forms (all art forms which are not
philosophy) from those which deal with ultimate reality (philosophy). For the artist
does not try to ‘create’ a bed, to use Plato’s example, but rather, tries to create a work
of art. We would surely declare as mentally unstable any artist who considered their
painting of a bed to be a more correct bed in appearance than an actual bed. If Greek
art has taught us anything it is that direct imitation is not even something we strive for
in artistry, an idea we saw previously with the ‘Warriors from Riace’ and their
incorrect anatomy (p. 12). Despite this, however, there can be no doubt that these
statues are incredibly pleasing to look at. It seems that the fact that the works are
disproportionate does not in any way detract from the fact these works are
magnificent representations of an ideal masculine form. The same artwork, then, can
be said to be a bad imitation but a good representation. If, then, we keep the strong
sense of difference between imitation and representation, a difference we have seen
Plato himself distinguish in the Cratylus (pp. 29-30) and Sophist (pp. 31-32), it can
only be those artworks that attempt to imitate their subject matter that Plato is

101 The craftsmen, who only imitate,

referring to in his tri-levelled scale of reality.
surely cannot experience the Forms'® so their bed too falls short of reality.103 But
whereas the craftsmen will never be able to get any closer to the Forms, dealing as
they solely do in phenomenological reality and creations with a fixed meaning, the
door appears left open for representative artists. For example, what if, instead of using
the example of bed one was to use the example of clouds or trees, or indeed anything
else outside the craftsmen’s remit. Would the artists still be three times removed from
reality? When artists portray the gods or perhaps scenes of legend with no basis in our
reality, such as a unicorn for example, where do they lie in the scale then? Must they
be relegated in a scale of reality at all if what they create does not, in fact, exist
outside of the world of the artwork? When dealing in Section IV with the dual usages
of mimesis as outlined by Plato I suggested that, given the term’s traditional

association with art, a highly functional part of Plato’s establishment of the distance

191 As noted by Osborne (1987), were Plato serious in his proscriptions on mimesis in Book X, the
%rzeceding Books of the Republic would themselves fall foul of it.

Highlighting the ambiguity and irony of Plato’s tri-scaled levels of reality in Republic X, is how the
craftsmen are described as having the Forms as their models, something only philosophers can surely
have, a point I highlighted previously in Janaway (1995).

19 Craftsmen can only imitate because their models exist in the exact same phenomenological realm as
their ultimate creations. When a craftsman brings something into existence, the likes of which has not
been seen before and whose function is indeterminate, then he is no longer a craftsman but an artist.
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between philosophy and traditional art would be his using of mimesis in its more
essential sense. One could argue that the objections to Plato’s tri-scaled level of
reality just outlined are instinctively thought of by most people who hear the
argument. If first or second year philosophy students can spot these objections, it is
reasonable to infer that Plato would have been just as aware of them. Why, then, is the
argument presented unattested? Well, those simple objections to the argument all lead
to counter-examples which are based on a wholly representative sense of mimesis. By
being so severe, Plato is almost forcing us to come to the rescue of art, a commonly
used feature of his dialectic. Essentially though, the consequences of this rescue lead
to the establishment of a more refined artistic conception. As I will argue for shortly,
not only is Plato in favour of this new conception, he even uses it as a foundational
part of his philosophy.

The final exploration of Plato’s explicit treatment of mimesis before showing
Plato’s implicit use of its representative form will be concerned with examining the
Laws where we can see clear evidence of how important the idea of a communal
sense was to Plato, as well as finding further evidence to support a dual conception of
the term in Plato. The first mention of, both, the positive power of mimesis, and the
importance of the community, comes early in Book II when the Athenian discusses
the need for choruses, given the fact that participants in these choruses would need to
be educated in both singing and dancing.'™ Citizens of all ages would take part and
would celebrate the gods at Magnesia’s religious festivals. The inclusion of singing
and dancing is not only unequivocal, but is described as fundamental. We might see
these performances as intending to develop two separate pedagogical elements which
are essential aspects of the arts. The first is the development of order. As the Athenian
himself says,

“...order in movement is called ‘rhythm’ (puBuos), and in voice — the combination of
sharp and dull notes - is called *harmony’ (Gppovia); and the meeting of the two is
called a choral performance.” Laws, 665a.

Plato even outlines how to use the boisterous characteristics of children, shaping them

into an educative tool. For the dancing and singing of a chorus suitably matches the

child’s love of moving and talking. It is also, perhaps, indicative of Plato’s fondness

1% The positive use of mimesis with regard to the choruses in the Laws is also mentioned by Schipper
(1963)
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for using a person’s natural abilities to help them in their education. Essentially
though, Plato refers to the qualitative element of these dances in terms of
representative mimesis. For the rightful dances must be able adequately to represent,
“the solemn movement of fine bodies.”'% In order to be ‘good’, dances must be able
to represent two virtues. These are courage in times of war and temperance in times of
peace. As dances invariably attempt to represent a certain ‘sense’ which may not be
possible in words, and most certainly do not copy or imitate anything directly, it is not
surprising that representation would play such a large part in the success or failure of
the piece. It is also clear that imitation is not on the agenda. If Plato had intended his
choruses to simply copy a successful military victory he could have proposed a series
of mock battles, as later done by the Romans. Yet rather than do this, he advocates a
wholly representative conception of the virtues which underlie the idea of the good
soldier, through song and dance. This leads us to the second pedagogical element that
is operative in training citizens to take part in choruses, which is the more general
theme of creating a communal sense. Plato is not directing himself towards only one
tier of society as being the inheritors of philosophical training, showing how his plan
for philosophy must be seen as being for a wide-spread alteration of intellectual
attitudes. The bases of the choruses would teach every citizen in a similar way and
infuse this education into the creation of a communal, common sense based on the
ideals of philosophy. In the Laws, Plato even connects this sense with a re-worked
notion of pleasure, where all judgements with regard to these choruses are based on
an educated decision-making process geared wholly towards desire for the good. One
will feel pleasure towards these displays because one will be taught to search for the
Good throughout one’s life. In this way the choral displays are manifestations of a
philosophical life. Feeling pleasure and pain towards the right sorts of things, then,
will play an extremely important part in this and every other element of the
educational programme. By educating citizens not only to know the Good but to long

for it more than anything else, Plato attempts to associate this longing with pleasure.

“It is necessary to adjudge the arts by pleasure, but not however, by that of any which
person.” Laws, 658e.

These artistic works of song and dance, then, can be judged by pleasure, with Plato
simply changing our conception of what this pleasure should rightly be. Yet, I must

195 L aws, 814e.
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add that I am not arguing here that choral training, even with a re-worked Platonic
notion of pleasure, will consequently lead to knowledge of the Good. Rather I am
simply positioning the place of choral training, a choral training that is fixed upon a
clearly representational sense of mimesis, within a stated Platonic educational
framework. Plato’s educational road towards knowing the Good is of course only
achieved, if at all, by an education in dialectic. But it is not through dialectic alone
that this will be achieved. What I am arguing for is the place of a representative choral
training within this education.

The judgemental process involved in the qualitative scale of these works
brings us back to familiar ground. For according to the Athenian, mimesis will be the
“attractive quality of the arts.”'% What the choruses are representing, and how well
they do so, becomes an essential part of their educational element. No matter what
opinions a person may have, the one thing they could never dispute is proportion and
equality. ‘Correctness’, then, is how well the piece represents its subject. Importantly,
this is not an imitation based on how well the piece relates to nature. Rather,
correctness of representation means how successfully the piece elicits recognition. So
if a particular piece is modelled on Beauty, for example, its correctness, and so also
all judgements as to its worth and quality, must be guided by how accurately it
represents its model. The idea of correctness lying in the representative elements of
the artwork is something we have already seen in abundance in Gadamer.

So this has serious implications for the artists. In order for them to be
successful they must discard their own opinions and dedicate themselves to
knowledge of their models. Without this knowledge they will not be able to evoke the
requisite virtue to any significant degree. This knowledge, however, is not knowledge
of the purely physical, but rather knowledge that will combine through discourse the
formative elements of artistry with the philosophical. Judges of these works must be
no less educated. For, they too must know what has been represented, how well it has
been represented, and the moral value of the work.'”” These three criteria show quite
clearly, not only the acceptance of mimesis for Plato, but the elevated position it has
been given with regard to the accuracy, quality and overall judgement of this art form.

Even in terms of music, the philosophical education will seek to encourage a certain

"% bid., 667c.

197 These requirements of art are agreed upon by Gadamer. “Rather, what we experience in a work of
art and what invites our attention is how true it is — i.e., to what extent one knows and recognises
something and oneself.” TM, 1.2.1.B.
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sense of harmony in its students, equipping citizens with the ability to differentiate
‘good’ harmony from ‘bad’. Essentially though, these judgements will, once more, be

judgements based on representation.

“...when faced with good or bad musical representations, which affects the soul’s
emotions, they [the chorus singers] may be able to pick out the good representation
(MuNo1s) rejecting the opposite, and in reciting these hymns charm the souls of the
youth, so challenging them to acquire virtue through the use of these representations.”
Laws, 812 c.

So it would appear to be rather clear that Plato did not only include a positive usage of
mimesis in the earlier Books of the Laws, he even made it an explicit and central
feature of his educative programme. Given Gadamer’s argument that Plato’s concern
in the earlier Books of the Republic was not in outlining a treatment of the arts from
an objective perspective, but as mentioned, in criticising a particular set of poets, we
cannot, therefore, infer a Platonic attack on the subject of the arts as a whole. In some
ways Plato can even be credited with creating and even embodying the intellectual
conditions under which the greatest artistic works could be created and experienced.
If conceived of by an artist and audience as imitation, art works can become
secondary to the objects of this world. But if taken as representation, the work
becomes structured by a specific mode of knowledge. Once more then, there is
somewhat of a half-closed door to the artists. The reason for this merely half-closed
door is, I believe, so that a purely representative artistry can be used as the structuring
feature of a philosophical work. In the two dialogues previously examined we have
seen the same distinction of mimesis as that proposed by Plato in the Cratylus and
Sophist defining and structuring important arguments. Education, then, was the
central motive in all usages examined, whether it be in Plato’s criticism of the
traditional, Athenian educational system and its imitative usage of the arts in their
misrepresentation of virtue, or in his more positive striving towards a common
education based on a total programme of civic concordance. As the most indicative
feature of a representative mimesis, knowledge structured the strict conditions under
which artworks would not merely imitate but would truly represent. What is central to
recognising the different uses of mimesis, according to my argument in this section, is
how one must knowingly use mimesis, coming from a Platonically sound foundation
of intellectual belief.
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Yet, an important part of Plato’s epistemology, and as seen in the Republic, is
the argument that the user of an object is in possession of the most relevant
knowledge and experience of said object. This is a most important part of Plato’s
theory of knowledge. The merely imitative artists were attacked for having neither
knowledge nor relevant experience of those things they portrayed. What they were
doing, therefore, was misrepresenting the objects they imitated through their lack of
knowledge, showing this to be a criticism from an epistemological foundation. As we
saw in our examination of Book X of the Republic (pp. 48-52), the works of the artists
could be seen as ‘mirrored’ images of being, but only when the artist has no relevant
knowledge of the matters being represented. However, Plato’s attacks in this regard
do not preclude the possibility of an artist operating his craft who did have the most
relevant knowledge of their depicted subject. Yet if the things of this world are mere
shadows of reality, a central feature of Plato’s philosophy, and true being is only
found in transcendent reality, then who could possibly represent anything in the first
place? Who could be the most relevant user, and so representative, of the things of our
world? The answer is, of course, the philosopher who dwells not on these earthly
shadows but strives for the transcendent reality the earthly shadows signify. In his
amendments in the Republic, as well as throughout his dialogues’ use of the term, I
believe Plato is building up the claim that it is the philosopher who is the most
suitable user of mimesis. As previously argued with regard to Gadamer (pp. 46-47),
the most general goal of Plato’s dialogues is to cleanse the soul of an improper sense
of virtue and replace it instead with a more proper, Platonic sense, showing this to be
beneficial for its own sake. All purveyors of any improper sense of these virtues must,
then, be dealt with. Exposure to a heightened harmony within the arts will aid the
creation of a harmonious soul and will thus aid the right constitution of the collective,
community spirit. Yet, what is the art form that Plato suggests will help foster this
proper community spirit? Well, the central problem Plato had with the imitative arts
arose out of their reliance on the misrepresentation of virtue, a concept we examined
in the early Books of the Republic. Although both Plato and Gadamer propose the
process of forgetting to be an important part of learning, that is the forgetting of
illegitimate opinion or prejudice, the forgetting of self is the very opposite of their
goals. What Plato must do, therefore, is to dissuade a forgetting of self, and encourage
an enlightened pedagogy of self. In order to accomplish this goal, Plato describes in
the Republic the ‘song of praise’ as being the requisite form of expression.
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“But know that hymns in praise of the gods and eulogies of good people are the only
poetry one must admit into the city.” Republic, 607a.

The virtues of both the pious, courageous man, and the just and noble state should be
celebrated in these harmonious eulogies, helping establish the new community spirit
of the state. However, in Plato’s Seventh Letter, he explains how no existing state of
his time was, by his standards, constitutionally sound.!®® He describes himself as
initially excited when the democrats were overthrown in Athens by the thirty tyrants,
some of whom were relatives of his. Yet this excitement soon turned to bitter
disappointment when this new form of government turned out to be even worse than
the ousted democracy. Plato’s disastrous foray into politics continued with his visits
to Syracuse. What can one do, then, if one’s state is corrupt and irrational? What
manifestation could a ‘song of praise’ take on, if there is nothing of note to claim
allegiance to? According to Gadamer’s interpretation of Plato, the answer is a

philosophical dialogue.

“When justice remains only as an inner certitude in the soul and is no longer to be
clearly identified with any given reality, and when knowledge of it must be defended
against the arguments of a new ‘enlightened’ consciousness, a philosophical
discussion...becomes the only true praise of justice.” ‘Plato and the Poets’, DD, p.
66-67.

What I take this to mean is that the Republic itself becomes a ‘song of praise’
defending justice from the “enlightened consciousness” of the sophists.
Commentators who take Plato’s critique of the arts in the Republic at face-value, tend
to either struggle with or ignore this apparently welcoming embrace of eulogies and
hymns (for example, see Osborne 1987, Janaway 1995, and Nehamas 1999)109. Yet as
a ‘song of praise’ the Republic itself can be said to exalt the noble character and the
value of justice for its own sake, inflicting this sense on those exposed to it. We have

seen Plato hint at this throughout the Republic in his descriptions of the characteristics

needed in his ideal citizens.

198 «At Jast I came to the conclusion that all existing states are badly governed and the condition of their

laws practically incurable, without some miraculous remedy and the assistance of fortune.” Seventh
Letter, 326a.

19 Referring to the eulogies and hymns Janaway asserts the following: “Again, I doubt whether we
should press these questions too hard” (p. 131), while Nehamas goes one further claiming, “[w]hat he
allows of poetry at 607a4, hymns to the gods and praises of noble people, seems to me negligible and
tailor-made for special occasions” (p. 268). Osborne, in a similar vein, dismisses them outright
describing them as “...some very dull and inane hymns which hardly seem worthy of the name poetry”
p. 65.
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“But must we not search for those skilled men who are naturally suited to track both
the fine and graceful nature, so that our young men, living in a wholesome place,
profiting from all sides, may have some part of these fine works strike their eyes and
ears like a cool breeze carrying benefits to this wholesome place, leading them at once
unwittingly from childhood to likeness, friendship, and harmony to fine reason.”
Republic, 401c-d.

Earlier in the Republic, when Plato is beginning the search for justice in Book IV he
even asks Glaucon to join him “in a prayer” (432c). In a sense, then, we can view the
ensuing philosophical discussion as the ‘song of praise’, the ‘hymn to the gods’. For
example, the divinities being praised are not the anthropomorphic gods of Homer and
Hesiod but the intellectual Forms of reason. As justice is being celebrated for its own
sake, it is what is being praised. In the Republic, Plato approaches the notion of divine
praise in a rather vicarious way through the gods’ characterisation in the works of the
artists. A more explicit metaphysical address is only seen later in the Laws where the
Athenian seeks to counter what he describes as three heresies. These are that the gods
do not exist, that they exist but do not care for us, and that they exist but are
influenced by supplications and prayers. In placing his own metaphysical grounding
on the educational programme of Magnesia, Plato places ‘soul’ as the first and,
therefore, oldest of all divine beings. It is described as the self-generated unmoved
mover which even came before matter. By nourishing that part of us that partakes in
soul, we are, therefore, worshipping the ultimate divine being. A ‘hymn to the gods’
in this sense, then, would be a celebration of soul. Throughout Plato’s dialogues, the
nurturing of our soul forms the central part of living the philosophical life. Yet this
nurturing takes on religious significance when soul is described as a divine being.
Living the philosophical life, then, entails worshipping the almighty by nurturing
one’s soul. Interestingly, the Athenian will also outline how reason, being the highest
part of our souls, can never be witnessed by our mortal selves. What we must seek in
this life, then, are images of reason, representations, if you will. Plato’s dialogues
contain the blueprint for worshipping this divine being, which involves living what
Plato deems to be the philosophical life and addressing our existence through
dialogue. When Plato refers to Magnesia’s festivals celebrating the gods, then, and the
new artistic works to help celebrate these events, he could only mean a new form of
artistry purely based on philosophy, given the declaration that soul is the highest

divine being. In this sense we seem to be seeing an almost direct transfer of the
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traditionally artistic into the Platonically artistic, a transference noted by some
commentators such as Griswold (1981)."'° For, traditional festivals honouring the
gods were a central part of fourth-century Athenian life. Yet these festivals were
constructed around myths and legends found in abundance in the works of the artists,
myths and legends which were criticised and amended by Plato in both the Republic
and Laws. As part of Plato’s transfer, then, the very basis of this traditional worship,
its metaphysical grounding found in the epic poets, would be switched with a Platonic
basis of soul. The works used to celebrate this divine being would, then, be those with
a philosophical basis which would influence, and indeed further educate, the collected
community. Yet perhaps the most explicit affirmation as to the desire of Plato to use
his dialogues to usurp the educative position of the arts, though still keeping their
essential elements as part of his dialogical method, can be found stated by the
Athenian in the last part of the Laws. So appropriate is this passage to the argument of

my thesis I feel it necessary to quote this reference in full.

“For in looking back over the discourses we have discussed from dawn until now —
not without some divine inspiration, it would appear to me — they seem to me to be
arranged together like some poetic composition (Toinots). And it is not surprising,
perhaps, that a sensation of intense pleasure came over me when I looked over these
discourses, all grouped together. For of all the many discourses which I have learned
or listened to, whether in poetic composition or our free-flowing verse, ours have
struck me as being the most measured and most proper for the young to hear.” Laws,
811 c-d.

This passage appears to support two of the most fundamental arguments for my initial
positing of Plato’s use of mimesis. The first is recognition of the aesthetic qualities
used by Plato to refer to and describe his works, referring to them here as being
similar to ‘poetic compositions’. The second is how Plato saw these works as being
more appropriate than the works of the traditional artists to educate the young, a point
also made by Halliwell (2002).""" For Lodge (1954), what he terms the ‘Platonic

!1% “The point is rather that poetry must be guided by philosophy, and ultimately by a philosophical
vision of the Ideas” (p. 141). However, Griswold does not believe that a dual sense of mimesis
determines these hymns and eulogies, arguing instead that hymns to the gods could be referred to as
representations, while eulogies to good men could be termed impersonation. This opposes my own
argument as I believe both hymns to the gods and eulogies to good men are presented solely in terms of
representation. I am therefore opposed to Griswold’s use of ‘impersonation’ to term eulogies to good
men. Would we really describe a celebration of a good man as an impersonation? I believe not.

. Referring to this section of the Laws Halliwell writes: “And that is why, in this, the boldest of self-
referential figures in Plato’s writing, tragedy — ‘the truest tragedy’ — can become the ultimate trope for
philosophy itself and for its efforts to create an alternative vision of what ‘the finest and best life’ might
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artist’, “...does not fabricate detachable objects which can be handed around exposed
for sale, and perhaps be unfairly criticised and thrown upon the scrap-heap. His
creativity is an integral part of community life”. In the Laws, the Athenian even tells
us that he feels ‘pleasure’ when looking over the works, a judgemental procedure I
examined earlier with regard to the same dialogue. Plato’s dialogical form becomes
itself, therefore, a highly important feature of his educational procedure. One of the
most crucially important, yet often times neglected, contextual points in asserting
anything about Platonic philosophy is the historical root of the term ‘philosophy’. As
presented most recently by Nightingale (1995), the verb to philosophise ($1AocodEiv)
and its cognates, did not appear before the fourth century.112 Although Diogenes
Laertius rather dubiously claims Pythagoras as the originator of the term, Nightingale
believes the Republic to be the first place in literature where the term is designated. Of
course, as Nightingale points out, part of Plato’s goal in defining what philosophy is,
lies in showing what it is not. However, in his definition of philosophy, Plato, whether
consciously or not, mixes various forms, (or to use Nightingale’s term, ‘genres’) of
dialogue and expression.113 As is clear, I believe one of these genres to be an
essential, structural use of the arts. Yet, Plato was not alone in championing

4 This striving for

philosophy, but had competition in the shape of Isocrates.
definition, then, becomes all the more pressing for Plato. So my theory of an aesthetic
root to Platonic dialectic, especially a root centred in the Republic and its explicit
treatment of the arts, appears all the more legitimate if this is the very work where
philosophy proper is designated. Distancing philosophy from the sophists, politicians,

and poets is central to Plato’s methodology and will be a running feature of my own

be” (p. 106). A more detailed discussion on tragedy, especially the notion of a Platonic ‘tragedy of life’
can be found in the third part of my work.

!12 Nightingale argues that in Plato’s early dialogues, as well as in other sources such as Xenophon, the
‘philosophy’ word group was used to mean ‘intellectual cultivation’. It is not until the Republic, Books
5-7 specifically, where a definition is given of what the philosopher both is and is not. “The definition
offered in the Republic begins towards the end of Book 5, when Socrates suggests that philosophers
should be rulers and rulers philosophers” (p. 17). This has further significance in terms of philosophy’s
‘ancient quarrel’ with poetry. For, if philosophy as a distinct subject area is not defined properly until
the Republic, Socrates cannot be referring to a genuine historical quarrel. So given the relatively
newborn figure of philosophy, this is something of a cheeky claim by Plato. Given the thrust of my
own argument, I would suggest that this cheekiness is a carefully crafted dialogical way of engaging
those readers of the Republic with poetic sensibilities in dialogue, of catching their attention and
forcing them to defend and define their beloved poetry.

'3 As Nightingale herself notes: “For, although he defines philosophy in opposition to poetry and
rhetoric, Plato deliberately violates the borders which he himself has drawn” p. 195.

!4 Again, according to Nightingale, “[k]nowing what to do and to say and learning how best to manage
the affairs of one’s household and city: this is the task of philosophy according to Isocrates” p. 28.
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theory. As I believe the dialogues are, indeed, the embodiment of a Platonically
conceived aesthetic, what I will now examine is the significance of the dialogical
method to Gadamer. This crucial importance will be examined in order to explain
Gadamer’s treatment of Plato, and to show the influence of this treatment on the final
part of this section of my work. For here we will see how methodologically
imperative were mimesis and anamnesis to Plato’s dialectic in terms previously
elicited from Gadamer’s exegesis of the artwork. This wholly implicit Platonic
methodology will link and combine all previous sections arguing for the essential and

utterly fundamental aesthetic features of Plato.

6. Dialectic and Plato’s Implicit Mimetic Methodology

What I will now propose involves taking a step back from the dialogues to view our
mimetic distinction as being part of an altogether larger picture. This will involve
arguing for the existence of two closely connected tools which Plato uses as the bases
of his philosophical pedagogy. These tools are the constitutional embodiment of Plato
as a philosopher and are his only way of affecting his audience, meaning they are not
explicitly defined within the discourse of any dialogue, but rather, are implicitly
incorporated into the structure of the works themselves. As my central argument, and
as the culmination of my previously asserted dual conceptual positing of mimesis in
Section IV, I will show how formative the representative usage of mimesis is to Plato.
Essentially though, this exegesis will draw a direct link with my initial analysis of
Gadamer’s use of mimesis and anamnesis, highlighting my connection between
Gadamer’s celebration of art and Platonic philosophy. For part of my examination of
Plato’s distinct use of mimesis concerned its educative potential, whereby, rather than
strictly being used to outline a new state, an informed, knowing sense of the term was
used to address the individuals of the community, encouraging them to engage with
and question some of their most traditionally unquestioned beliefs. This was not
simply something stated by Plato as being a ‘good idea’ but was incorporated by him
as a central part of his philosophy. However, in every society there exists a varied
and, indeed, multifarious mix of people and attitudes. How could Plato appeal to
everyone without laying down a general set of rules to deal with everyone? As I have
been indicating, the answer is through a representative mimesis based on a mode of

knowledge that is geared towards a communal approach to understanding. The
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embodiment of this representative mimesis is the Platonic dialogue, something which
was of fundamental importance to Gadamer.

An essential factor in understanding Gadamer’s use of hermeneutics with
regard to Plato is to see each of Plato’s dialogues as dialogues. We have seen the
importance of this already in Section V’s examination of the Republic, in terms of my
own interpretations as well as those of Gadamer. As Smith (1980) states in his
introduction to DD, for Gadamer, “...each of Plato’s dialogues must be understood as
spoken language, as a developing discussion” (Translator’s introduction, ix).
Halliwell (2002) similarly recognises the importance of this dialogical aspect, noting
in the Republic how “...even the most emphatic pronouncements made by Socrates in
these contexts are best read (as 607c-e encourages us to see) as being at the service of
ongoing, incomplete processes of reflection” (p. 61). This means that we are not
always intended to expect logical rigour to be present throughout the works, but must
instead see their ‘live’ aspect, whereby anything could potentially happen, or more
appropriately where potentially anything could be asserted.”® So we should not
measure the dialogue as we would a scientific treatise, expecting clearly defined
conclusions. Instead we should see the dialogues as invitations to discussion, in which
the method holds the key to us finding the answers. In this regard Gadamer asks us
whether we ourselves would expect absolute logical precision in our own dialogues

with each other.

“And we ourselves do not conduct our discussions ‘more geometrico’. Instead we
move within the live play of risking assertions, of taking back what we have said, of
assuming and rejecting, all the while proceeding on our way to reaching an
understanding.” ‘Logos and Ergon in Plato’s ‘Lysis’’, DD, p. 5.

Gadamer uses this realisation in his hermeneutic studies on Plato, bringing to light the

inconsistencies and illogicalities of certain dialogues. His point, though, is not in

"5 This was similarly noticed by Natorp (2004). “We are meant to experience as unsatisfactory the
purely negative and criticai character of the Socratic way of philosophising and the desire is meant to
be stimulated in the reader to pick up the investigation once again and to lead it to a more satisfactory
result, just as Socrates himself plainly and honestly states at the end (Protagoras, 361c-d)” (p. 64).
Although I would agree that the ‘unsatisfactory’ aspect of Socratic philosophising is intended to
stimulate in us the desire to continue the discussion, I do not agree that we are supposed to come to ‘a
more satisfactory result’. To keep the example of the Phaedo, are we supposed to somehow answer the
question as to what happens the soul after death? I think not. Rather, I believe we are simply to keep
questioning and discussing without the need to find ‘answers’. For, as we see in Gadamer it is in the
questioning itself where the true ends of the discussion lies. It is the nature of dialogue, as well as the
lack of what would qualify as a demonstrated conclusion (and subsequent end to the matter) in Plato’s
dialogues which makes me believe that this emphasis on the question as opposed to the answer is also
true for Plato.
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showing these inconsistencies as being deficits of the works, but rather in showing
how they add to the natural progression of the dialogue, and how they are, in fact,
entirely necessary for the dialogue, helping the matter under discussion come to be.!1
In the Phaedo, for example, there are a number of arguments early in the dialogue
which are not exactly logically sound. In the so-called ‘argument from opposites’
(70e-72€) and ‘argument from affinity’ (78b-80b), the majority of people who read
the work would probably be able to imagine convincing counter-arguments. In his
essay ‘The Proofs of Immortality in Plato’s Phaedo’, Gadamer shows how, although
unconvincing, both arguments have centrally important parts to play in the success of
the dialogue as dialogue.'!” In fact, an often overlooked aspect of the Phaedo is how
Plato is presenting a “...human discussion which must be understood as discussion”
(‘The Proofs of Immortality in Plato’s Phaedo’, DD, p. 21). With regard to the
‘argument from opposites’ Gadamer writes that, “[w]hat is striking about the proof is
that it is obviously unsuited to prove the point which it is supposed to prove” (Ibid, p.
25). Why, then, is this argument even introduced? “Is it not ultimately the very
deficiency of this proof which prompts Cebes to introduce what is properly speaking
not his idea but Socrates’, i.e., anamnesis?” (Ibid., p. 26). The argument is thereby
situated as a mechanism of the dialogical method, where the egos of the participants
are relegated in importance when compared to the successful progress of the
discussion itself. It also highlights the importance of agreement, in which it is no good
simply having one person present their position and argue for it throughout the work.
Rather, it is more important that all involved are brought to the understanding
together. Similarly, the deficiencies of the ‘argument from affinity’ generate the
ensuing discussion. Taking an argument out of a Platonic work and conceptually
isolating it is thereby presented as being a dangerous method of operating, given the
potential consequences the argument may intentionally or unintentionally have for the

work as a whole. The appropriate way of interpreting Plato, then, is not by examining

!¢ This point once more counters the natural sciences’ distinct grip on knowledge formation given the
emphasis on us ‘bringing forth’ understanding, rather than trying to stamp it on the natural world. It is
also noted by Smith (1980), who writes that, “...the success of such a live discussion is not at all to be
measured by its logical rigor but by its effectiveness in bringing the essence of the subject matter to
light to the extent that the limited conditions of any discussion permit” ‘Translator’s Introduction’, DD,
X.
"7 For Gadamer, even something as seemingly concrete as Plato’s theory of Ideas is intended to have
dialogical consequences. “...the acceptance of the ‘ideas’ does not designate the acceptance of a
doctrine, so much as of a line of questioning that the doctrine has the task of developing and
discussing” (LLP, p. 33). This is what constitutes Platonic dialectic.
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his definitions of concepts, thereby trying to elicit a Platonic system. “Instead, it is to
retrace, as a questioner, the course of questioning that the dialogue presents and to
describe the direction in which Plato, without following it, only points” (PDE, p.
11).118

Explaining the movement of dialogue, in relation to Plato’s Seventh Letter,
Gadamer describes its fundamental role in our capacity as humans to understand. For
in the Seventh Letter Plato outlines the four ways we have of communicating a
‘thing’. These are, (1) its name or word, (2) its explanation or conceptual
determination, (3) its appearance, example, or figure, and finally (4) the knowledge or
insight of the thing. Now although Plato asserts that we have no certainty in any of
these four ways of coming to know the thing itself, the movement back and forth

among these four ways constitutes dialogue. As Gadamer then argues,

“What Plato describes here as the untiring movement back and forth through the four
means of knowing is in fact the art of dialectic — a perpetual passing from one thing to
another which nonetheless perseveres in the single direction of what is meant and
which, for want of cogent deductive proofs, remains in proximity to what is sought
without ever being able to reach it.” ‘Dialectic and Sophism in Plato’s Seventh
Letter’, DD, p. 122,

What all this undoubtedly shows us is how important the use of dialogue is in
Gadamer’s Platonic interpretation.'’® For, it is this hermeneutic method of analysis

which has prompted the next part of my work and my examination of how mimesis

and anamnesis are used by Plato as part of this dialogical method.

118 Natorp (2004) also clearly connects the event of anamnesis with the method of dialectic. “There is,
then, such a thing as 1) learning and 2) teaching, provided that the former is understood as 1)
recollection, that is the summoning up or drawing forth of knowledge from the source of one’s own
consciousness, while the latter is understood as the process of awakening to self-consciousness through
the procedure of 2) dialectic” (p. 77). However, Natorp is too quick to dismiss the “poetical trimmings”
(p. 80) of the theory of anamnesis in Plato. Natorp believed in a ‘scientific method’ of Plato’s which is
to be focussed on to the detriment of any and all literary aspects. “No matter how much the whole is
immersed in the consistency of mood resulting from the moment in time that is portrayed, no matter
how astonishingly skilfully the course of the conversation is calculated, even in its individual passages,
to produce an impression of the personality and the moment that will never leave us, our interest is still
primarily aroused by the scientific discussion” (p. 149). Yet the ‘course of the conversation’ referred to
and dismissed by Natorp above must be governed by Plato’s method of dialectic. Where I differ from
Natorp, then, is that I believe this method is itself Plato’s scientific method. In this way no aspect of it
can be dismissed as being secondary to the scientific discussion.

'% It also shows us how infinite was Gadamer’s conception of knowledge formation and
understanding, given the endless possibilities of dialogue, and how limited our understanding could
ever be as we will never exhaust its depths. “The labour of dialectic, in which the truth of what is
finally flashes upon us, is by nature unending and infinite” ‘Dialectic and Sophism in Plato’s Seventh
Letter’, DD, p. 121.
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As it is more generally accepted that anamnesis is used by Plato, I will begin
my argument with mimesis and the first of two mimetic tools incorporated by him in
his dialectic. The first of these tools, which Plato uses through a representative
mimesis, is his use of character.'?* Now this is not the traditionally artistic tool we see
him dismantle in the Republic, but is rather an intellectual, representative
embodiment. By not using the direct treatise, Plato relies on his characters to conduct
his dialogues. As central features of the dialogues, more important than who the
characters are is what they are representing. It is through them that the ideas and,
indeed, Ideas of the dialogue are expressed, after all. So, for example, the biographies,
let us say, of Simmias and Cebes in the Phaedo are not important when compared to
the non-religious aspects of Pythagoreanism these characters represent. Again, this is
by no means an imitation by Plato in his construction of these personages, but is
rather a representative embodiment of a specific intellectual perspective. For Gadamer
these characters in particular (Simmias and Cebes) represent the new ‘scientific
enlightenment’ of Plato’s time, an evolution of Pythagoreanism which was no longer
solely focused on religious rigour but was concerned rather with such things as
mathematical investigation and the knowledge found through cosmological
enquiry.'?! Fundamentally, though, this is the reason they are presented here in this
Platonic work. For it is through these characters that the ideals they represent for Plato
can come to be and subsequently be challenged through dialogue.'? Plato is thereby
using those intellectual perspectives represented by the dialogue’s interlocutors as
initial points of discussion. To use another example, at Philebus 11c we find Philebus
himself taking a break from the discussion and Protarchus taking over. Protarchus is
able to do so initially because he can be taken to represent Philebus’ point of view.
Yet Philebus, though an observer, remains a part of the dialogue. In this way Plato is

showing us a microcosm of what it is his use of character achieves, in that the direct

120 A most useful guide to the literary usage of character in Plato can be found in Blondell (2002), who
similarly emphasises how we should never pit the ‘philosophical’ and the ‘dramatic’ aspects of Plato
against each other, but must rather see them as complementary parts of dialectic.

12! Gadamer argues that Simias and Cebes are not concerned with the religious aspects of
Pythagoreanism because of their expressed ignorance towards the Pythagorean prohibition of suicide.
“Their ignorance gives us a clear indication that they are no longer interested in the religious content of
the Pythagorean teachings and that they therefore genuinely represent the modern scientific
enlightenment” ‘The Proofs of Immortality in Plato’s Phaedo’, DD, p. 23.

122 The variable contextual nature of Plato’s works is again recognised by Blondell (2002). “But it is
perfectly possible, and indeed very likely (...) that Plato composed different works for performance in
different contexts, by differing performers or for different audiences on different occasions” (p. 23).
This might be taking the variability of Plato’s intentions a little too far, as it suggests something
slightly sophistic. I do not want to paint Plato as a wandering dialectician for hire.
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dialogue with Protarchus, while showing us how Protarchus himself thinks and
operates is at the same time a dialogue with Philebus. Of course, I do not mean that
Socrates is in dialogue with both Protarchus and Philebus at the same time. For it is
clear that Philebus does not want to discuss directly with Socrates, given his single-
minded feelings towards hedonism. However, as a listener to the exchange Ph<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>