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Abstract. The status of art in Plato's philosophy has always been a
difficult problem. As a matter of fact, he even threw the poets out
from his ideal state1, a passage that has led some interpreters to as-
sess that Plato did not develop a proper philosophy of art. Neverthe-
less, R. G. Collingwood, wrote an article titled “Plato's Philosophy
of Art”2. How can it be? What could lead one of the most impor-
tant aesthetic scholars of the first half of the twentieth century to
make this thesis about Plato? To understand Collingwood's position
at that time, I will review it in a new light: his own philosophy of art
at that moment as it was propounded in Outlines of a Philosophy of
Art3, a work he published that same year. I will also examine how
Collingwood's position changed when he returned to the same sub-
ject in 1938, on the publication of The  Principles  of  Art. Finally, I
will end this article defending the correctness of Collingwood's ear-
lier interpretation of Plato's position on art.

I.

Collingwood's position on Plato's philosophy of art arises from the anal-
ysis he makes of the Tenth Book of the Republic, especially its beginning

∗Email: netphilos@gmail.com
1Republic, 595a
2Collingwood published his “Plato's Philosophy of Art” in Mind: A Quarterly Review

of Psychology and Philosophy in 1925, XXXIV, pages 154-172. I will use Donagan's edition
of the text in Donagan (1966), 155-183.

3Collingwood published Outlines of a Philosophy of Art in 1925, (London: Oxford Uni-
versity Press). As before, I will be using Donagan's edition of the text in Donagan (1966),
43-154.
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(from 595a to 608)4, although he later completes his reading with some
other passages of Plato's works. According to Collingwood, the cited pas-
sage can be summarized in three main points:

1. The doctrine of the Three Degrees of Reality
2. The doctrine of the Three Degrees of Knowledge
3. The doctrine of the Emotionality of Art5

Next, Collingwood passes to analyze the concept of imitation or copy-
ing (µίµησις), which is the key for the right interpretation of the passage.
Thus, for Plato, a copy is not a replica, is not an object of the same or-
der as the object copied, but “an object  of  a  wholly  different  order, having
the  characteristics  proper  to  that  order, and  having  in  that  resemblance  the
ground of its peculiar value”6. Therefore, for Plato, as Collingwood shows,
when a carpenter produces a bed, he is not producing an idea nor an intel-
ligible object, but a percept, whose value lies in its relation with the first
order object (the idea) being copied. But, there is a radical imperfection
in the produced sensible object by which it cannot even been considered
as an instance of the idea copied, since the perceptible is tainted with
unreality and unintelligibility. As Collingwood states it: “the  attempt  to
embody  the  perfection  of  the  concept  in  perceptible  shape  is  a  selfcontradic-
tory attempt, and foredoomed to failure”7. This last statement clarifies, for
Collingwood, what Plato meant by mimesis: “To copy  is  to  construct  in  a
given  material  an  object  resembling  one  which  is  not  made  in  that  mate-
rial; and  the  material  itself  imposes  an  impassible  restriction  on  the  fidelity
of  the  resemblance”8.

But if the concept of imitation is central to the understanding of the
kind of relationship between the conceptual world and the perceptible ob-
jects, it is also the key to the right interpretation of the relation between
the perceptible world and art. According to Collingwood, Plato's defini-
tion of art in the Republic arises from his consideration “that  in  art  this
same  process  is  repeated  at  a  further  stage. As  the  percept  copies  the  concept,

4Republic, 595a-608
5Cf. Donagan (1966), 158-160.
6Donagan (1966), 161.
7Donagan (1966), 162.
8Donagan (1966), 162.
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so  the  work  of  art  copies  the  percept”9. Collingwood understands that the
same clarifications done before for the relation between the concept and
the percept are now of application to the relation between percepts and
works of art: each object is in a different metaphysical plane, and therefore
the work of art possesses only those attributes peculiar to its own order
of reality, and its value depends on its relation to the world of percepts10.
Therefore, just as the value of the perceptible bed is judged by its relation
to the ideal bed, so the picture of a bed must be judged by its relation to
the perceptible bed.

The importance of this last conclusion is quite evident. Collingwood
is stating that, for Plato, the artist in his activity cannot use the idea as
the model he copies. Collingwood textually says: “the  concept, the  ideal
which  the  craftsman  would  realize  if  he  could, is a thing of which the artist
knows nothing”11. The artist does not produce a bed nor a hero, but an
object sui generis, which must be judged by a standard peculiar to itself and
not by the standard of the ideal. This is just, according to Collingwood,
the negative side of Plato's conception of art as double imitation — an
imitation of the imitation of the concept. But it is also, Collingwood says,
the founding-stone of all sound aesthetic theory: “To distinguish art from
science and morality and handicraft and to assert that it has a sphere of its own;
to  distinguish  the  value  of  its  works  from  scientific  truth  and  from  practical
utility, and  to  place  them  in  a  distinct  metaphysical  category; this  is  the  first
step towards a real philosophy of art”12.

So, after all, from Collingwood's perspective, Plato is actually setting
the foundations of a sound theory of art. But, at the same time, we can get
an overview of Collingwood's own conception about the foundations of
any sound aesthetic theory, which he himself had tried to accomplish in
the Outlines of a Philosophy of Art, where we can find two complete sections
(§§ 26-27)13 devoted to the distinction between art, religion, science, his-
tory and philosophy. It is therefore Collingwood's own view about what
a sound aesthetic theory should be that unveils the possibility of a theory

9Donagan (1966), 163.
10Cf. Donagan (1966), 163.
11Donagan (1966), 164.
12Donagan (1966), 164.
13Donagan (1966), 137-144.
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of art in Plato.
But Plato, for Collingwood, goes even further: he does not only de-

velop a negative theory of art — what art is not -, but also proposes a
positive view of what art is. Collingwood understands that this is, in fact,
one of the positive consequences of the Doctrine of the Three Degrees
of Reality. The negative side of the concept of mimesis in Plato is the af-
firmation of the impossibility of the copy to reproduce the model in an
adequate form; its positive side is that it is, at least, a copy, an imitation.
This way, a work of art, although an object of a different degree of reality
from the percept, nevertheless copies that perceptual world, maintaining
a positive relation with it. For the clarification of the meaning of mime-
sis, from its positive side, Collingwood will review Books VI and VII of
Plato's Republic, arriving at the following conclusions:

1. From the ontological point of view, “only the highest  grade is  absolutely real,
and ultimately therefore the other grades do not exist at all,they are  appearance,
not  reality...”14.

2. But, appearances must also have some sort of ontological status. According
to Collingwood, for Plato the percepts or appearances, so far as they are
anything, are confused or perverted versions of the highest grade of reality,
our right understanding of them being dependent of our understanding of
their correct ontological status. Percepts are then the confused version of
reality15.

3. This last thesis applies also to the description of the relationship between
the third level of reality and percepts. A work of art is then “a confused
version of this confusion”16, and its intelligibility comes from considering it
from its proper ontological status.

For Collingwood, these are the key concepts for the right understanding
of Plato's concept of mimesis. Each of the last two levels of Reality “tries
to  be  what  the  one  above  it  is”17. Even more, translating all this from
the terminology of the object into that of the subject, we find that “there

14Donagan (1966), 165.
15Cf. Donagan (1966), 166.
16Donagan (1966), 166.
17Donagan (1966), 166.
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are as  many forms or grades  of  experience as  there are  grades  of  objects”18, so
that each of the lower levels of experience are defined from the error of
believing that they deal with the grade of reality immediately superior. But
then mimesis “expresses  not  the  resemblance  between two real  things,nor even
the  relation  between  a  less  real  thing  and  a  more  real  thing; it expresses the
relation  between  an  appearance  and  the  reality  which  it  appears  to be”19.

This means, for Collingwood, that Plato conceives the work of art as
“an  appearance  of  an  appearance”20. But it means also that just as the
proper experience of the concepts must be called knowledge — the ap-
prehension of necessary truth -, and the proper experience of the per-
cepts must be called opinion, there must also be a proper experience of
the objects of the lowest level of reality. Collingwood states: “its  own
right  name  is  imagination  and  that  of  its  objects  is  phantasms  or  images”21.
Therefore imagination is the essence of the aesthetic experience in Plato,
is the kind of experience that happens properly in art. Even more, just
as the quality of knowledge is truth, and that of opinion is utility, works
of art “contain  no  truths, nor  even assertions  which  by  some chance  might  be
true, but only a glamour which when stripped off leaves nothing behind (601).
This glamour is what we call beauty”22.

For someone familiar with Plato's passages cited by Collingwood, these
last statements may sound, at least, strange. Plato does not use in them
the word imagination to refer to this kind of experience; instead, he speaks
of imitation (µίµησις), poetry (πoίησις) or painting (ζωγραφία). I think,
in fact, that we must look into Collingwood's own Outlines of a Philoso-
phy of Art to understand his interpretation of Plato. The third Section of
Chapter 1 is titled “§ 3. Art  in  its  specific  Nature: Theoretically, as  Imagi-
nation”23. This must not necessarily mean that Collingwood is forcing the
text. It is true that Collingwood is bringing into play his own preconcep-
tion of what art is when reading the text, but it is also true that the text
also offers itself for the playing.

18Donagan (1966), 166.
19Donagan (1966), 167.
20Donagan (1966), 167.
21Donagan (1966), 168.
22Donagan (1966), 168.
23Donagan (1966), 52.
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The explanation is different for Collingwood's assertion that beauty
is, for Plato, the proper quality of works of art. In this case, Collingwood
is going to reason his proposal from an etymological point of view. He
admits that Plato, in 601 does not use what has become the Greek equiva-
lent for beauty (kallós) but rather talks of the glamour, fascination or spell
(kélesis) that surrounds a work of art. But, according to Collingwood, Plato
does not use kallos because for him that word “does  not  mean  beauty. It
means goodness or rightness or utility”24. So just as the Greeks did not have
a word for art, in the modern sense, they did not have a word for beauty,
and when Plato wants to talk about art's beauty, he uses words like he-
doné, keleísthai, or eros, words that possess a more than evident sensual
connotation coherent with the degree of reality and experience proper to
the works of art.

All the above implies, for Collingwood, that Plato is separating art
from reason and placing it in emotion25. Although, Plato himself makes
explicitly this separation, as in the Republic 603b26, the important point
to note about this is that Collingwood is going to deduce art emotional
character from its imaginative nature: “The emotionality  of  art, as Socrates
conceives  it, is  a  deduction  from  its  imaginative  nature. If  each  grade  of  ob-
jects  is  what  it  is  by  trying  to  embody  an  ideal  drawn  from  the  next  higher
grade, if each is a µίµησις of  the  next  above, imagination  is  what  it  is  by  be-
ing a µίµησις , at two removes of truth”27. This means the substitution of
truth by certitude in the case of perception, and of certitude by glamour
or emotional character in the case of art. Collingwood goes even ahead of
Plato's text when he explains the glamour that clings to the work of art by
the fact that it indirectly symbolizes truth, so that, according to Colling-
wod, Plato is actually conceiving the work of art as a symbol of truth, be-
ing precisely this the reason of Plato's expulsion of the artists from his
ideal state: “If  the  emotionality  of  art  were  a  merely  sensuous  reaction, the
struggle  against  it, the  old  quarrel  between  poetry  and  philosophy, would be
merely  another  case  of  the  irksome  but  not  heartrending  warfare  which  all
must  wage against  animal  lust. The  struggle  against  art  is  the  struggle  to

24Donagan (1966), 168.
25Cf. Donagan (1966), 168.
26See especially Republic, 603b
27Donagan (1966), 169.
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resist  the  emotional  appeal  of  a  symbol  in  order  to  penetrate  to  that  which
it  symbolises”28.

I suppose that in this point you could be, again, perplexed. Some pages
before29, Collingwood had stated that for Plato a work of art did not con-
tain any truth, and I am now showing that according to him, for Plato, a
work of art is a symbol of truth. I hope to undo, or at least clarify, this
seeming contradiction. To do it I want you to take into account Colling-
wood own thesis about art as a symbolic form that expresses the meaning
of life, developed in Outlines of a Philosophy of Art: “What  the  artist  sees  as
an  absolutely  unique  creation, the  historian  sees  as  another  attempt  added  to
the  long  list  of  previous  attempts  to  express  the  meaning  of  life  in  a  symbolic
form. Both  the  artist  and  the  historian  regard  the  work  of  art  as  expressive:
but  whereas  the  artist  regards  it  as  expressive  simply  of  itself, the  historian
regards  it  as  expressive  of  the  experiences, now  forgotten, which  have  paved
the way for its creation”30.

The text shows us many thinks about Collingwood's reading of Plato.
In the first place, that Collingwood is making the two, apparently contra-
dicting, statements about Plato's conception of the work of art because
for him there is not contradiction at all. The first one defines art from
the artist's own point of view, while the second is the result of examin-
ing art from the philosopher's point of view (being philosophy the only
place where a theory of reality can be propounded). But, secondly, that
for Collingwood art is also conceived as a symbol, but only from the his-
torical point of view. The question is now whether or not is possible to
draw these distinctions in Plato's text.

The answer to this last problem is found in the following passage, from
Plato's Republic: “Why, between  ourselves — for you will not betray me to the
tragic poets and all other imitators — that kind of art seems to be a corruption of
the mind of all listeners who do not possess,as an antidote a knowledge of its real
nature”31. (595b) In it, Socrates is talking about the problem that works of
art mean to those who do not know their true nature, their spellbinding
and glamorous nature. These are both the artists and spectators who do

28Donagan (1966), 170.
29Cf. Donagan (1966), 168.
30Donagan (1966), 68.
31Republic, 595b
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not know Truth, while the philosopher who has climbed to the world of
ideas, who is aware of art's real nature, is also aware that its spellbinding
nature and glamour comes from its being a symbol of truth, that talks
openly to feelings but is quiet for reason.

Collingwood gives one more step in his interpretation of Plato's Re-
public when he tries to explain the reason for art's symbolic character: “the
view stated by Socrates,at  any rate, is that mind is such a unity and that its var-
ious grades of experience are linked together by a progressive dialectic”32. Only
from a conception that considers mind as an essential unity is possible to
hold that art is a symbol of truth. Moreover, for Collingwood this is the
only possible explanation for Plato's two-sided position about the status of
art and artists in his ideal state. From one point of view, if aesthetic activ-
ity is a symbol or µίµησις of activities of a higher level, it can be considered
as a preparation for them; so that it could be admitted in the education
of a class of citizens of the ideal republic, as Plato does in 392d-396. But,
from the other point of view, art is not truth; it is only its symbolic rep-
resentation or µίµησις , so that it must be prohibited to those who are to
be in contact with it, the future philosophers, being this Plato's position
about art in Book X33.

Once again, Collingwood's position about mind or spirit clarifies his
reading of the text. In this sense, it is significant that Section twenty-
eighth in Chapter 6 of Outlines of a Philosophy of Art is titled: “The  unity
of spiritual life”. In it, Collingwood tries to describe the interrelation be-
tween the five phases of the life of the spirit he has just discussed before:
art, religion, science, history and philosophy. For him, they are not species
of a common genus, but activities interconnected in a double way: each
one presupposes and includes the previous one in the scale of spiritual life
(philosophy presupposes history; history, science; and so on), and each is
in a sense all the others that follow that same scale (art is, in a sense, reli-
gion; religion, science; and so on)34. Therefore also for Collingwood mind
is a unity in which the different kinds of experience are linked together
dialectically.

I think Plato's text justifies this interpretation. In order to see it, I
32Donagan (1966), 170.
33Cf. Donagan (1966), 170-171.
34Cf. Donagan (1996), 144.
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propose the reader to take a close look at the well known Allegory of the
Cavern35, in conjunction with the Analogy of the Line36. In them, he de-
scribes the path the ignorant must walk to discover truth. This travel is,
essentially, a process of self-discovery37 by which the soul gets to know the
world of ideas, in such a way that in order to get such knowledge, a soul
must go through all the different grades until he reaches reason (imagi-
nation, belief, understanding and reason). So, after all, as Collingwood
had stated, there are elements in Plato's Republic that enabled him to as-
sert that mind is a unity whose different types or grades of experience
are linked together in a progressive dialectic, describe in the Myth as the
climbing of the prisoner out of the cave, and his final contemplation of the
sun.

II.

I have offered the main keys of Collingwood's proposal of a philosophy of
art in Plato. It could be summarized in the following points.

1. Plato sets the basis for a sound theory of art distinguishing art from other
types of experience. The central concept in this distinction is µίµησις. A
work of art is neither a percept nor an idea, but an imitation of the percept,
and therefore an imitation of the imitation of the idea, a second order copy
of true reality.

2. Plato also develops a positive theory of art by defining a proper experience
for the work of art. This experience is imagination and its proper quality
is beauty conceived as the emotional dimension of the work of art.

3. The emotional character of the work of art, its glamour, can only be ex-
plained defining art as an indirect symbol of truth. This explains Plato
bipolar position about the arts in the description of the ideal state.

I would like now to complete the present exposition on Collingwood's
claim that there is a positive side on Plato's account of art by taking a

35Cf. Republic, 514a-518b.
36Cf. Republic, 509d-511e.
37Cf. Republic, 518c.
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closer look at the question of its plausibility. I will approach the subject in
an indirect way, for I pretend to review another related treatment of the
same question undertaken by Collingwood on his Principles of Art that, in
some aspects, introduces some important changes on the conclusions we
just have arrived at from the article we have been analyzing.

Collingwood returns to Plato quite early in the Principles (page 6 of his
Introduction to the work), and he does it with what I personally consider
a very useful advice for anyone approaching the study of any philosopher
of the past — as it could be expected from the great historian he was.
He warns us against the peril of reading what Plato says about art from
our modern biases, assuming “that Plato is describing an aesthetic experience
similar to our own.”38; and extending later this precaution against many of
the translations of Plato's works, that he considers guilty of the general
prejudice about Plato's theory of art.

But the issue I wish to consider more closely now is the shift in Colling-
wood's position about Plato's definition of art registered in the Principles
if we compare it with the analysis he developed in the article just analyzed.
In this sense, while in the 1925 article, he explicitly defends that although
Plato in the Third Book of his Republic, distinguished between two kinds
of art — mimetic art and non-mimetic art— , this distinction was left aside
in the Tenth Book, where Plato considers all art as mimetic. According to
him, such an abandonment is reinforced by the fact that Plato did not use
any more the distinction in the dialogs he wrote after39.

If this is the doctrine defended in his earlier article, Collingwood chan-
ges his mind in the Principles, where he explicitly makes the following affir-
mation: “In the tenth book Plato's position has changed. But it has not changed
in  the  direction  of  regarding  all  poetry  as  representative. The  change  is  that
whereas  in  Book  III some  representative  poetry  is  banished  because  what
it  represents  is  trivial  or  evil, in  Book  X all representative  poetry  is  banished
because  it  is  representative.”40

I want to consider, in first place, the consequences that this change
might have for the general theory developed earlier. In this sense, Colling-
wood had defended that, for Plato, mimesis was the essence of art, being

38Collingwood, R. G. (1958), 6.
39Cf. Collingwood, R. G. (1966), 174-175.
40Collingwood, R. G. (1958), 47-48.
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this an affirmation Plato had arrived at in the Tenth Book of the Republic
for the first time. But if in Book X Plato still distinguishes between mimetic
and non-mimetic poetry (or art), this assertion can no longer be defended.
Therefore the question can be raised again: What is poetry? What is art?
But the answer can no longer be: mímesis. Further more, we also followed
Collingwood in his explanation of how the emotional character of art (its
glamour, or spellbinding nature) arose, in Plato, from its mimetic or sym-
bolic nature. Collingwood's new position in the Principles also ends with
this conception of poetry or art in general. The emotional character of art
can still be a feature of a type of art (mimetic art), but not of all art as such.

Collingwood tries to support his statements by a careful and almost
statistical analysis of the appearances and uses of the word mímesis (and
its derivatives) in Book X41, so that, at first reading, we could think that he
has definitely abandoned the account of Plato's theory of art developed in
1925, and could almost convince us to do the same; assuming, therefore,
that there is not a theory of art in Plato; but only, at least in the Republic,
a theory of mimetic art.

Nevertheless, I consider Collingwood's 1925 article a better explana-
tion of what Plato understood as art or poetry. In the time that is left, I
will try to show why.

Let us begin, then, with some important clarifications that I think nec-
essary to make. To do it, I will follow a book by the Professor Emilio Lledó,
titled El concepto “poiesis” en la filosof ía griega42. Through it, we will take a
certainly brief, but necessary, review of the meaning of poiesis and mímesis,
in Plato's philosophy.

Professor Lledó makes in his book an interesting and fruitful attempt
to show the history of the Greek word poiesis from its verbal root as it
appeared in Homer or Hesiod as πoιέω, and in Heraclitus as πoιε ιν, until
the establishment of a new sense for its derivative form, πoίησις , achieved
by Plato in his dialogs. I will not go now through this history, but I do want
to use some important conclusions that we can draw from it, particularly
from the careful study Professor Lledó performs of the meaning of both
terms in the platonic dialogs, and specially in the Republic. In this sense, I

41Cf. Collingwood, R. G. (1958), 48-49.
42 The book, unfortunately, is not translated into English. For non-English speaking

people the translation would be: The “poiesis” concept  in  Greek  Philosophy.
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am forced to skip the analysis of the problem of whether it is possible to
understand Plato's use of the term poiesis as references only to poetry or
to art in general. I will use both ways of translating the term, although I
am aware that this question deserves a closer examination.

To begin with, there is an illuminating parallel between a passage of the
Gorgias with another of the Republic, one which we have already reviewed
when we were following Collingwood's first interpretation of Plato's phi-
losophy of art. In it, Socrates defends that if we strip poetry of its melody,
rhythm and meter, we are only left with words, with speeches43. The Greek
word that Plato uses in this passage for what it is normally translated as
word or speech is λόγoι. Plato is therefore distinguishing four elements
in poetry: melody (µέλoς), rhythm (ῥυθµὸν) and meter (µέτρoν) in one
side, and λόγoι, on the other; that is to say, a content that remains even if
the other three disappear44. We will later return to this same terminology
again, so I just want you to keep it in mind.

Professor Lledó rightly continues his review of the concept of poiesis in
the Tenth Book of the Republic underlining that the mimesis that Plato is
talking about in this book has a different sense if compared with the sense
it had in the Third Book45.

If we recall the two main passages of Book III where Plato speaks
of mimetic poetry46, he distinguishes between two basic kinds of poetry:
simple narrative (ἁπλ η διηγήσει) and imitative o representative narra-
tive (διὰ µιµήσεως). If the poet only narrates, the poetic form is diegésis,
like in dithyrambs; while if he moves the characters theatrically, speak-
ing through them, the poetic form will be mímesis, like in tragedies and
comedies. In the second one, the poet hides himself under the charac-
ter and speaks through it; he, therefore, tries to be another person, tries
to substitute it in voice and figure, imitates a role. A careful reading of
these passages therefore shows that mímesis refers in them to a specific
poetic form where the poet acts and appears through the characters, so
that his speech (the poet's) is determined by the characters that act in a
given tragedy or comedy.

43Gorgias, 502c
44Cf. Lledó, E. (1961), 94.
45Cf. Lledó, E. (1961), 98.
46Republic, 392d - 394c
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Plato's use of the term mímesis in some parts of the Tenth Book is
different from the usage just explained. As you may recall, after reintro-
ducing the question about poetry in similar terms as those stated in Book
III, Plato directly asks Glaucon for a definition of mímesis47, so that in
the following passages the dialog is examining the concept from a variety
of approaches, according to the well-known Socratic method. We have al-
ready reviewed the contents of these passages and the application of the
conclusions at which Plato arrives in them to poetry, so I will not repeat
the analysis now. It is important to notice, nevertheless, the change of
key that the concept mímesis has undergone from the Third Book to the
Tenth. From describing a mere literary or poetic form, it has gained an on-
tological and epistemological status, describing the relation between the
world of appearances and the ideal world. But I believe it couldn't have
been otherwise, for Plato is returning to the subject after what I consider
the climax of the Republic, in Book VI and VII: the Analogy of the Line
and the Allegory of the Cave.

If we return now to Collingwood's statements in the Principles, his de-
fense of a distinction between mimetic poetry and non-mimetic poetry in
the Tenth Book is based on the analysis of those passages of the book
where Plato speaks of imitative or representative poets (mimetikos poietés)
or similar forms and the assumption that mímesis is contextually implied
in others where Plato uses only the term poiesis48. Taking a closer look at
those passages, and bearing in mind the two senses of the concept mímesis
just explained, I think it is possible to maintain that for Plato all poetry
(and art) is mímesis (in an onto-epistemological sense); and that some po-
etry is mimetic and other is not (from the perspective of a classification of
its literary form of speech); that is to say: although all poetry is mímesis,
there are poetic forms in which the poet imitates the speeches, actions,
feelings... of the characters of a story, while in others, the poet does not
imitate them; he speaks himself, he is his own voice, the speech (logos) he
makes is his own.

In this sense, there is an important passage in Book X that confirms
my claim as well as Collingwood's in his 1925 article, and that ought to be

47Republic, 596a
48Cf. Collingwood, R. G. (1958), 48, n. 2.
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interpreted in a different way from Collingwood's assertion in the Prin-
ciples. After having established the three degrees in which reality can be
divided from the point of view of their making or poiesis49 — the model or
idea, the percept and the image — ; Plato returns to the specific case of
poetry and Homer, to see whether it possesses true knowledge or only the
appearance of knowledge. In the conclusion of this part of the Republic,
Socrates states the following:

“Shall  we, then, lay  it  down  that  all  the  poetic  tribe, beginning  with
Homer, are imitators of images of excellence and of the other things that
they 'create', and do not lay hold on truth?”50

And a few lines after again:

“And  similarly, I suppose, we  shall  say  that  the  poet  himself, knowing
nothing  but  how  to  imitate, lays  on  with  words  and  phrases  the  colors
of  the  several  arts  in  such fashion that  others  equally ignorant,who see
things only through words, will  deem  his  words  most  excellent, whether
he  speak  in  rhythm, meter  and  harmony  about  cobbling  or  generalship
or anything whatever.”51

The passage perfectly shows that Plato is talking about poetry (or art) in
general, and that it is defined as an ignorant imitation. As a matter of
fact, Plato goes on with this manner of talking about poetry understood
as mímesis until he returns to the place from which the examination of its
meaning started: the reasons for the banishment of tragic poetry.

“On  this, then, as  it  seems, we  are  fairly  agreed, that  the  imitator
knows nothing  worth  mentioning  of  the  things  he  imitates, but  that
imitation  is  a  form  of  play, not  to  be  taken  seriously, and  that  those
who  attempt  tragic  poetry, whether  in  iambics  or  heroic  verse, are  all
altogether imitators.”52

49Republic, 595c-598d.
50Republic, 600e
51Republic, 601a-b
52Republic, 602b
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It must be stressed how Plato is building his argument in the above text.
He begins with his general conclusion about imitation and an evaluation
that is deduced from it; and from there he simply applies both to the par-
ticular case of tragic poetry. But the above text is important for one more
reason: it marks a new change of direction in Plato's argument about po-
etry and art. Once he has clarified what is the general nature of poetry, he
wants to deal again with imitative poetry or art, now in the restricted sense
of a specific literary form, to reinforce his banishment from the ideal city.
It is from 602b onwards, and until the end of the treatment of the ques-
tion of poetry in Book X of the Republic, that Plato refers continually to
imitative or representative poetry (poieseos mimetiké), so that his analysis
is no longer centered in the epistemological or ontological deficiency of
poetry in general, as it was before, but on the subjects that this specific
form of poetry talks about through imitation.

This also explains why, in 607a, Plato saves from the general banish-
ment against poetry the hymns to the Gods and the praises of good men.
Although all poetry (and art) is nothing more than imitation, although
some poetic forms are specially pernicious for the health of the ideal state,
Plato doesn't want to renounce to the force that art and poetry have over
people, above all, because not everyone is called to be a philosopher, not
every citizen will be able to know true reality. To put it another way: most
of the citizens still need images.

I realize that this last affirmation needs some justification. In this
sense, it is necessary to retake what I consider the most important contri-
bution of Collingwood's 1925 article to the understanding of Plato's con-
ception of art in the Republic: his assertion of the emotional character of
art or poetry, reading it together with the passage from the Gorgias cited
earlier and its parallel in the Republic. In the first one, Plato stated that
if we strip poetry of its melody, rhythm and meter, we are only left with
words, with speeches (lógoi). In the one from the Republic, Plato declares
that if we strip poetry of its melody, rhythm and meter, we are left with
nothing53. From the last one, Collingwood arrived at the spellbinding or
glamorous nature of art (Kélesis), which he proposed to be the right equiv-
alent for what we understand today as beauty, and that was related later

53Republic, 601a-b.
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by him to the symbolic nature of art.
Taking this three pieces into account, the passage in the Republic of-

fers, as Professor Lledó defends, a definition of poetry (poiesis) from a new
perspective. For a moment, Plato leaves aside any consideration of the so-
cial effects of poetry (or art), or the relation of the imitation (mímesis)
to truth54. The first two elements of poetry that Plato mentions here
are names or words (ὄνoµα) and phrases (ῥ ηµα) that are used in poetry
to color what is represented. But this means that, in poetry, words and
phrases, or in general, speech or language (logos) do not lead to true reality.
In poetry we are forced to stay in the words themselves, in their coloring,
in the appearance of what it is. It is the external aspect of the words, their
color, what appears; so words are not the means for understanding a reality
that hides and shows in them.

Moreover, Plato adds other elements to the characterization of poetry
just reviewed in the same passage: meter, rhythm and melody. It is pre-
cisely after introducing them in the text that Plato talks of the spell (Kélesis)
that these elements posses. As the passage shows, by their spell, the audi-
ence is not longer interested about what the poet talks about, about the
true of his saying (lógos); instead they “see only through words”, they be-
hold only words in themselves. Therefore, poetry is invested with a magic
power, with some kind of enchantment, fascination or glamour (kélesis)
that removes the listener from any rational consideration, from the inter-
est in truth and ties him to the mere images of truth: to words.

III.

With this, I have laid the elements to understand both Plato's banishment
of poetry in his ideal state and his indulgence with the hymns to the Gods
and the praises of good men. These two forms of poetry are admitted in
the ideal state, because their spellbinding nature, the kélesis that is bound
to its “names and phrases”, “rhythm, meter, and melody”, that tie the lis-
tener to the mere words (lógos), is appropriate for a specific class of citizens
in the ideal state: those that are not to become philosophers, those that
are not able, by nature, to get hold of truth, but that are condemned to

54Cf. Lledó, E., (1961), 103-105.
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live between shadows, between images, between the products of mímesis.
So if their nature is such that the rational part of their souls is so weak,
they must be guided by the irrational part to which poetry speaks: they
must respect the Gods of the state, and respect and try to imitate good
men, although they will not know what, in truth, these are: they will see
their images, their imitations in poetry. But for them, this will suffice.

Collingwood himself also pointed out this dimension of poetry or art
in its 1925 article when he described it as the symbol of truth, something
he missed in the new approach to the subject he made in the Principles.
As I explained earlier, in Collingwood's terms, the problem was to remain
in the symbol, to take the symbol not as a symbol of some other reality, a
more truthful reality, but as all reality itself.
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Platón (Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Cient́ificas).

Plato (1969). “The Republic” in P. Shorey (translator) in Plato  in  Twelve
Volumes, Vols 5 & 6. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press; London:
William Heinemann Ltd.).

Plato (1984). Platonis Opera, Vol. IV, in I. Burnet (Ed.) (Oxford: Oxford
University Press).

177

Proceedings of the European Society for Aesthetics, vol. 2, 2010


