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Plato (c. 423-c. 348 B.C.) 
The Republic, from Book X 

It the end of his treatise on the ideal state, the philosopher Plato attacks poets and painters. He claims that 
painters are only imitators of appearances, rather than of essences (forms or ideas), and therefore 
dishonest; he concludes that they must be banished from the state. Implicit in this argument is a 
condemnation of the new illusionistic practices in Greek art. The treatise is written in Socratic dialogue 
form, which consists of a series of questions designed to elicit clear and rational answers. 
 

"Could you tell me what imitation in general is? ...We are, presumably, accustomed to set down 
some one particular form for each of the particular 'manys' to which we apply the same name. Or don't you 
understand?" 

"I do." 
"Then let's now set down anyone of the 'manys' you please; for example, if you wish, there are 

surely many couches and tables." 
"Of course." 
"But as for ideas for these furnishings, there are presumably two, one of couch, one of table. "  
"Yes." 
"Aren't we also accustomed to say that it is in looking to the idea of each implement that one 

craftsman makes the couches and another the chairs we use, and similarly for other things? For presumably 
none of the craftsmen fabricates the idea itself. How could he?" 

"In no way."  
"Well, now, see what you call this craftsman here."  
"Which one?" 
“He who makes everything that each one of the manual artisans makes separately.... This same 

manual artisan is not only able to make all implements but also makes everything that grows naturally from 
the earth, ...all animals, ...and everything in heaven and everything in Hades under the earth." 

"That's quite a wonderful sophist you speak of," he said. 
" ...Aren't you aware that you yourself could in a certain way make all these things?" 
"And what," he said, "is that way?"... 
"You could fabricate them quickly, ...if you are willing to take a mirror and carry it around 

everywhere; quickly you will make the sun and the things in heaven; quickly, the earth; and quickly, 
yourself and the other animals and implements and plants...." 

"Yes," he said, "so that they look like they are; however, they surely are not the truth." 
"Fine," I said, "and you attack the argument at just the right place. For I suppose the painter is also 

one of these craftsmen, isn't he?" 
 "Of course he is." 
"But I suppose you'll say that he doesn't truly make what he makes. And yet in a certain way the 

painter too does make a couch, doesn't he?" 
"Yes," he said, "he too makes what looks like a couch." 
" And what about the couchmaker? Weren't you just saying that he doesn't make the form, which is 

what we, of course, say a couch is, but a certain couch?" 
"Yes," he said.... 
"Do you," I said, "want us...to investigate who this imitator is?" 
"If you want to," he said. 
"There turn out, then, to be these three kinds of couches: one that is in nature, which we would say, I 

suppose, a god produced.... And then one that the carpenter produced." 
"Yes," he said. 
"And the one that the painter produced, isn't that so?" 



"Let it be so. "... 
"Now, the god...made only one, that very one which is a couch [that is, the essence of a couch]. ...Do 

you want us to address him as [the couch's] nature-begetter or something of the kind?" 
"That's just, at any rate," he said, "since by nature he has made both this and everything else." 
"And what about the carpenter? Isn't he a craftsman of a couch?" 
"Yes." 
"And is the painter also a craftsman and a maker of such a thing?" 
"Not at all." 
"But what of a couch will you say he is?" 
"In my opinion," he said, "he would most sensibly be addressed as an imitator of that of which these 

others are craftsmen." 
"All right," I said, "do you, then, call the man at the third generation from nature an imitator?" 
"Most certainly," he said.... 
"Now tell me this about the painter. In your opinion, does he in each case attempt to imitate the 

thing itself in nature, or the works of the craftsmen?" 
"The works of the craftsmen," he said. 
"Such as they are or such as they look? For you still have to make that distinction." 
"How do you mean?" he said. 
"Like this. Does a couch, if you observe it from the side, or from the front, or from anywhere else, 

differ at all from itself? Or does it not differ at all but only look different, and similarly with the rest?" 
"The latter is so," he said. "It looks different, but isn't." 
"Now consider this very point. Toward which is painting directed in each case—toward imitation of 

the being as it is or toward its looking as it looks? Is it imitation of looks or of truth?" 
"Of looks," he said. 
"Therefore, imitation is surely far from truth; and, as it seems, it is due to this that it produces 

everything—because it lays hold of a certain small part of each thing, and that part is itself only a phantom. 
For example, the painter, we say, will paint for us a shoemaker, a carpenter, and the other craftsmen, 
although he doesn't understand the arts of anyone of them.  But, nevertheless, if he is a good painter, by 
painting a carpenter and displaying him from far off, he would deceive children and foolish human beings 
into thinking that it is truly a carpenter." 

"Of course." 
 


