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KENNETH DORTER

The Ion: Plato’s Characterization

of Art

I

THERE 18 NO QUESTION that Plato re-
garded art as a serious and dangerous rival
to philosophy—this is 2 theme that remains
constant, from the very early Ion to the
very late Laws—but beyond this. there is
much disagreement. Did he respect art and
appreciate its' merits, or was he contemp-
tuous and unappreciative of it? Or was he
inconsistent? One reason for this uncer-
tainty is that none of the three dialogues
usually consulted for Plato’s theory of art is
concerned with the problem of art in its
own terms. The praise of art (music) and
censure of artists in the Republic and Laws
are always with a view toward their advan-
tages and disadvantages for education and
the state; and the remarks in the Phaedrus
are incidental to an analysis of eros. For
this reason, careful examination of the Jon
is invaluable as a vehicle for entering into

Plato’s thought on art: not only is it the.

one dialogue devoted exclusively to the
question of art, it is the only dialogue
which discusses art in its own terms at all.
Yet it is one of Plato’s most neglected
dialogues. Although everyone seems ready
to admit that it is “delightful,” it is not
generally regarded as very substantial! It is
the aim of this essay to dispute that esti-
mate and, at the same time, examine the
nature of art. Even if ali the themes of the
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Ion recur in later dialogues, as many of
them certainly do, the Ion gives them a
unity, completeness, and unbiased perspec-
tive that is not found elsewhere in Plato.
Artists commonly make use of skills-to
achieve control over their materials, and
skills often take aesthetic. considerations
into account, as in the case of carpentry. In
between, there are fields in which art and
skill are so closely wed that it is impossible
to designate either as subordinate to the
other. These are the fields generally called
applied arts, such as architecture, landscape
gardening, design, etc. Presumably because
of this common interdependence between
art and skill, there is 2 perennial tendency
to regard art as nothing more than a spe-
cialized form of skill or experience. With
this evidently in view, the question of art. is
approached in the Jor by means of an effort |
to distinguish it from skill or science.? This
is done essentially in three sections, in addi-

tion to a prelude (530a—d) and conclusion

(541e-542b). The first section (531a-533c)
distinguishes art from skill or science by
arguing that unlike skill or science it does
not consist of universally applicable princi-
ples; the third (536e-541€) makes the same
distinction, elaborating the first argument,
by arguing that art, unlike skill or science,
is not necessarily based on an understand-
ing of its subject matter; the second section
(533c-536d), on the other hand, offers some
positive suggestions as to what art essen-
tially is. Thus the perspective of the first
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and third sections is primarily negative in
showing what art is not, while that of the
second section is basically positive.
Although the second section is the positive
one, it 1s also left undeveloped and obscure.
The first and third are argued elaborately
and carefully, with plenty of examples, in a
Iucid question and answer style, whereas
the second consists for the most part of long
mythic, metaphoric speeches by Socrates,
with much suggestiveness and little expla-
nation. Dramatically, the reason for the el-
lipticity of this section is, at least in part,
Ton’s characteristic inability to pay atten-
tion to any poetry other than Homer's
(538b8—c4). He seems unable to concentrate
on Socrates’ poetic discourse: after twice
agreeing that artists (including rhapsodes)
create when possessed and out of their
senses (535a, d), he abruptly announces:

You speak well, Socrates, T would wonder, how-
ever, if you can speak so well as to convince me
that I praise Homer by being possessed anid mad.
And I think I wouldn't seem so to you if you
heard me speaking about Homer. (535d)

Here, as elsewhere (530d, 587a), he is much
more eager to perform his rhapsodic art
than to engage in an intellectual inquiry.
The first and third sections are typical So-
cratic refutation, prosecuted with typical
Socratic energy and thoroughness. The sec-
ond section is Socrates’ response to Ion’s
demand that he investigate the positive as-
pect of art (533c), and (again typically) Soc-
rates shows himself unwilling to elaborate
his own views any further than he is com-
pelled to do by his companion’s persever-
ance—which, in Ion’s case, is not very far,
This section, therefore, demands ¢onsidera-
bly more analysis and elaboration on our
part than do the others, and will be saved
for last.

II. ION, SECTION 1

If the Ion is to be a work about art, as the
second section indicates, it must be neces-
sary not only to see Ion as representative of
thapsodes in general—he is certainly por-
trayed as one of the best (530b1)—but also
to see Jon and the art of rhapsodizing as
representative of art in general® But why
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rhapsodizing? It is certainly not one of the
most fundamental arts, not even in Plato’s
day. The reason lies, I suspect, in the ambi-
guity of the rhapsode’s status. The fact that
an interpretive or performing artist, such as
a rhapsode, actor, musician, or dancer, is
confronted not with “raw material” as a
“primary” artist is, but with a finished work
of art, puts him in a more complex position
than the primary artist. Not only is he a
creator for his audience, he is also an audi-
ence for the primary artist;

Any theory of art which does not take
account of both the source and the destina-
tion, the artist and the audience, must be
incomplete. Despite the fact that if there
were no artist there would be no art work,
the meaning of the act of creation for the
artist is sometimes ignored in theories of
art. But the importance of the audience
should not be overlooked either. Indeed, at
times the determination of the audience su-
persedes that of the creator: what the work
means to the audience may take precedence
over what it meant to the artist. The Dada-
ists, for example, conceived of themselves as
anti-artists, but the audiences found them-
selves relating to Dada as to art, so Anti-art
became a species of Art. What the creator
created as an opposition to art, the audi-
ences’ response transformed into art. And
“found art” provides us with the example
of art that has an audience but no artist.

Plato’s choice of the rhapsode offers him
this double perspective without which the
view of art would be incomplete. Ion is not
only an artist but also Homer's audience,
and this is of some importance in section
two, as we shall see.

The argument of the present section is
essentially that art is not a skill or science,
because its techniques are not indifferently
transferable from one instance to another,
as with skills and science. It begins with
Ton’s admission (or is it a boast?) that his
ability is limited to the poetry of Homer:
“This seems to me to be sufficient” (531a).
He concedes to Socrates, however, that
where other poets, such as Hesiod, agree
with Homer, he ought to be able to be given
an equally fine explanation of what any of
them say (and here we see that the rhap-
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sode’s art was not limited to recitation). But
what about where they disagree? Ion ac-
knowledges (thus inviting Socrates’ attack
in section three) that a good prophet is bet-
ter able than a rhapsode to comment not
only on passages where Homer and Hesiod
agree about prophecy but also where they
disagree. Now, since all poets speak about
the same sort of things as Homer, one
would expect the rhapsode to be able to
speak about all poets, just as when the
prophet can speak about a theme (proph-
ecy) in some one poet, he can speak of all
the others who treat of that same theme
(581a—d). Ion, however, cannot do this. The
reason, he says, is that the other poets are
beneath comparison with Homer.

This explanation will not suffice, as Soc-
rates patiently points out, for a skill should
enable one to make qualitative comparisons
and judgments within its sphere, and thus
should enable one to recognize and com-
ment on both good and bad instances of it.
Men skilled in arithmetic and medicine, for
instance, are readily able to judge both
good and bad statements about these fields.
Therefore Ton, too, should be able to judge
not only Homer but the inferior poets as
well (531d-532Db).

ION: Then whatever is the reason, Socrates, that
when anyone discusses another poet, I am unable
to pay attention or contribute anything at all
worth saying, and absolutely doze off; but when
anyone remembers Homer, ] immediately wake up
and pay attention, and am not at an impasse as
to what to say?

SOCRATES: It is not difficult to guess at the
reason, my friend. Rather it is clear to everyone
that you are unable to speak about Homer by
skill or science, For if you were able by skill, you
would also be able to speak about all the other
poets. (532b—)

Socrates emphasizes this point by a com-
parison between rhapsodizing and various
forms of art criticism:

SOCRATES: Then have you ever yet seen anyone
who, with regard to Polygnotus, the son of Aglao-
phon, is formidable at showing what he paints
well and what he doesn’t, but is unable to do so
with regard to the other painters? And whenever
anyone exhibits the works of the other painters,
he dozes off, and is at an impasse, and doesn't
have anything to contribute; but when he needs
to show his knowledge about Polygnetus or any
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other one painter you wish, he wakes up and pays

attention, and isn't at an jmpasse as te what to

say?

IOYN: Not at all, by Zeus. (532e-583a)

This point is extended to include also the
criticism of sculpture, of various forms of
music, and even of rhapsodizing. Interpre-
tive art is thus seen to be essentially differ-
ent from the related skills or sciences of
criticistn, including literary criticism.*

The critic has at his disposal certain prin-
ciples or canons which can be applied at
will to various instances of his special kind ~
of art. If these principles are not applied
with quite the mechanical ease with which
a worker applies the principles of his craft
to his material, the difference seems to be
only one of degree of subtlety or complex-
ity. Artists, however, do not seem able to do
this, finding their fertility dependent on a
certain kind of soil, and not generally trans-
ferable to other soils. As Socrates later
points out by way of example, each rhap-
sode is dependent on a certain poet, who is,
in turn, dependent on a certain Muse
(5362-h).

Does this argument, distinguishing art
from skill and science, seem justified in the
case of interpretive arts, and even in that of
art generally? To answer this we must test
the argument against our own experience.
But this task is complicated by the fact that
of the two components of rhapsodizing, per-
formance and exegesis, it is the exegetic as-
pect that is under consideration; whereas
there no longer seems to be any performing
art which has exegesis as a formal compo-
nent. Performers, it is true, develop definite
interpretations of their favorite artists as a
result of their intimate contact with the art-
ists’ thought—rather than through the ap-
plication of canons of criticism—and in this
respect resemble the rhapsode (cf. 580b—c).
Moreover, they are often willing and even
eager to expound these interpretations, as
actors and directors will discuss play-
wrights, musicians and conductors will dis-
cuss composers, and so on. However, this is
now regarded as an adjunci to their profes-
sion rather than an inseparable function of
it, and is consequently so rarely displayed
in public that one cannot make any generali-
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zations about it. For this reason, we shall
have to translate Socrates’ questions about
exegesis into questions about performance.
"This can be done, I think, without violence
to the argument, since the same factors that
make a performer better able to explain
one artist than another would also, presum-
ably, make him better able to perform that
artist; certainly Socrates and Ion treat these
two functions of rhapsodizing as insepara-
ble in this way. '

Therefore, testing this argument with re-
gard to the interpretive arts, and art gener-
ally, amounts to asking in the first instance
whether actors, for -example, find them-
selves more adept at interpreting and per-
forming certain kinds of roles or styles of
drama than others; whether musicians simi-
larly find themselves significantly more re-
sponsive to certain styles of music or certain
composers; whether this is true of dancers;
etc. In the second instance we must ask
whether composers, for example, are ‘natu-
rally more comfortable with any one style
than another, and similarly with painters,
sculptors, poets, dramatists, writers of fic-
tion, etc. .

Like most generalizations about artists,
answering these questions is bound to be a
tricky affair. On the whole, however, I
should think that Jon's case is essentially
representative, though not all artists are
quite as narrow as he. The Greek concep-
tion of the diversity of Muses reflects that
culture’s general concurrence that artists
were wedded to particular styles of modes,
and that the source of one such mode is
distinct from that of the others. This is not
to say that an artist cannot change styles,
but rather that he himself must change in
order to do so0; he cannot don various styles
at will with the indifference of a craftsman
choosing the appropriate technique for a
particular project. ‘

In our own day, as well, although belief
in the Muses does not figure among the car-
dinal tenets of our faith, we tend to speak
of differences in temperament among art-
1sts, by which we distinguish both the work
and commitment of one artist from an-
other; and it seems likely that the concep-
tion of the Muses as several and discrete,
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rather than as a single deity, is an expres-
sion of this factor. Bach, Mozart, Beet-
hoven, Wagner, and Stravinsky, all are
composers of the first rank, but their music
expresses considerable temperamental - dif-
ferences, so that none of them, at their ma-
turity, would likely be very successful at ex-
pressing himself in the style of one of the
others——even abstracting as far as possible
from the historical differences of style,
These . temperamental differences. are evi-
dent among performers and listeners, as
well, many of whom will be unsympathetic
to one or more of these composers, while
not necessarily denying their genius. In the
other arts, it goes without saying, these fac-
tors figure as strongly as in music.

Some temperaments, of course, are more
versatile than others; but all are characteris-
tically delimited, so: that no matter how
great and versatile an artist may be, his
work will always be vastly supplemented
(not merely overlapped) by that of others.
But a craftsman, whose work consists of the
application of a learned skill, may make use
of its objective rules independently of any
temperamental bias. That is why few, if any
of us, are content to confine our enjoyment
of an art form to the work of a single artist.
It would require the virtual coincidence of
our temperament with the artist’s, as in the
case of Ion and Homer. But this does not
hold true of skills, for a skilled craftsman
can accommodate his skill to all styles and
temperaments. -

This argument does not, of course, deny
that there may be an interdependence be-
tween art and skill—art making use of skills
and skill taking aesthetic factors into ac-
count—but only that the one can be re-
duced to the other. This distinction is more
evident, the greater the degree in which the
art or ‘science is mastered by the practi-
tioner. A very poor artist may have little or
no inspiration, and rely almost exclusively
on the mechanical application of learned
techniques, in which case there is no reason
why he cannot be quite versatile in the
number of styles he can imitate—as, for ex-
ample, a successful art forger may. Con-
versely, someone who has only a slight
grasp of some skill may be able to apply it



" The Ion: Plato’s Characierization of Art

only in a few isolated instances, not having
sufficient comprehension of the general
principles underlying it to be capable of
much versatility. Thus, as the degrees of art
and skill diminish, the practitioners con-
verge in terms of their versatility. But the
greater the degree in which the art or skill
is present—i.c., the “hetter” the artist or
skilled person is—the more evident is the
distinction: the artist becomes more indi-
vidual and distinctive (all other things
being equal—as mentioned above, the indi-
viduality of some artists is broader than
that of others), and the skilled person more
versatile and consistent. It is perhaps for
this reason that Socrates makes a point of
comparing not just the artist with the skilled
person, but the good artist with the good
skilled person.®

Though this argument may serve to show
that art, being significantly less versatile
than skill, cannot be reduced to it, it does
not tell us more definitely what art itself is.
This is what, in effect, Ion now asks Socra-
tes:

1 have nothing to say in opposition to you on

that, Socrates, but of this I am conscious, that

with regard to Homer I, among men, speak the

finest, and am at no impasse, and everyone tells

me that I speak well, but not with regard to the
others. Therefore see why this is. (583¢)

Socrates’ answer constitutes the second sec-
tion of this dialogue, but, leaving that for
later, let us look at section three.

I1I. ION, SECTION 3

At the end of section one, Ion does not
object to Socrates’ claim that Ion’s rhap-
sodic ability is not due to skill, provided
Socrates can satisfactorily explain this abil-
ity (533c). Socrates offers an explanation in
section two, suggesting that artistic excel-
lence is due to divine inspiration and
madness, which Ion finally rejects, offering
to prove by means of a performance that
he is not mad .(586d). Socrates declines this
offer, since it would obviously prove noth-
ing, their dispute being not as to the exist-
ence of Ion’s ability but as to its source.
Socrates had initially shownt that art is not
a skill or science (which may imply that it is
therefore nonwrational, ie, “mad”) by
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showing that the artist cannot apply his
principles wherever he chooses, as the tech-
nician or scientist can. He now takes that
analysis one step further, showing why it is
that the artist cannot do this: he cannot
claim true understanding of his subject,
and therefore his art cannot be based on
principles of knowledge. In this section we
encounter arguments that are familiar to us
from other dialogues: the challenging of
the artist’s claim to wisdom or superior
knowledge, and,. suggested throughout, the
famous view of the artist as imitator, culmi-
nating in Socrates’ likening of Ion to “Pro-
teus taking every shape” (541e7).

Socrates begins his attack by suggesting
that Ton cannot speak well on all subjects
in Hormer, if he is not adept at all the skills
Homer speaks of (536e-537a). If Ion’s rhap-
sodizing is a skill or science, and therefore-
based on principles that can be learned, i.e,
knowledge, it must involve knowledge of
the subjects about which he speaks. Socra-
tes, to be sure, does not insist that there
must be subjects in Homer that Yon does
not understand; his point is not that the
artist cannot understand his subject, but
that he does not necessarily understand it
—any such understanding would not be by
virtue of his art (540d—e). He challenges Ion
to find one in which there is no specialized
expert whose skill or science makes him bet-
ter qualified than the rhapsode to explain
and judge Homer’s treatment of it. Not sur-
prisingly, it turns out there there is no such
subject: there is always some specialized
skill or science which understands any par-
ticular subject beiter than the art of rhap- -
sodizing possibly could. Thus they consider
chariot driving, medicine, and fishing
(587a~530d), without Ion’s being able 'to
claim an understanding of any of them
which rivals that of their skilled practition-
€rs.

Since Socrates, as he demonstrates, has no
trouble in showing which passages in
Homer would be suitable for the prophet
to pass judgment on, why cannot Ion show
which are suitable for the rthapsode
(538d-589¢)? Obviously the challenge is un-
fair, since, on this analogy, the only answer
Ion could make is: the (non-existent) pas-
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sages in which Homer speaks of rhapsodiz-
ing. But it is important to see that Socrates

is not merely diddling Ion: he is, rather,

pursuing the consequences of Ion’s claim
that art (rhapsodizing) is cognitive, like
skill or science. The atterapt to treat art in
the same way as the “other” skills reduces
to absurdity.

Ton realizes that something has gone
wrong, and tries to retrieve his position. He
now says that all passages are suitable for
the rhapsode to judge. No doubt in some
sense he is right, but he is unable to make
the necessary distinction. Not seeing quite
where the difficulty lies, he tries to cling
stubbornly to this position that has already
been shown to be untenable. Socrates then
asks him, “Don’t you remember that you
said the rhapsode’s skill is different from
the charioteer’s?” (540a)—a question which
serves not only to renew the refutation but
also to remind Ion, by the phrase “the
rhapsode’s  skill” = (tén  hrapsoidiken
technén), that the root of the problem is
Ion’s insistence that rhapsodizing is a skill
on the model of, for example; chariot driv-
ing. If Ton were willing to admit that art is
a different order of enterprise from skills
such as this, there would be no need to
make them mutually exclusive in this way.
Ion fails to notice that and is easily flushed
from his position once again by Socrates,
and is once again in full retreat. He is
forced to surrender steersmanship and, for a
second time, medicine from his jurisdiction,
and——evidently feeling increasingly humble
—-is willing to settle for claiming to know
what a slave would say. But even this is
taken from him, for as soon as the slavé
does anything, such as herd cattle or spint
wool, the rhapsode is once again ousted by
some expert (540a-d). .

Finally Socrates lures Ion into making his
last stand. He asks the devotee of the au-
thor of the Iliad whether he would know
what sort of things a general ought to say to
his troops. The desperate Ion sees this as
his last best hope and rushes to this posi-
tion, holding it at all costs, even when he
finds himself faced with assuring Socrates
that he, Ion the rhapsode, is far and away
the best general in Greece (541b). But Ion

-
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sees. his position is untenable and when Soc-
rates accuses him of not revealing what the
subjects are at which he is. so adept (54le),
he does not protest.

Socrates then delivers an ultimatum. If
Ion really does possess skill or science, then
he must have been capable of answering
Socrates’ request if he wished; and his not

doing so, after promising he would, must be . -

construed as dishonesty and injustice. Like
Proteus, he sought to escape by taking every
shape, escaping finally in the guise of a gen-
eral. Therefore, either he does not possess
skill or science, and is instead divinely in-
spired, or else he is unjust. Socrates tells
him to choose whether he would rather be
considered unjust or divine. Jon accepts
Socrates’ terms and chooses divinity
(541e-542b).

As in the Republic with the example of
the poet, Socrates here shows by the exam-
ple of the rhapsode that any pretension
the artist may have to wisdom or superior
knowledge is unjustified. Otherwise, as Soc-
rates’ remarks suggest, why are artists so
often inarticulate about what it is that they
are doing and ynable in many cases to give
a better account of themselves and their art
than Ion did? :

Ion might have countered Socrates’ argu-
ment by claiming that the wisdom of the
artist is genuine but non-conceptual, and
does not therefore lend itself to conceptual
linguistic explication. Or he might have
claimed, as Socrates does in the Republic
(428b-d), that wisdom does not mean spe-
cialized expertise but a synoptic view; he
might argue then, that although his knowl-
edge is deficient to the expert’s in any par-
ticular field, what counts is rather breadth
than depth, and that he may therefore
claim superior wisdom of a sort. To the first
claim Socrates might reply that a non-con-
ceptual wisdom is not akin to skill or sci-
ence, is therefore not *rational” in their
sense, and could accordingly be described as
a wisdom that is non-rational or “mad.” It
is only art’s claim to wisdom on the model
of science that Socrates opposes; As for the
second claim, it might prove hard to defend
if Socrates asked how a synopsis composed
of deficient elements could be of much



The Ion: Plato’s Characterization of Art

value. But in this case what right does phi-
losophy have to claim to be cognitive? Can
it not be said of philosophy, too, that each
of its fields is better understood by a spe-
cialist who devotes all his time to it—art by
artists, politics by politicians, human na-
ture by rhetoricians, and so on? Further-
more, could one not use the same argument
to show that any skill or science which has
subdivisions must be non-cognitive, since
there would be a specialist for each of the
subdivisions that constitute the whole?
Thus it might be argued that a general
practitioner of medicine cannot really be
said to have medical knowledge, because in
any given medical field there will be an
expert more knowledgeable than he.
The cases, however, are not parallel. The
general practitioner does have genuine
- medical knowledge in that he has studied
the principles of medicine, but chooses to
concentrate on the totality and interrela-
tion of general principles rather than the
details of one isolated branch. In so doing
he performs a cognitive function different
from that of any of the specialists, which is
why he continues to thrive. Similarly, the
philosopher requires knowledge of the var-
ious fields with which he deals, and studies
them in order to bring these various pur-
suits together so as to understand their gen-
eral principles and their relations to one
another, and he thus performs a cognitive
function distinct from any of the others.
The case of the artist is different, however:

SOCRATES: And are you also a general, Ion—
the best of the Greeks? ‘

ION: You may be sure of it, Socrates, and I have
Iearned that too from Homer. (641b)

Ion's notions about generalship were not
derived from a study of warfare but from a
study of Homer, who was not a general—
nor even, perhaps, a soldier. He cannot,
therefore, be said to possess the science of
generalship but only derivative opinions
about it, and this is evidently true of his
acquaintance with the other sciences as
well. This is not to deny that the artist can
acquaint himself with such skills or sciences
if he chooses—indeed, this is explicit
(540d-e)—but rather to make the point

7

that such knowledge is not an essential
component of art per se, as it is in the other
cases. The most that is necessary for art is
verisimilitude, not factual truth; and even
verisimilitude can be dispensed with in cer-
tain art forms, such as in farces or non-nat-
uralistic art. Factual knowledge may be de-
sirable for art but not essential—it may
make art more accurate and philosophically
more enlightening but not more artistic, as
Ion is a case in point, '

One would get 2 onesided and mislead-
ing view of Plato’s attitude toward art if
one read Socrates’ attack on artists in Re-
public X without bearing in mind the es-
teem he shows for art (music, including po-
etry) in Book II (376e ff.), an esteem which
he never abandons.® In the same way, it
would be misleading to remember the first
and third sections of the fon, in which Soc-
rates criticizes the artistic pretension to
knowledge, without bearing in mind the
middle section, in which he balances the
two negative sections with a positive charac-
terization of art. The claim to divinity that
Socrates offers Ion may be somewhat ironic
in the context of the conclusion, but in the
second section Socrates has shown in what
sense it is justified and serious. '

1Vv. ION, SECTION 2 (THE
AUDIENGE)

We have seen that the third section casts
artists in the role of imitators of a reality
they do not understand. Though not ex-
plicit, the conception of art as imitation is
clearly implicit and seems to have been al-
ready in evidence by Plato’s time.” This
does not mean that “imitation’” exhausts
the significance of art, however, and that
Plato sees art as nothing more than the mir-
ror to which he maliciously compares it in
Republic X. Imitation or mirroring are
very ordinary affairs, but there is something
extraordinary and uncanny about art. It is
this uncanny aspect that section two focuses
on at some length.

SOCRATES: When you are speaking epics well
...are you then in your senses, or are you beside
yourself? And doesn't your soul, being inspired,
think that it is present at the actions of which you
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speak, whether at Ithaca, or Troy, or wherever
€lse the epics hold?

Ton assénts, adding:

When I am telling anything pitiful, my eyes are
filled with tears; but when it is frightening or
formidable, ‘my hair stands up from fear, and
my heart leaps. (535b~)

If art is a kind of imitation, it is one which
does not merely mirror but transports us
into another world. So much that, judged
by the ordinary standards of the physically
present world, our behavior during an aes-
thetic experience appears incomprehensible
and “mad.” Socrates conjures up the pic-

ture of Ton reciting sad and frightening pas-

sages from Homer: dressed in gorgeous cloth-
ing, a golden crown perched upon his
head, standing amid tweaty thousand ad-
mirers who not only are not trying to take
away his crown or colorful clothes but will
shortly be giving him their money, Jon—
who is not shy-—weeps and trembles with
fear. Such a man, Ion must admit, is not in
his senses (535d).

Thus, too, absorbed in an art gallery,
would our. behavior be judged sane by
someone who understood only that we are
staring at colors on a wall? It would miss
the point also to interpret concert going as
an interest in seeing people puffing and
blowing and waving their arms about, and
hearing the sort of sounds they make—al-
though from a purely physical point of
view that is certainly what it is. Nor would
it seem sane if, becoming melancholy from
reading of Dora’s death in David Copper-
field, we explained that we were saddened
at the death of someone who never existed.
Similarly, those who weep or tremble at
movies are not generally convinced or com-
forted by assurances that they are watching
only actors’ pretense, nothing “real.” It is
something real, but real in an extraordi-
nary sense, so that there is something ludi-
crous about the “ordinary” fact that pros-
perous, happy people, sitting comfortably
in a theater, enjoying oral gratification with
popcorn, candy, or tobacco, weep tragically
over the non-existent troubles of non-exis-
tent characters,

The uncanniness of art does not stop
here. When Socrates asks Ion whether he is
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aware that he transmits his own reactions ta
the audience, he replies that he is:

For I am constantly looking down from my stage
upon peaple weeping, or with formidable looks, or
amazed with what is spoken, For I need to pay
close attention to them, so that if I make them
weep I shall laugh on receiving their money, but
if 1 make them laugh I myself shail weep at losing
their money. (535¢)

'This is surely paradoxical. How can Ion be,
as he said only ten lines earlier, transported
into another world—the mythical world of
Ithaca and Troy—and yet be so intensely
and calculatingly aware of this one? It does
not mean that Ion is a fraud or hypocrite,
insincere in his earlier claim to ecstatic
transport, for it is a fact that performing
artists must be as closely in touch with their
audience as with their source material:
their function is to mediate between the
artist and the audience, and this cannot be
consummately done without their being in-
tensely aware of and sensitive to the audi-
ence. Moreover, it is at the very time of
performing that the performer is at his best
and most sensitive to the artist he is inter-
preting; the presence of the audience often
inspires him to new heights by intensifying

for him the aesthetic experience in which

he is actively participating. This being the
case, the performer’s involvement in the
physical world of the theater and in his
professional duties does not detract from
his involvement in the art work, as one
might at first expect, but on the contrary
increases it.

Why should this- be? Is this paradox
meant to indicate something about the na-
ture of art? It was suggested earlier that Ion
functions in this dialogue in the dual roles
of artist and audience, and that, as artist, he
is meant to be representative of artists in

_general. Can we say as well that'as audience

he is representative of audiences in general?
To answer this we must determine whether
the “self awareness” which is inseparable
from the performer’s professional encounter
with the art work is also inseparable from
that of the avdience; and, if so, whether
this is only a necessary evil or, on the con-
trary, that it somehow enhances the aes-
thetic experience.

In the first place there is the obvious fact
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that rooments exist during any aesthetic ex-
perience, during which something like total
absorpiion and self forgetfulness seem to
occur, and these moments arec the ones we
most value. But this is true of the per-
former as well, and the constant reference
he makes to his audience occurs in flicker-
ing conjunction with this absorption. As for
the question of self awareness on the part of
the audience in general, we may first ob-
serve that it does in fact occur, leaving un-
decided for the moment whether it is only
an unfortunate imperfection in the aes-
thetic experience or, as with the performer,
an essential feature of it. At an art gallery
we are for the most part not unaware of
other people, the pressure of the floor
against our feet, our movements, the design
of the building, hunger or fatigue, and—
not least important—our mermories, atti-
tudes, hopes, and plans that the work may
cail to mind or illuminate. At a concert or
film we shift in our seat, deliberately post-
pone coughing until a propitious moment,
wage surreptitious battles with our neigh-
bors for the arm rest, are aware of the
acoustics and architecture, the performers
and audience, and, again, of our own mem-
ories, attitudes, hopes, and plans. And dur-
ing other kinds of aesthetic experience anal-
ogous situations obtain: we find a constant
flickering of our mind between the world of
art work and the here and now world of
our personal affairs.

The question arises again: Why should
this be? Art works, as corporeal, require
sensory awareness, thus admitting the possi-
bility of sensory distraction which brings us
back to ourself. But a more fundamental
_factor seems to be that the art world itself
intrinsically seeks ourselves out, makes us
self conscious, and thus only derivatively
calls our attention to the physical world
surrounding us.® Although the kinds of
physical distraction mentioned earlier
would thus appear irrelevant and undesira-
ble, they can now be understood as, in part,
consequences of a self awareness that is de-
manded by and essential to the aesthetic
experience. The world of the art work is
constantly applied, made relevant, and as-
similated to ourselves, and somehow illumi-
nates, or even transfigures our memories,
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attitudes, hopes, and plans. This is why the
aesthetic experience is not merely escapist
but edifying, and not only a rapture from
without but also intensely personal and our
own. It also explains the paradoxical fact of
the Ion, that not only does the self aware-
ness required by the performer’s profession
fail to prevent him from becoming ab-
sorbed in the art work, as we might expect
it to do, it even seems to enhance this par-
ticipation, since the performer is very likely
the most intense and appreciative audience
of the art work. If it is a function of the art
work to apply itself intimately to ourselves,
the heightened appreciation of the work by
the performer is more readily comprehensi-
ble, since his personal affairs, his world, are
more immediately commensurate with the
world of the art work, because more insep-
arable from it, than are those of most of us.
Thus, when Plato calls attention to the
paradoxical nature of Ion’s activity, it is
revelatory of something about the aesthetic
experience in gemeral not. of something
fraudulent about Icn. The performer, to-be
sure, is a special case, in that his function as
audience is entwined with an additional
creative function not shared by the audi-
ence in general; but the fact that the self
awareness required by his profession is not
incompatible with-—and even enhances—
his absorption in the art work, is indicative

and representative of something that holds

true between the art work and audience
generally. '

Art, then, is not merely imitation, for it
infuses our world in such a way as to trans-
form and ennoble it. But how? What is
there about the world of the art work that
can transmute our “ordinary”’ world? For
one thing, the world of the art work is al-
ready a transformation, rather than dupli-
cation, of ordinary experience. In this sec-
tion where Socrates is putting forth his own
view of the value of art, rather than attack-
ing art on the basis of Ion's view, he offers a
simile of the artist much more revealing
than the likening of him to Proteus the
imitator:

For the poets tell us indeed that plucking their
lyrics from springs flowing with honey, out of
ceitain gardens and glades of the Muses, they
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bring them to us like the bees, and fly like them.
~ And what they say is true. (534a-b)

The comparison of the poet to the bee, to-
gether with that of the repository of his
verse to honey, cannot but be suggestive.
Between Proteus and his models, or the
mirror and what it reflects, obtains only the
most arbitrary and external of relations;
but the relation between the bee and honey
is intrinsic and necessary. A bee bringing us
honey (unlikely though that event may be)
is not bringing us a sample or copy of na-
ture, but rather a transformation of nature
which the bee itself has wrought. The same
role is ascribed to the artist when he is com-
pared to a bee, gathering his art from rivers
of honey: his works are taken not ready-
made from ordinary experience, but only
from the fruits of his own catalysis.

Only this can explain the extraordinary
quality of art—extraordinary not only in its
effect on us but also, as we saw in the first
section, in the act of creativity that brings it
about. Were the artist’s realm no more than
that of ordinary experience, there is no rea-
son why skill or science would not be ap-
propriate and adequate. Its extraordinar-
iness explains why, for example, we read
the Iliad differently than we read a history
text.

V. ION, SECTION 2 (THE
ARTIST) -

To consider the art work as a transforma-
tion of ordinary experience may explain
why it can transform our ordimary world,
but itself is in need of explanation. What
sort of transformation does the artist effect
in the creation of the art work? What prin-
ciple can he employ if not one of skill or
science, but somehow non-cognitive and
“extraordinary?” In the metaphor of the
bees, the streams of honey are found in the
realm of the Muses, and it is the Muses that
are the subject of Socrates’ discourse. here.
They are the gods of whom Socrates says:
“,..those beautiful poems aren’t human
nor fromn men, but divine and from gods;
and poets are nothing other than interpret-
ers of the gods, possessed by whichever one
possesses them™ (B34e), Art is not a human
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skill or science but a divine allotment
(586¢),* furnished by the Muse who pos-
sesses us or, if we are interpretive rather
than primary artists, by the Muse possessing
the artist by whom we are inspired and
through whom the allotment is thereby
transmitted to us (and ultimately to the au-
dience), as the power of a magnet is trans-
mitted through a series of iron rings
(533d-e, 535e-536b).

Left in these terms, as Jon is content to
allow Socrates to do, the source of the artis-
tic power of transformation would remain
hidden. in theological mystery. Socrates
gives two hints, however, which direct our
thoughts to a philosophical alternative,
both of which are present in the following
passage: “. .. the lyric poets compose these
beautiful (kala) lyrics when they ‘are not in
their senses; but when they enter into har-
mony and rhythm they become Bacchic and
possessed” (543a). One is the concept of en-
tering into harmony and rhythm (embésin
eis tén harmonian kai eis ton hrythmon),

which is here seen as the catalyst by which

artistic creation occurs; the other is the con-
cept of beauty, which is never explicitly
brought into the discussion, but which has
been constantly kept before our mind as a
persistent leitmotif since the beginning of
the dialogue,!® and especially in the present
speech where it occurs eight times,

The concepts of beauty, thythm, and har-
mony all had cosmic significance for
Plato;1! they pertain to the inmost essence
of being. Although there is perhaps no dia-
logue as early as the Ion in which these
suggestions are developed, there was ample
precedence in the teachings of the Pythago-
reans and others. It would require a de-
tailed examination to attempt to elaborate
the implications of harmony, thythm, and
beauty—which are not, after all, explicit
themes of the Jon—but some general obser-
vations on the Platonic conception of
beauty would be helpiful. Rhythm and har-
mony, in turn, might provisionally be re-
garded as functions of beauty.!? For in-
stance, if we can regard beauty as a certain
unity of diverse elements, perhaps harmony
can be understood as the relation of these
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parts to the whole, and rhythm as their re-
lation to one another.

Just as there is an ambiguity in the Jon's
attitude toward art—criticizing it in the
first and third sections from the criterion of
skilled and scientific knowledge, and prais-
ing it in the second section from that of
divine revelation—not surprisingly there is
a parallel ambiguity in the meaning of
kalon (beautiful).

In the first and third sections it seems to
mean, without exception, something like
“accurate” or “knowledgeable.” The follow-
ing exchange is typical:1® :

SOCRATES; Would you, or one of the good

prophets, be able to give a finer (kallion) expla-

nation about whatever these two poets say about
prophecy that is the same, and whatever is differ-

ent? :
I0ON: One of the prophets. (431b)

Here kallion obviously means “more knowl-
edgeable.” Unquestionably, Ion could give
a more attractively eloquent or prettier ex-
planation (and would be the last to deny
it); the prophet, however, has a much
greater fund of knowledge by which to ex-
plain and interprei what Homer says about
prophecy, and this is what would make his
account finer (kallion). It is this sense of
kalon also which is consistently indicated
throughout section three..

The ambiguity in the meaning of kalon
is introduced in the statement with which
Ion prompts section two: “I have nothing
to say in opposition to you on that, Socra-
tes, but of this I am conscious, that with
regard to Homer I, among men, speak the
finest (kallist’y...” (533¢). Ion is thus will-
ing to. concede that his knowledge (skill or
science) does not seem to amount to much
according to Socrates’ analysis, yet he re-
mains convinced that he is the finest (kall-
ist’) speaker about Homer. Socrates can sup-
ply the explanation Ion demands only if he
can show that there is some sense of kalon
that is not equivalent to “knowledgeable”
in the previous sense. Accordingly, he shows
that there is a beauty (kalon) that stems not
from factual knowledge (skill or science)
but from divine inspiration:

For all the epic poets who are good speak all
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these beautiful (kala) poems not by skill, but by
being inspired and possessed. And similaxly the
Iyric poets who are good, just as the Corybantes .
dance when they are not in their senses, so too
the lyric poets compose these beautiful (kRalz)
lyrics when they are not in their senses. ... There-
fore, since it isn't by skill that they compose
poetry and say many beautiful (kala) things about
their subjects—as you do about Homer—but by a
divine allotment, each is able to compose beauti-
ful (kalds) poetry only about that to which the
Muse has 'impelled him,... For they don't say
these things by skiil, but by a divine power; since,
if they knew how to speak beautifully (kalds)
about one by skill, they would be able to do so
about all the others, (533¢-534c)

There is a sense of kalon, then, which has
its source in divine inspiration rather than
human skill and science. Socrates’ descrip-
tion of the artist as relaying the Muse’s
power, as iron rings relay the power of the
magnet, suggests that art is “Imitation” in a
twofold way. To the extent that art pres-
ents itself as skill or science, it is a mere
imitation of nature; but seen in terms of
what is distinctive about art, it is an imita-
tion of the divine. The artist may indeed
translate (imitate) nature into words or
colors or tones, but he is also a translator
(herménés: 534ed) of the gods. It is this
twofold sense in which artists are imitators
that gives rise to the ambiguous attitude,
found in the Platonic dialogues, toward art.
So far as art claims to understand the var-
ious subjects it deals with, such understand-
ing is always subordinate to that of the
skilled or scientific expert in the field—the
imitator must always take second place to
the originator. But seen as a translator of
the divine into human media, the role of
artist is exalted. Beauty understood as fac-
tual truth belongs to the expert, but under-
stood as divine truth belongs to the artist,
and thijs is the source of art’s rivalry with
philosophy.
~ If the imitation of nature furnishes art
with its representational character, the imi-
tation of the divine furnishes it with “har-
mony and rhythm,” and it is in this second
characteristic that the distinctiveness of art
lies, When we say that some work of art
“works,” we are not referring to its factual
accuracy but to the crystallization of its fac-
ets into a cogent harmonic and rhythmic
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unity. This sense of beauty is the essential
one in art, for it is certainly possible to
regard an art work as beautiful even if it is
representationally “inaccurate.” 14 It is pos-
sible, for example, to sing false statements
to a beautiful melody or, put more radi-
cally, to create 2 beautiful poem out of false
sentiments. In such a case we might distin-
guish between, for example, harmonic
beauty and representational falseness; but
though it were representationally false, one
might still say that its harmony, as beauti-
ful, must convey some sort of truth—ie.,
that there is something “true” about
beauty. That beauty and truth are thus
somehow convertible has, indeed, been
widely and often maintained, and it is very
likely due to this convergence of meanings
that the Greek word for beauty, kalon, de-
veloped the derivative sense of “factual
truth” which we have seen it display in the
first and third sections of the Jon,

Beauty in art, then, is not equivalent to
prettiness or pleasantness. We might call a
yreat tragedy or grotesque painting beauti-
ful, while not claiming that either is in any
normal sense pleasant. This is certainly the
position of Plato, who is clearly no hedo-
nist in aesthetics. Thus, in the fon, the most
frequent example of beautiful art is the
Iliad, which is hardly a pretty or pleasant
work, depicting as it does the most awful
war of its time, full of cruelty, treachery,
and scenes of blood, pore, -and oozing
brains,

This primary sense of beauty, which we
have just interpreted as “divine truth,” is

. developed in the Ion no further than its
mythological characterization as “the utter-
ances of the gods.” The meaning of “divine
truth” is, however, explored in certain
other dialogues in a way that is illuminat-
ing to the present discussion, and which
therefore merit our attention. It is always
somewhat risky, in the case of Plato, to in-
terpret one dialogue in the light of another,
or to examine passages out of context, but
in this case, at least, the passages are fully
commensurate with the implications of the
Ion, and may function as indications of the
way those implications may be elaborated
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rather than as doctrines imposed upon the
Ion from elsewhere. '

v

In the Phaedrus Socrates explores the
theme of truth—not, however, in the sense
of factual correctness that is the province of
the dianoetic and sober skills and sciences,
but the “divine” truth that is apprehended
only in a non-discursive, rion-sober, and,
therefore, “mad” intuition (244a-Db ff). This
is depicted as the Plain of Truth (to
alétheias pedion: 248b6), where truth has
the noetic sense of the visibility of things as
they are in themselves-—a sense which must
be presupposed by the discursive notion of
correctness, since a correct proposition pre-
supposes a certain access to its subject.
What is here visible in itself is essential
being (ousia ontds ousa: 247c7), of whose
primary forms, such as beauty, temperance,
justice, and wisdom, beauty is the only one
that can be expérienced directly through
our senses. Accordingly, beauty is the one
immediate perception that can prompt our
mind to ascend to (recollect) an awareness
however faint of truth and essence
(249e-250d). Thus the function of the
Muses, who provide man with the power of
producing: beauty, may be seen to be con-
nected with philosophy (259b-d).15

The basis for this connection is Plato’s
conviction that beauty is a sensuous reflec-
tion of the primal order underlying the
whole of reality. If we understand beauty in
this way, one effect of beautiful art would
be, by means of its harmony and rhythm, to
illuminate its subject in the light of the
underlying unity of experience, so as to
bring it into a subtle relation with this
unity, and thus reveal in it a significance
and meaningfulness that would otherwise
be lacking. This would explain the sense of
“meaningfulness without any definite
meaning” which the art work tends to con-
vey. In the Jon, the ordering principle thus
underlying reality is represented by the
gods, among whom it is the function of the
Muses to infuse the artist with the harmony
and rhythm of this divine truth and,
through him, infuse all who participate in
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the work, as a magnet infuses an iron ring
with its own nature, and through that ring
infuses still other rings. Through artistic
beauty we all become filled with the divine
spirit (533e4 ff.), uplifted with an intima-
tion of unity and a mysterious sense of sig-
nificance.

Plato’s ambivalence toward art stems
from his recognition that the importance of
art, as interpretation of the divine, cannot
be overestimated, together with his convic-
tion that the representational content of
art, as imitation of nature, is all too often
based on ignorance and error. The danger
of art consists in the fact that these two
elements are inseparably joined in a single
experience, so that except perhaps in cer-
tain mixed forms, such as words sung to
music, it is virtually impossible to distin-
guish between them in practice: the repre-
sentational element in an art work exists
only in the harmony and rhythm of its rep-
resentation, and the harmony and rhythm
of an art work exist only as the harmony
and rhythm of a particular representa-
tion.!® The particular rhythm and sound of
the words in a poem are inseparable from
their meaning; the particular assemblage of
colors and shapes of a painting are insepa-

rable from the subject; the particular

rhythm, harmony, and tempo of a piece of
music are inseparable from its mood; and
50 on. Because of this inseparability, the
beauty of harmony and rhythm tends to
make one receptive to the sentiments ex-
pressed, which is one reason, for example,
music was introduced into religious cere-
mony. Nevertheless, the beauty of harmony
and rhythm has no necessary connection
with the truth or falsity of the sentiments,
as rhetoricians, propagandists, and advertis-
ers have often demonstrated.

Thus in the Republic (601a-b), Socrates
obsevves:

Then in this way, I think, we shall say that the
poetic man colors each of the skills with names
and phrases, although he does not understand
them and only imitates them. So that he seems
—to others like himself, who observe only from
words—when he speaks in meter, rhythm, and
harmony, he seems to speak very well, whether
about shoemaking, generalship, or anything else;
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such a great fascination do these things by nature
possess. Indeed, when the statements of the poets
are stripped of the colors of music, and are spoken
by themselves, I think you know how they appear.,

*A. E. Taylor, Plato (Cleveland: Meridian, 1956),
decides that “Little need be said about this slight
dialogue” (p. 38), and most seem to agree with him,
to judge by the scant attention it receives in books
on Plato, histories of philosophy and of aesthetics,
and journals. .

Since this was written, an interesting study by
Allan Bloom has appeared: “An Interpretation of
Plato’s Ion”, Interpretation, 1 (1970): 43-62.

2 Techné and epistéme appear to be used inter-
changeably in the Jon; see esp. 537d5-€l, 538b3-6,

®See G. M. A. Grube, Plato’s Thought (Boston:
Beacon, 1958), pp. 179-80, and note.

*Although Socrates does not elaborate the ex-
ample of literary criticism, he introduces it as an in-
stance parallel to the other types of art criticism, by
noting the existence of “a whole that is the skill
of poetry,” and he thereby distinguishes it from the
non-skill (art) of rhapsodizing (532¢8-10 and con-
text). It is therefore surprising that the thapsode of
the for is often taken 1o be equivalent to a literary
critic, and Socrates’ critigue of the rhapsode as a
critique of literary criticism {e.g., Craig La Driére,
“The Problem of Plato’s Jon,” J44G, X {1951}
29 Roslyn Brogue Henning, “A Performing Mu-
sician Looks at the Iowm,” Classical Journal LIX
(1964), 242; Jerrald Ranta, “The Drama of Plato's
Ion,” JAAC XXVI (1967): 219). There was, in fact,
a separate tradition of literary criticism in ancient
Greece, entirely distinct from art forms such as
rhapsodizing (see George Saintsbury, 4 History of
Criticism, vol. 1, (Edinburgh: Blackwood, 1900), 9-17;
J- W. H. Atkins, Literary Criticism in Antiguity, vol.
1, (Cambridge Univ. Press, 1934), Chap. 2; Rosemary
Harriott, Poetry and Criticism Before Plato (Londom:
Methuen, 1969); also G, M. A. Grube, The Greek and
HRoman Critics (London: Methuen, 1965), Pp- 892 It
is Socrates and Plato, not Ion, who are the literary
crifics.

¥ The artist is qualified as “good” at 530b9, c2,
533c6, 8, 1i85a5, b2, 536e2, 540¢8, 541a3, 6, 7, b2; the
skilled person at 551b6, 55223, b3, €8, 533b2, 8, 541a4,
5, b1, 4.

“E.g., Craiylus 406a; Phaedrus 248d, 259d;
Timaeus 47c—e; Laws 673a.

""This conception of art as imitation dees not -
seem to have originated with Plato (See Finsler, PP-
11)"; Grube, p. 202, n. The reference to Finsler is to
Platon und die aristotelische Poetik (Leipzig: Spir-
gatis, 1900).

" 8ince art is thus tied to the sensuous, and to the
individual and personal, it can never remain in the
realm of the purely intelligible and umiversal, as
philosophy can; and for Plato this was suzely a sign

- of its inferiority.
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s Theie moira; also at 534cl, 53bad4, 536d3. CL.
Meno 100b2-3. ) ‘

© During the first substantive ekchange of the
dialogue (530b5-d3), variants of kalor occur four
times; at the end of the dialogue they occur three
times in the last seven lines; and they occur fre-
quently thronghout the body of the. dizlogue as
well.

2 With regard to “beauty,” see the next section
of this essay; with regard to “harmony and rhythm,”
see, for example, Timaeus 47c-e, Republic 401d-
402a.

2 Cf. Republic 401d-e.

1B Cf. p31a7. These two are the only occurrences
of kalon in section one although there are four in
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the prelude (530a~d), where its meaning varies be-
tween “knowledgeable” and “beautiful.” In the third
section it occurs at. 588a7, b2, 540b7, cZ, all in the
sense of “knowledgeable,” There are also four oc-
currences in the conclusion (541e-542b), where the
meaning again varies.

1 As Socrates regards Agathon’s speech in the
Symsposiuni (198b3 and d3-6).

®Cf, Cratylus 406a; also Phaedo 6la, Republic
401d-402a, Laws 689d, Timaeus 47c<.

¥This obviously bears a resemblance to the
analysis of art in terms of form and conient. Plato,
however, did not use these terms, and we should be
careful to avoid attributing to him aspects of that
later theory which he himself does not introduce.




