
Sonderdruck aus: 

Künstlerischer 
Austausch 

Artistic Exchange 

Akten des XXVIII. Internationalen 
Kongresses für Kunstgeschichte 
Berlin, 15. - 20. Juli 1992 

Herausgegeben von 
Thomas W. Gaehtgens 

Akademie Verlag 



David Freedberg 

Imitation and its Discontents 

With only a few qualifications, classical scholars now generally accept the view that the 
word mimesis derives ultimately from a theatrical, dramaturgical or musical context.1 In the 
Rhesus, Dolon says he will put on a wolfskin and imitate the fourfooted gait of a wolf: »tetra-
poun mimesomai lukou keleuthon« (207-208); while the Edöni in Aeschylus' lost play of 
that name speak in voices like bullroarers, imitating the sound of bulls: »taurophthonggoi 
( . . . ) mimoi«. »The instrument itself is not seen, it is only heard >pothen ek aphanous«, from 
some unseen place or another.2 One cannot actually see what is imitated, nor even, in this 
case, the instrument of imitation. The mimos is an actor, or a theatrical performance; pan-
tomime, as we know, is frivolous. From the beginning imitation is false. Instead of con-
veying reality directly, it is predicated on the interposition of a screen between reality and 
the effects of representation. Since reality is hidden, we can never tell what is true about 
imitation. We can never discover the truth in painting: nor, for that matter, in any other im-
itative form, whether in poetry, rhetoric, or music. 

In the case of the bullroarer, as Gerald Else pointed out, »its puny appearance is out of 
all proportion to its dreadful sound«.3 This is why whenever it is used for a ritual purpose, 
»the irrefrageable law is that it must not be seen«1 - as in Australia and in the early Dionysiac 
rites. In ethnology just as in the history of art, the power of imitation is in direct propor-
tion to the degree of its success in suppressing its own means. 

But yet another aspect of imitation arises from its theatrical origins. The word mimos 
was hardly ever used by the 5th-century tragedians because it was the name of a Sicilian 
dramatic genre, and of one which gave an unvarnished picture of life, usually low life.5 

This, at least, is one of the prime reasons for the infrequency of the word in classical tragic 
literature, but it is this context that provides us with a clue to one of the sources of the re-
current view that imitation, reality, and vulgar and low forms go together. The tragedians 
avoided the word because they, like other Athenians, must have felt it to be both foreign 
and vulgar. 

Instances of the connection between imitation and vulgarity are abundant in the his-
tory of art; and not infrequently they occur in a dramaturgical context. One of the most fa-
mous classicist critiques of Rembrandt appears in a prescriptive book about the use and 
misuse of the theatre, namely Andries Pels' Gebruik en misbruik des tooneels of 1681. The 
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closer Rembrandt came to reality (as we would call it) and low-life (as it was then under-
stood), the worse, the more heretical, he was: 

»Whenever he painted a naked woman, as sometimes happened, 
He chose no Greek Venus as his model; 
But rather a washerwoman, or peat-treader from a barn, 
Calling his deviance the imitation of nature, 
And everything else idle ornament. Flabby breasts, 
Gnarled hands, even the imprint of laces, 
Of corsets on the stomach, of garters on the legs 
All had to be imitated, if nature was to receive her due.«6 

Rembrandt painted beggars and pissing women, and did not follow the rules of art.7 Pels' 
passage also happens to recall the fact that one of the great shibboleths of imitation, 
throughout the history of Western Art, has been the female nude. 

But what are the other sources of this view of the connection between imitation and 
reality? Despite the immense literature that now exists on the subject of mimesis, I do not 
think that the early history of the theoretical connection between imitation and reality, at 
least in the way it is thought about in the West, has yet been fully described. 

To cite the tenth book of Plato's Republic here would be too obvious. Instead, a longish 
passage in the Sophist may be used in order to illuminate the three other terms on which the 
rest of this discussion will be based: eidolon, eikon, and phantasia. In Sophist 235b-236c 
Plato distinguishes between the two forms of what he sometimes calls the art of imitation, 
mimetike, and sometimes image-making, eidolopoiike. The identification of mimesis with 
the making of idols is crucial. Within this art of imitation or the making of eidola one has to 
distinguish between phantastike, which sacrifices the real proportions of things to the in-
terests of optical realism, and eikastike, the making not of idols but of icons, which, as Plato 
says, conforms exactly to the proportions and colours of the original in every respect.8 The 
imitative artist »leaves the truth to take care of itself, and puts into the images (eidolois DD he 
makes, not the real proportions of things, but those that will appear beautiful«.9 In other 
words, the artist uses phantasia to make eidola, images that are beautiful but not true. The 
true copies of things are the eikones produced by the higher activity of eikastike. 

In a fundamental article that should be required reading for all art historians, Suzanne 
Said has carefully analyzed the importance of this distinction between >icons< and -idols' in 
Greek writing.10 Idols, eidola, only represent the outward, visible appearance of things, 
whereas icons represent their essence. Eidola address themselves to sight alone; icons ad-
dress the intelligence. And so - in later imperial and Byzantine views, for example - the 
icon of the emperor represents the essential characteristics of the emperor.11 In this sense 
the icon is something paradigmatic, or symbolic, or even rhetorical. It conveys the true es-
sentiality of things, unlike the idol, which has nothing to do with true essence, and which 
is what the representational arts make. Man is an icon of God not because he reproduces 
the physical appearance of God, but because he possesses a moral or physical quality 
which God has in the highest degree. This view is to be found in Homer as much as in 
Plotinus.12 *» 
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It is no great step from these positions to the more overtly Neoplatonic one that the icon 
pertains to the abstract and to the purely intellectual. Human intelligence itself, nous, is an 
icon of the divine image. It is, as Philo and Clement of Alexandria would put it, an eikon 
eikonos.li The idol, on the other hand, shows outward appearances, phantasmata,li or as 
we would now popularly say, simulacra. It is fleeting and deceptive, precisely because it 
can never capture the solid truth of things.15 In all these cases, then, fantasy is again en-
gaged in the service of art in order to create eidola, not icons. However much fantasy may 
play a role in the mimetic aspects of poetry and the visual arts,16 we habitually try to wrest 
this fantasy onto a higher plane. We make art pertain to something that is purely intellec-
tual, that does not pertain to the sensual and to the deceptive and distracting outward ap-
pearances of things. Even representation is taken as something a priori, in a Kantian way, 
there is still a fundamental tension at the core of the notion of mimesis. On the one hand 
it is supposed to copy reality; on the other hand, it can never succeed in doing so, since 
reality is essence, and all that we can do is to make copies of copies. Art can never pro-
duce true icons, only idols; and it is these, of course, not icons, that provoke the rejection 
of mimesis in book X of Plato's Republic. 

I have rehearsed these Platonic views because I do not believe that modern writers on 
art and art history have taken sufficient account of the implications of the way in which im-
itation, through and through, is invested with cultural condescension and high snobbishness. 
It has become almost impossible to acknowledge the fundamental denigration of the imita-
tive aspects of art in Western culture because it lies too close to the bone. Imitation is sus-
pect, and so, too, is fantasy, even though fantasy, especially in the Renaissance, comes to be 
associated with the positive term of invenzione. The idea is that good art is necessarily based 
on good invenzione.17 While for Plato all mimesis is predicated on a systematic engagement 
of phantasmata, for Apollonios of Tyana (at least as recorded by Philostratus), fantasy is the 
precise opposite of mimesis. Mimesis, he said in the account handed down by Philostratus, 
shows what can be seen, while fantasy (which is »wiser«) shows what cannot be seen.18 Here 
may be discerned one of the roots of the recurrent desire to wrest art to the higher plane of 
the intellect. It is the opposite of Calvin's view that artists should only show what the eyes 
are capable of seeing, »quorum sunt capaces oculi«.19 No wonder the churches are bare of 
pictures in 17th-century Holland! It is as if Calvin realized the full consequence of admitting 
that the eyes are the channel to the senses, and not to the intellect. One can destroy the idols 
that are art, but one cannot be an iconoclast, because icons represent the essence of things: 
the divine essence of things, the original that lies at the source of every copy. 

If the roots of this fundamental Western attitude are articulated in Plato, their fullest 
formulation is to be found in the Neoplatonists. But it will perhaps have been noticed that 
despite the abundance of terms which we still use, the fourth chief Western term of dero-
gation, »reality, seems to be absent, especially from the Platonic views. There is no real 
equivalent for it in Plato's work. The to on of the Republic and the ta onta of the Sophist, 
the Cratylus, and the Euthydemus, mean something rather different from what we gener-
ally understand by the reality copied by artists. The source of the modern conception, not 
surprisingly, is specifically Neoplatonic. 

In the second Ennead, to cite a basic passage, Plotinus argues that there are two types 
of spectators of a picture (that is, of the same picture).20 At last-theory attempts - though 
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it does not wholly succeed - to make the crucial turn from the ontological and the meta-
physical to the psychological. One type of spectator looks only with the eyes and sees noth-
ing in the representation but an eidolon; the other type recognizes in representation the 
sensual presentation of that which is situated in the world of the intellect.21 In other words, 
in not seeing with the eyes of the body, we see the representation as an >icon. 

In our view of art, we are all Neoplatonists now - as Panofsky would have been happy 
to agree.22 We are all Neoplatonists because we seem incapable of allowing art to pertain 
solely to the world of sensual appearance, to be solely imitative of external reality. It must 
somehow pertain, we feel, to the higher world of nous, of intelligence.23 And if it cannot 
do that, then it must be the first and necessary stage of ascent. We, being flawed bodies, 
need corporeal images to hold on to, in order to ascend to the divine essence, the origin of 
all copies, the beauty that transcends body. At feast imitation and outward reality are merely 
preliminary stages in this ascent. Imitation can only be redeemed if art is taken to pertain 
to be more than just the forms of things; and if the forms of things are all that art consists 
of, then they must in turn partake of some kind of higher reality, to a world of beauty that 
is not corporeal but intellectual.24 Hegel's Aesthetics puts the degradation of imitation even 
more clearly, when it implies that painting cannot be altogether mimetic if it is to work as 
art. »But painting does not afford (as sculpture does) the fully accomplished coalescence 
of spirit and body as its fundamental type, but instead only the outward appearance of the 
self-concentrated inner life.«25 This is followed shortly afterward by the explicit statement 
that »natural objects as such in their purely objective form should not be the real subject-
matter of painting, because if they were, painting would become mere imitation«.26 So much 
for mimesis, so much for resemblance. In such ways mimesis becomes not the handmaiden 
of art, but its enemy. The category of art owes its institution and its survival not to imita-
tion but to the suspicion of imitation. 

It is not surprising that Panofsky's longest treatment of the subject of mimesis should 
have occurred in the fundamental early work of his entitled Idea. Eine Begriffsgeschichte 
der älteren Kunsttheorie (1924), or that in its original forward he should have acknowl-
edged the closeness of its connection with Ernst Cassirer's work entitled Eidos und Eidolon. 
Das Problem des Schönen und der Kunst in Piatos Dialogen (1922-23) (as if for anyone of 
these Neoplatonic Kantians the beautiful could have been anything else but >idea<).27 Re-
peatedly in the notes of Idea, Panofsky returns to a formulation of Plotinus that is directly 
opposed to the notion of intelligence as the eikon eikonos. This is Plotinus' own statement, 
as reported by Porphyry, of his resistance to having a portrait made of himself on the 
grounds that it could be nothing more than an eidolon eidolou.28 One needs to seek no 
further for the roots of the recurrent denigration of the status of the portrait painter. All such 
a painter can do is to represent the outward appearances of what is, after all, itself only the 
flawed copy of something which exists only as idea. 

Panofsky chose a passage in Proclus' Commentary on the Timaeus as a condensed 
summary of the whole of Neoplatonic aesthetics. In it is to be found a clear articulation of 
the problematic relationship between mimesis and reality discussed in this article. Either 
artistic representation is mimetic and chooses for its object a gegonos, a created thing (i. e. 
something empirically real), in which case it cannot be beautiful because the model is al-
ready marred by countless faults; or art is heuretic, anä chooses a noeton, something per-
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taining to the world of the intellect, something in fact nonexistent, as its model.29 The dis-
tinction is preserved in Apollonius of Tyana's opposition between mimesis, which repro-
duces that which is seen, and phantasia, which reproduces that which is not.30 Only in 
this case can art be beautiful, or even art at all (since art, as we know, aspires to the ideal 
beautiful, or the beau ideal, as it was later to be put in a somewhat different sense). Plot-
inus rejected portraiture because it proceeded on the basis of reproducing a gegonos, and 
was therefore, as Panofsky noted, purely mimetic by definition.31 

But it would be wrong to think of all this as simply Neoplatonic. It is not. It is the way 
we think about the category of art. J. J. Pollitt, the first-rate anthologizer and judge of an-
cient aesthetic criticism, was both right and wrong when he attacked Butcher, the editor of 
Aristotle's Poetics, for finding in ancient thought what a modern critic wanted to find there, 
rather than what was actually there.32 In suggesting that in the Poetics Aristotle felt that the 
arts should strive to represent to beltion, even when what is represented did not really ex-
ist, Butcher maintained that the essence of the theory was that the goal of one who prac-
tices a »fine art« is to »produce not a copy of reality, but a beltion, a higher reality«.33 Pollitt 
was right because this is indeed the modern view; but he was wrong because it is also the 
ancient view, perhaps not Aristotelian, perhaps not even directly Platonic, but certainly Neo-
platonic. We are all irredeemably Neoplatonist in our commitment to the view not only that 
art is more than imitation, but that the two categories are in fact incompatible. 

We have come, in short, to see mimesis as the enemy of art. Even at our most catholic, 
we cannot quite bring ourselves to see realism as art. And realism in painting, as everyone 
knows, is the consequence of good mimesis. For us, painting as an art (my use of the phrase 
is pointed) must pertain to the world of mind and spirit, not to the outward forms of things. 
Painting is deceitful even at its most realistic. »Verum et pictura fallax est«, said Pliny in his 
chapter on the naturalistic representation of plants.34 No wonder that the vast body of nat-
ural historical painting and drawing - the most mimetic and the most accurate of all pos-
sible forms of visual representation - has been systematically excluded from what we call 
the history of art, and hardly ever features in it (except lately, in those cases where the in-
dependent still-life has been accorded something of the status of other forms of easel paint-
ing). It is on the basis of images such as the extraordinary botanical and zoological draw-
ings of the late 16th and early 17th centuries (and all the careful works of figures like Maria 
Sybilla Merian and the host of female flower draughtsmen of the 18th and 19th centuries) 
that Pliny would have said that painting is fundamentally deceitful. The point for Pliny and 
everyone else is that painting cannot convey the essence and the reality of plants, only 
their transient qualities. It is incapable, for example, of reproducing the essential mutabil-
ity of their colours. Not surprisingly, in discussing this passage from Pliny, Ernst Gombrich 
once felt obliged to invoke Linnaeus. A secure taxonomy, Gombrich maintained, could only 
be achieved on the basis of the selection of criteria that could be unambiguously de-
scribed.35 I am not certain that modern botanists would unequivocally accept this; but the 
persistence of the Neoplatonic view is clear. However naturalistic the representation, how-
ever successfully mimetic, it can never elicit certainty. Certainty can be derived from out-
ward form only as a result of penetrating to the essence of things; and this must be estab-
lished by a purely intellectual act. If art is ever to be solely heuretic, then it has to be based 
on the noeton alone. But it cannot, and so it is doomed to rely, to a greater or lesser extent, 
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on the deceptions of mimesis, mitigated, where possible by phantasia.36 No wonder that 
Leonardo insisted on locating fantasia and its semantic cognate immaginazione in the sec-
ond ventricle of the brain, where it could operate in close conjunction with invenzione and 
the rational intellect.37 The only other solution, the only one open to those of us less sure 
about physiological processes, is to forget the categorial assumptions entailed by art. But 
the problem that stands in the way of doing so is not simply that entailed by the weight of 
tradition. It is also - and fully - psychological. 

When Narcissus looked at himself in the pool, in that glassy surface which so perfectly re-
flected himself, he believed he was looking at someone else.38 His own reflection he 
thought to be a reflection of the most beautiful other. The pool of Narcissus, like any mir-
ror, offers the perfect example of the mimetic image. That image deceives us for a compli-

e s cated reason: it is not of anyone else - it is of ourselves. Although every conventionalist, 
from Ernst Gombrich to Nelson Goodman, has reminded us, all imitation is at some level 
symbolic; but they have all stopped short of analyzing another impulse at work here, 
namely the drive to make the image imitative. It is we beholders who compel the image in 
the direction of resemblance. And even as we want it to resemble something else, the closer 
it appears to resemble ourselves the better. We fall in love not with the other, but with our-
selves. The more other, the more we desire to make it like ourselves. Almost any picture, 
as Nelson Goodman once said, may represent almost anything,39 but he could as well have 
said that any image can be an image of something else. He was making a point about con-
vention and inculcation; I am making one about projection. We project ourselves not just 
onto the image, but into it. The image is of someone else; we even think it to be of some-
one else; but what we see in it is ourselves. We think it real; it is only reflection. This is the 
way with all realism: to accept it as essence is to suffer the loss of identity that is tanta-
mount to death. As with Narcissus, the image could not be more faithful; but in its very 
faithfulness it fundamentally deceives us. The point of the myth of Narcissus is not just that 
he makes the mistake of confusing the image with the real, and of wishing to possess that 
which is nothing but a shade, a reflection, and an illusion. It is that he makes the even 
more fundamental error of not recognizing that what he sees is himself. Until it is too late. 
The case of Narcissus is the prime illustration of the fact that we put into images what we 
want from them; we make them real when they are only shades and illusions, imitations 
of nature, not nature herself. 

And so we have to protect ourselves, by insisting on the deceits of mimesis, and by ap-
pealing to the intellect. Thus - and accordingly - we invent the idea of art. When we do 
this, we think we have removed the dangers of projection by attenuating the possibility of 
identification: all images are copies, and no copy can be essence. The trouble with art is 
prefigured by the myth of Narcissus. In it all the strands of imitation, reality, and fantasy 
come together. The portrait, after all, is but a fleeting eidolon, itself only capable of repre-
senting the outward forms of things. As in its most primitive sense, the idol is a trap into 
which we cannot help falling, a lure that leads us astray. We need fantasy to redeem mime-
sis from its status as pure reflection; but it can never succeed in doing so entirely. It may 
start off as redemptive, but as we come to know, it soon produces those phantasmata that 
are just as misleading, in the end, as the idols themselves, just as insecure, and at least as 
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illusory. This is the ultimate double-bind of the Narcissus myth: imagination can never quit 
imitation. Both are equally perilous, because projection never ceases to force imagination 
in the direction of mimesis. The only way out of this trap is by liberating ourselves of the 
demands of the category of art: or at least by depriving it of its drive to pure intellect. Only 
thus can mimesis be allowed its due, both as play and as adequately heuretic, in such a 
way that it may indeed choose as its model something wholly in the mind. 

Much of all this, I am aware, will seem an unmitigatedly pre-Kantian view of things. To 
a large extent it is. But to cling to the category of art is to make more trouble for mimesis 
than is strictly necessary. The Kantian revision of the old views of representation, and the 
post-Nietzschean disintegration of the possibility of models for representation at all (and 
of representational accuracy as a criterion for truth), poses less of threat to imitation than 
has generally been taken to be the case. It will perhaps have been noticed that nothing has 
been said about truth at all. Nor would I have wished, in a discussion of mimesis, to do so. 
James' notion that truth has to do with whatsis better for us to believe, rather than in thej^it 
accurate representation of reality, may seem to be consistent with the view of projection 
espoused here; but the first requirement of any analysis of mimesis must be to go further 
yet, and to sever it as firmly as possible from the idea of truth. The second is to forgo any 
thought of the possibility of an epistemology of imitation. 

Notes 
Since the literature on the subject of mimesis - and related concepts such as fantasia is now so vast (especially 
on texts such as the tenth book of Plato's Republic), I have kept the following notes to a minimum. They are in-
tended as no more than summary guide to some of the key texts and to a few of the secondary sources I have 
found useful. In the literature on the subject, a number of classical texts are often referred to but hardly ever given; 
in these cases I have thought it useful to provide them. 
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