Art and Truth in the Renaissance

We want to try to understand the general parameters within which the Renaissance writer and reader understood art and poetry. What was art's relation to reality, to nature and to truth? We want to analyze this conception of art because a large part of the distinctiveness of the Renaissance resides in its novel interpretation of the place of art in relation to truth. This interpretation works within the general framework that Plato had constructed 2000 years earlier -- that is, it works sometimes with and sometimes against this framework. So let us begin by reminding ourselves briefly of Plato’s position on art.  

Note: what follows is a brief summary of Plato’s critique of art; for more detail see the lecture notes on Plato’s Images of the Sun, Line and Cave and on The Quarrel of Philosophy and Poetry.
Plato on Art:

Plato’s critique of art has the following point of departure: that art is a "representation" of pre-existing things. This representation is more or less poor in relation to the original; art, to different degrees, conceals the original which it copies: the painting shows the mountain from one angle only, for instance, thus concealing other angles of the mountain, other possible lightings and times within which the mountain can be. 

The leads to the metaphysical charge: art and poetry lie, so to speak; they conceal the truth of the mountain rather than allow it to show forth. 

Plato also puts forth a moral charge: because art is removed from the truth, it appeals to the lower aspects of humanity -- while the higher, more rational, aspects are drawn to that which is true and enduring (cf. 602c-603d). 

The key point is, then, Plato's point of departure, his assumption that there is a form or essence (of "bedness" for example) which includes all of the possibilities, ways of being, or meanings of a bed. The form of the bed is made by god. 

In addition to the form of the bed we can understand that there are many particular manifestations of bedness; these having been made by a craftsperson. In the case of the bed made by the craftsperson, the source is the form; the craftsperson keeps in mind the nature of bedness and then brings forth a particular embodiment of that nature. 

Thirdly, the artist, in his or her painting or poetry, can only present a bed by representing the particular beds that he or she sees; the artist does not, in the true sense of the word, create a bed. (cf. 597).

The following chart aligns this categorization of three types of maker to the images of the Sun, Line and Cave.

	Three Makers
	
	Sun / Line 

	The Cave
	Mode of Truth

	
	
	(The Good:  
Grants Intelligence)
	(The Sun) 
(516b)
	A-letheia 
(Un-concealment)

	GOD: creates form of bedness
	A
	Intelligence (noesis)(511a-b) 
Dialectic (pure reason)
	Things themselves  
(516a-b)
	Out of cave = 
Out of concealment

	
	B
	Mathematical reasoning, 
based on assumptions 
(511a-d)
	Reflections of things  
(516a)
	an-amnesis = 
un-forgetting

	
	
	(Sun: Grants Sight)
	(The Fire) (514b)
	Lethe (forgetting / 
concealment)

	BEDMAKER: creates particular bed
	C
	Belief (pistis) 
eg. empirical sciences
	Stick figures 
(514c; 517d)
	In cave = 
un-truth, concealment

	ARTIST: creates image of the particular bed
	D
	Illusion (eikasia) 
eg. second-hand impressions
	Shadows of figures 
(515a-b)
	forgetting


Sidney's Defence of Poesie (written 1579-80, published 1595) 

In the Defence, Sidney (1554-1586) defends poetry against contemporary puritanical attacks, such as that by Stephen Gosson's The School of Abuse (1579). However, he defends poetry more explicitly, in terms of his argumentation, against the attacks levelled by Plato in The Republic. Thus, Sidney calls into question Plato's point of departure that art and poetry represent a pre-existing reality; Sidney is then able to deal with the metaphysical and moral charges against poetry. 

In defending poetry and art in this way, Sidney gives voice to a general Renaissance privileging of art as the founding of new world, not the sterile repetition of that which is.

  

	Poetry, for Sidney, is the highest knowledge; all other knowledges are tied to the world as it is. "Only the poet, didaining to be tied to any such subjection lifted up with the figour of his own invention, doth grow in effect another nature, in making things either better than nature bringeth forth, or, quite anew, forms such as never were in natre, as the Heroes, Demigods, Cyclops, Chimeras, Furies, and such like: so as he goeth hand in hand with nature, not enclosed within the narrow warrant of her gifts, but freely ranging only within the zodiac of his own wit" (482-3).
	


The poet, then, does not represent the particular bed, if we wish to return to the Platonic framework of this discussion; rather, the poet brings forth other possibilities out of the nature of bedness, out of the ideal; the poet brings this ideal forth into a poetic image. "Nature never set forth the earth in so rich tapestry as divers poets have done; neither with so pleasant rivers, fruitful trees, sweet-smelling flowers, nor whatsoever else may make the too much loved earth more lovely. Her world is brazen, the poets only deliver a golden" (483). 

The poet has the divine ability to bring forth the ideal into the actual; he or she does not merely hold a mirror up to nature. Already we see Sidney's rejection of Plato's point of departure with respect to art. Certainly, Sidney says, what many people refer to as art is nothing but this type of mirroring of the natural world. This is the art, for instance, of the second type of poet (cf. page 484): "who counterfeit only such faces as are set before them." 

True poets, according to Sidney, imitate the ideal and bring it forth; they "do imitate to teach and delight, and to imitate borrow nothing of what is, hath been, or shall be; but range, only reined with learned discretion, into the divine consideration of what may be and should be" (484). 

The "ending end of all earthly learning being virtuous action" (486), the poet is the one who most fully brings forth the nature of virtue and moves us to act upon it. We should keep in mind the allegory of the cave here. According to Sidney, it is not the moral philosopher such as Aristotle that is able to guide us out of the cave, or force us out of the cave. The moral philosopher knows virtue, he or she has seen the truth outside of the cave, but he or she cannot speak to those who are still inside the cave. Their dialectical knowledge must be married to a rhetorical delivery, their philosophic madness compromised with an earthly wisdom, their theoretical virtues must be given the emotive power of the poetic figure; only in this way are we who are in the cave moved to act according to these ideals. 

Nor can the historian teach us virtue; the historian is tied to the realm of physical change and fortune (the shadows and stick figures within the cave). Only the poet, says Sidney, by bringing forth the ideal into a "second nature," is able to bring together the ideal or essential and the realm of the image or the changeable. 

In sum, over against the historian, the poet presents what should be, not what is. Over against the philosopher, the poet moves us to this should, this ideal. (cf 486-487).

