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Exploring Walton's Foundations of
Representational Arts
Kendall  L. Walton's *Mimesis as Make-Believe: On the Foundations of the
Representational Arts* (1993) remains a seminal work in aesthetics and the
philosophy of art. This influential text, even in its reprint edition, continues to
spark  debate  and  offer  profound  insights  into  how  we  understand  and
experience  representational  art.  This  article  will  delve  into  Walton's  key
arguments, exploring his concept of "make-believe" as the cornerstone of
mimesis and its implications for our understanding of paintings, sculptures,
literature, and other forms of artistic representation. We'll examine the core
tenets of his theory, its strengths and weaknesses, and its lasting impact on
the field.
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Understanding Walton's Theory of Mimesis
Walton challenges traditional notions of mimesis, rejecting the idea that art's
representational power stems from its resemblance to reality. Instead, he
proposes that the representational  power of  art  derives from a game of
make-believe. This isn't mere childish fantasy; rather, it's a structured and
intentional act of imaginative engagement. Keywords:  *Mimesis*, *Make-
Believe*, *Representational Art*, *Fictional Worlds*, *Aesthetics*.

Walton argues that works of art, particularly representational ones, invite us
to engage in a specific kind of fictional world. This world is not simply a copy
of reality; it's a constructed space governed by the rules and conventions
established by the artwork itself. For example, a painting of a pastoral scene
doesn't simply depict a farm; it invites us to imagine ourselves within that
specific imagined scene, accepting the artist's depiction as the basis for our
imaginative engagement. This act of imaginative participation, according to
Walton, is what constitutes the experience of representation.
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The  Role  of  Principles  of  Generation  and
Works of  Art
A central component of Walton's theory involves the concept of "principles of
generation." These are the rules, conventions, and implicit understandings
that govern the fictional world created by the artwork. These principles might
include the artistic style, the narrative structure, the historical context, or
even  the  artist's  intentions.  Understanding  these  principles  is  crucial  to
properly engaging in the make-believe game. A portrait, for instance, might
follow conventions  of  realism,  while  a  surrealist  painting operates  under
entirely  different  principles.  The viewer's  understanding of  these underlying
principles  directly  impacts  their  experience  of  the  artwork  and  its
representational  power.  This  relates  to  the  broader  discussion  of  art
interpretation and the viewer’s active role in creating meaning.
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Strengths and Criticisms of Walton's Theory
Walton's  theory  offers  several  significant  advantages.  It  elegantly  explains
how  abstract  and  non-realistic  art  can  still  be  representational.  It  also
accounts for the subjective element in art appreciation, acknowledging that
different  viewers  might  engage  with  the  same  artwork  in  slightly  different
ways,  depending  on  their  understanding  of  the  principles  of  generation.
Furthermore, it sheds light on the power of art to elicit emotions and engage
us imaginatively, going beyond a mere mirroring of reality.

However, the theory is not without its critics. Some argue that it underplays
the role of resemblance in our experience of representation. Others contend
that it struggles to account for artworks that explicitly aim to deceive or
those that deliberately blur the line between fiction and reality. The question
of how exactly principles of generation are determined and interpreted also
remains a subject of ongoing debate among art theorists.
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The Enduring Influence of *Mimesis as Make-
Believe*
Despite these criticisms, *Mimesis as Make-Believe* has profoundly impacted
the field of aesthetics. It has significantly influenced how we understand the
nature  of  representation  in  art,  shifting  the  focus  from resemblance  to
imaginative engagement. It provides a framework for analyzing a wide range
of  artistic  forms,  from  painting  and  sculpture  to  literature  and  film.  Its
conceptual clarity and its capacity to explain the experience of art makes it a
vital contribution to the ongoing conversation about what art is and how it
works.  The  concept  of  fictional  worlds  generated  by  art  has  become  a
central  topic  in  many  subsequent  works  in  aesthetics  and  literary  theory.

FAQ: Addressing Common Questions
Q1:  How  does  Walton's  theory  differ  from  traditional  mimetic
theories?
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A1: Traditional mimetic theories emphasize the resemblance between art and
reality. Walton rejects this, arguing that representational art's power lies in
its capacity to invite us into a fictional world, rather than in its accuracy as a
mirror  of  reality.  The  focus  shifts  from resemblance  to  the  imaginative
engagement sparked by the work.

Q2: Can all art be understood through Walton's framework of make-
believe?

A2: While Walton's theory is  highly influential,  it's  not universally applicable
to all  art.  Some forms of  art,  such as abstract art  that explicitly rejects
representational aims, might not readily fit within this framework. However, it
provides a valuable lens for understanding representational art.

Q3: What role does the artist's intention play in Walton's theory?

A3: While the artist's intentions are not the sole determinant of a work's
meaning,  they  can  contribute  to  our  understanding  of  the  principles  of
generation. The artist's aims influence how we are invited to engage with the



Mimesis As Make Believe On The Foundations Of The Representational Arts Reprint Edition By
Walton Kendall L 1993 Paperback

8

work  imaginatively.  However,  viewers  are  not  necessarily  bound  by  the
artist's original intention.

Q4: How does Walton's theory relate to the concept of "suspension
of disbelief"?

A4:  Walton's  concept  of  make-believe  is  closely  related  to  the  idea  of
suspension  of  disbelief.  Both  involve  a  willingness  to  accept  the  fictional
premises of a work of art in order to engage with it fully. However, Walton
emphasizes  the  active  and  participatory  nature  of  our  imaginative
engagement,  moving  beyond  passive  acceptance.

Q5: What are some practical applications of Walton's theory?

A5:  Walton's  theory  can be applied to  art  criticism,  art  history,  and art
education. It  provides a framework for analyzing artworks,  understanding
their  representational  strategies,  and  appreciating  the  imaginative  work
viewers  undertake  when  engaging  with  them.  It  also  enriches  our
understanding  of  how  we  experience  fictional  worlds  in  various  media.
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Q6: How has *Mimesis as Make-Believe* influenced subsequent work
in aesthetics?

A6: Walton's work has had a profound impact on the field, inspiring numerous
studies  on  fictional  worlds,  the  nature  of  representation,  and  the  role  of
imagination  in  artistic  experience.  It’s  frequently  cited  and  discussed  in
contemporary philosophical aesthetics.

Q7: What are some limitations of Walton's theory of mimesis?

A7:  Critics  point  to  the  theory's  difficulty  in  accounting  for  works  that
intentionally  blur  the  lines  between  fiction  and  reality,  or  those  that  aim to
deceive  the  viewer.  The  subjective  nature  of  interpreting  principles  of
generation also presents challenges.

Q8: Where can I find the 1993 reprint edition of *Mimesis as Make-
Believe*?

A8: This reprint edition might be challenging to locate in physical bookstores,



Mimesis As Make Believe On The Foundations Of The Representational Arts Reprint Edition By
Walton Kendall L 1993 Paperback

10

but online retailers like Amazon or Abebooks frequently list  used copies.
University libraries are also good places to check for access.

Delving  into  Kendall  Walton's  "Mimesis  as
Make-Believe"
Kendall  Walton's  seminal  work,  "Mimesis  as  Make-Believe:  On  the
Foundations  of  the  Representational  Arts"  (1993),  offers  a  revolutionary
viewpoint on the nature of representation in the arts. This impactful book,
now available in a convenient paperback version, doesn't merely describe
how art  functions,  but  rather  posits  a  novel  philosophical  framework for
grasping its fundamental mechanisms. This examination focuses on the role
of "make-believe," arguing that our participation with art is fundamentally a
form of collective imaginative engagement.

The  essential  argument  of  Walton's  book  rests  on  his  theory  of  fictional
beings. He maintains that works of art aren't simply portrayals of reality, but
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rather  fabrications  that  create  a  pretend  world.  This  fictional  world  isn't
distinct from our own, but rather inheres within it, directed by the guidelines
established by the artwork itself. This process, he suggests, is analogous to
participating in a game of make-believe. Just as players suspend disbelief in a
game of make-believe, so too do we, as audiences, embrace the imaginary
premises provided by a work of art.

Walton's  idea  of  "props"  and  "principles  of  generation"  is  essential  to
grasping his theory. "Props" are the elements of the artwork—the writings,
the  sounds,  the  persons—that  trigger  the  process  of  make-believe.  The
"principles of generation" are the regulations that govern how these props
interact to one another and how the fictional world is built. For illustration, in
a painting of a scenery, the brushstrokes, colours, and composition act as
props. The principles of generation might involve conventions of proportion,
allowing the observer to interpret the depicted space as three-dimensional.

This theory has considerable consequences for our understanding of various
art forms. It explains not only the figurative arts, such as sculpture, but also
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fictional  works,  performance,  and  even  composition.  Walton's  framework
permits us to explain the ways in which art can evoke emotions, convey
significance, and question our convictions about the world.

One of the strengths of Walton's approach is its ability to address a extensive
variety  of  artistic  events.  It  supplies  a  consistent  framework  for
comprehending both lifelike and surreal art, showing how both can involve
the viewers in acts of make-believe. Furthermore, Walton's theory questions
traditional  concepts  of  representation,  implying  that  representation  isn't
simply  a  matter  of  mimicking  reality,  but  rather  of  constructing  a  fictional
world that interacts with our own.

In conclusion, Walton's "Mimesis as Make-Believe" remains a groundbreaking
and enduring input to the philosophy of art. Its clear prose, combined with its
precise philosophical argumentation, makes it accessible to both experts and
non-specialist  public.  By  framing our  participation  with  art  as  a  form of
shared make-believe, Walton provides a powerful tool for comprehending the
complex processes of artistic representation and its effect on the viewer.
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Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. What is the central thesis of Walton's book? The central claim is that
artistic representation is a form of make-believe, where viewers engage with
fictional worlds created by the artwork.

2.  How  does  Walton's  theory  contrast  from  other  theories  of
representation? Walton's theory contrasts by emphasizing the imaginative
aspect  of  artistic  participation,  treating  representation  as  a  process  of
creating a shared fictional world rather than merely copying reality.

3.  What  are  "props"  and  "principles  of  generation"  in  Walton's
framework?  "Props" are the parts of the artwork that trigger the make-
believe, while "principles of generation" are the conventions that shape the
fictional world's structure.

4.  How  is  Walton's  theory  relevant  to  different  art  forms?  Walton's
theory  is  pertinent  to  a  broad  range  of  art  forms,  including  painting,
literature, theatre, and music, as it concentrates on the underlying operation
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of make-believe in artistic engagement.
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