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Yet we hope… to bring color once again into credit, and to awaken the conviction that progressive, augmenting, mutable quality, a quality that admits of alteration even to inversion, is not fallacious, but rather calculated to bring to light the most delicate operations of nature.

— J.W. von Goethe, Theory of Colors

Herman Melville opens his first novel, Typee (1846), with a hungry sailor’s lament for some green on which to feast his eyes and his appetites: “Oh! For a refreshing glimpse of one blade of grass – for a snuff at the fragrance of a handful of the loamy earth!  Is there nothing fresh around us?  Is there no green thing to be seen?”  As the narrator of Typee jumps ship on the Marquesan island of Nukuheva, escaping from both the tyrannical usage of his own captain and the warring imperial designs of the American, British, and French fleets, that bodily craving for green takes on a revolutionary character, which allows Melville to rethink the conceptual foundations of democracy, shifting from state-of-nature theory’s presumption of an ‘aboriginal’ foundation for political community to an understanding of politics that begins with the sensational and somatic.  Six years later, the narrator of Melville’s Pierre; or, the Ambiguities (1852), also describes green as the very hue of democracy, but in this iteration, the nature of both color and politics has radically transformed:  

For indeed the democratic element operates as a subtile acid among us, forever producing new things by corroding the old, as in the south of France, verdigris, the primitive material of one kind of green paint, is produced by grape-vinaigre poured upon copper plates.  Now in general, nothing can be more significant of decay than the idea of corrosion, yet on the other hand, nothing can more vividly suggest the luxuriance of life than the idea of green, as a color, for green is the peculiar signet of all-fertile Nature herself.  

Between these elaborations of the color green as a full body-event and a corrosive pigment, I wish to trace Melville’s thinking on the theory and historical development of democracy in the United States and the world.  Specifically, this paper will track Melville’s evolving understanding of democracy through his readings in Goethe’s Theory of Colors to argue that, only through the theory of “a quality that admits of alteration even to inversion” can any rigorous thinking about democracy as a lived political form begin to emerge.  Melville’s readings in Goethe show that green is no mere metaphor or figure for democracy, but rather that green and democracy form a system through which Melville’s art comes to contend with the vibrant indistinctions and lived contradictions that democracy institutes.  Reading Melville’s studies in green in light of Michael Taussig’s recent work on color, industrialization, and imperialism, I want to suggest that Melville’s aesthetic explorations into the vibrant indistinction and radical inversions of American democracy offer a theory of world history that begins with the sensations of the human body.


