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HIGHLIGHTS

What is the agency of color in comprehending urban landscape space? How could we use ethnography and fieldwork as
a method of design research? Why is Design Anthropology considered an emerging field bridging description and action?
The color of green in urban environments is sometimes not that green environmentally. This review targets the book
Paradoxes of Green: Landscapes of a City-State in which this paradox can be well observed in an arid city-state—Bahrain
of the Gulf region. Based on a year-long fieldwork informed by walking, the author Gareth Doherty read the layers of green
and different hues in Bahrain’s urban landscape. With nuanced observations and encounters, Doherty interpreted a thick
description of this arid geography, its cultural history and the present values of greening the city. The book considers white
and beige the environmental colors to facilitate the possibilities of green in Bahrain. Situated in Landscape Architecture,
Urban Studies, and Anthropology, this multidisciplinary piece of work would inform both academics and broader audience

» Reviews a monograph on a
walking ethnography of color
and urban landscape.

+ Contextualizes “to be green is
to be good to the environment”
criticized in the book.

- Different hues serve a variety
of metaphorical, environmental,
and social meanings.

on understanding the urbanism of landscape around us and how “green” plays the role in it.

KEYWORDS

Urbanism; Landscape; Fieldwork; Color; Green; City-State; Sustainability

1 Introduction

In New Geographies, 3: Urbanisms of Color published in 2011, a
body of articles was put forward on the essences of color in shaping
urban space.™ Color is not just an adjective to an object, rather, it is
the key to frame multidisciplinary work and to discuss the social-
political, geographical, cultural, and artistic perspectives of design.
In the article “Color and the City,” a quote from architect Bruno Taut
highlights that: “Color is not expensive like molded decorations and
sculptures, but color means a joyful existence...” Taut made use of
colors in Berlin’s social housing during the 1920s for generating
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“a sense of belonging” for the post-war society and social life.” For
designers, architects, and planners, color may contribute to a
perspective more than the dominating “visual” as color is “social”
as well.

2 Meanings of “Green”

Green is one such color that can be said to carry many layers
and meanings in art, culture, and space, for instance, representing
some important glimpses of classical Chinese art and cultural life.
In “Sancai,” literally “three colors” and a pottery decoration art
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developed since the Tang Dynasty, green has been one of the three
leading colors to serve the highlighting parts of pottery pieces.
Another example is the “Blue-Green Shan Shui Painting,” a style of
Chinese landscape paintings taking varied hues of greenish mineral
pigments as raw material. “Landscape” means “the mountain and
the water” (Shan-Shui) in classical Chinese language, and green

is the major color of mountainous landscapes and their reflected
resonation—the design of gardens. In contrast to Shan-Shui is the
design of imperial architecture such as those in the Forbidden City.
Mainly built with reddish and golden colors, green is largely missing
since rather few garden spaces were planned in the imperial city.
For contemporary urban spaces, people may associate green

with greenery, and to have a large amount of greenery with being
sustainable to the urban environment. In metropolises under a
relatively dry climate, along roadside or in a park, one may observe
a large amount of water used for irrigating lawns, yet to sustain the
lawns is significantly energy- and infrastructure-consuming.
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If shifting culture and geography from China to the Persian
Gulf, one may wonder: What are the meanings of “green” in this
fairly arid geography, and a city-state of Arabic culture, and how
would green and other colors contribute to shaping the desert
urban environment? On the opening line of Paradoxes of Green:
Landscapes of a City-State (Fig. 1), the author Gareth Doherty®,
upon his ethnographic research in Bahrain, posits a paradox
that the “green” we experience in cities is not that sustainable
as it may require costly resources and infrastructural supports,
especially in places like Bahrain of the Gulf (Figs. 2, 3). Taking
Bahrain as the place of study, Doherty expands the meanings of
green and other colors from the environmental to the cultural, and
by looking at both aspects, reconsider the relationship between
urban greenery and sustainability. The book explores how to search
for the meanings of color in landscape and urbanism, the critical
reconsiderations on urban greenery, and the ideas toward the
emerging academic field of Design Anthropology.

3 Field “Walks” as Fieldwork

One contribution from Doherty is the attempt of using “walk”
as an ethnographic fieldwork method for studying landscape
and urbanism. In the introduction chapter of Ways of Walking:
Ethnography and Practice on Foot, geographers Tim Ingold and Jo
Lee Vergunst point out the fact that while “walking” is the “action”
many ethnographers take on for research, it is rarely thought of
and reflected on.” In Paradoxes of Green, Doherty reflects on his
walking approach, from following straight lines drawn on a map
to later walking along “greens” as much as possible. Walking is a
comprehensive method. It involves body movement of the walker,
observations the walker makes in motion, conversations the
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walker has en route, and hence, walking is ethnographical. When
ethnographic walks combining with green (and other related
colors) of the urban environment, as Doherty did, an ethnography
of urban space is developed and shaped by both the observer and
the observed subjects.

This method can be further said as “a multilayered ethnography,”
to borrow the definition from the author. For Doherty, the color
green is more than a defined color, and it is relational. It seems that
Doherty chose Bahrain to study the “urbanism of landscape” related
to green because firstly, it is an arid territory walkable in its scale.
The juxtaposition of desiring green spaces and supplying the greens
can possibly be observed at a compressed scale; And secondly, this
city-state is culturally connected to the power of green. Between
2007 and 2008, Doherty lived in Bahrain and conducted a body
of fieldwork presented in the book. During the year living in
Bahrain, he walked in this city-state on a daily basis. These walks
were connected through green and green-related landscape and
urbanism, informing him where and what to observe, bringing him
to encounter with people. Green is not just the subject (landscape)
studied, but also the agency of the methodical approach.

Doherty uses varied hues of green, and other related colors,
to set up the structure of the book. Those colors are the physical
adjectives of an object (landscape) as well as serving metaphorical,
social, and cultural meanings of the everyday-practiced urban
landscape. Each hue represents one layer of ethnography, and
each of them closely influences one another. Related to methods
of viewing the landscape, he points out the importance of having
the “vertical” or the sectional perspective, as the addition to the
“horizontal” or the aerial perspective. This sectional approach
is related to ethnographical walks as a way of reading urban
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landscapes in detail. One extended question could be: How does this
detailed approach work together with the large-scaled overseeing
of the earth’s surface, and what kind of findings can be resulted in
through the combination of approaches?

4 The Importance of “White”

How do other colors relate to green? The relational
characteristics of colors are analogous to the relational thinking of
landscape, infrastructure, and urbanism. On water infrastructure
where the blue supplies the green, Doherty describes the freshwater
situation and the treated sewage effluent that is majorly used for
green spaces. How to more effectively use water is nevertheless a
question of how to manage the green in a more effective manner.
One of the hues of green is the changing phenomenon related
to date palm plantation (Fig. 4). This dominated vegetation
represents a production landscape suitable for local climate yet
it does not appear visually very green. Doherty further picks up a
strip of greenbelt, Manama, as a case study to point out this typical
paradoxical situation: the intention of conserving the greenbelt of
date palms has been constantly challenged by new developments
that are green in color. At the same time, desert plants, buildings,
and facilities in the color of beige in fact are those majorities
accommodating the arid environment the best (Fig. 5). Hence, it is
the “unsustainable” beige making a restricted amount of “greenness”
in Bahrain possible.

The major argument of the book is the reconsideration of “to
be green is to be good to the environment.”™* This reconsideration
leads to the importance of “white.” One perspective to comprehend
white is that it is a “thick” color. Anthropologist Clifford Geertz



uses the term “thick description” to explain how an anthropologist
interprets a cultural study.” White is the color of thick descriptions
in this book, representing the overlay of all colors. At certain
sections of the book, readers may feel like reading a book written
by an anthropologist, though the subject is not about an ethnic
group, but an urban landscape and the urbanism of it. Doherty
contributes to his study with a perspective of space and spatiality,
which expands ethnographic research from studying social life
to studying objects and things, as well as landscape spaces. This
situates the book in between disciplines of Landscape Architecture,
Urban Studies, and Anthropology.

As green can be seen as a synecdoche for landscape, white
can be understood as a synecdoche for urbanism, relating to
infrastructures and cultures where the landscape immerses in. The
findings of the urbanism of landscape converge through varied
hues of green to the color “white.” However, in the arid environs
of Bahrain, green can be arguably said related to urbanism when
the landscape space is more beige and white in color. Green
embeds the infrastructural and cultural agencies for future urban
transformation.

5 Toward the “Action” of Design Anthropology

Paradoxes of Green guides the readers to be “immersed” in
Bahrain’s urban landscape on the ground as the author did in his
fieldwork. The book is multilayered storytelling in that Doherty’s
writing puts together collages of conversation with people, as well
as his own observations, archival statistics, and at the end of major
chapters his considerations and reflections. His observation on
Bahrain’s urban green is not always familiar to those readers living
in a temperate environment. For instance, he depicts that in an
arid environment where the ordinary landscapes are in beige color,
it is common to add the color of green to buildings and houses to
contrast the beige desert (Fig. 6). The way toward interpreting the
strange familiar aligns with ethnographic inquiries in anthropology.

A few perspectives in the book could be expanded in order to
encourage the readers to know more about it. Doherty considers
the book sitting within “Design Anthropology” as an emerging
field, and it is a shift from “description” to “action.” Design
Anthropology has become a tool in discussing the urbanism of
landscape, how ordinary people spatially and culturally practice
their daily life. If ethnography can be used as a design process, it
could be interesting to know how Doherty, through his multilayered
ethnography informed by walking, may suggest design ideas or
actions. Or, is the research process a body of actions already? The
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6. Contemplating the Bahrain urban landscape through the green tinted windows (photos on the
left page), and a green carpet in front of a house (photo on the right page)

readers may be keen to know more in detail about how the author’s
study contributes to this emerging field by reading the colors of
the city and landscape. What the book could lead to is a discussion
on methods and findings, and this discussion may lead to a design
action informed by ethnography.

Readers would benefit from reading this book from its first
line through to its conclusion. It is a rich and thick landscape
narrative where green and its expanded colors help the readers
frame the nuanced and detailed stories on Bahrain’s urban spaces.
The paradoxes of green the book unfolds are also in a sense of
laid-back humor, much like how Doherty embraced serendipity
and unplanned circumstances during his fieldwork year. This is a
book more than just for designers and researchers; it provides an
immersed observation of a specific (arid) geography, its culture,
and people, how everyday landscapes are lived and practiced, and
how people may read it through the lenses of color. And hence, it
is a book beyond just for academics, as it is for people living with
everyday landscapes in varied geographies around the globe.
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