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The design studio
traveled to Mount
Gongga and atan
elevation of 3,600 m
observed glacial
geomorphology,
weather station, scenic
path and platform,
cable transportation,
and glacial river.
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ABSTRACT

Chinese high cold mountains had long been an undiscovered
terrain on maps. One of them was Mount Gongga, the highest
peak of the Hengduan Mountain Ranges, elevated seven
thousand meters above the Chengdu Plain. Mount Gongga has
been experiencing visitor blooming, infrastructure updating,
and route reshaping, making it a representative case study

to examine how landscape routes and pauses can be curated
for future changes in ongoing rural-urban transitions.
Geographical remoteness keeps this high mountain a white
spot to landscape architects and researchers. Topographic
prominence stretches and condenses alpine landscape layers
and intervenes field observations. "Trans-Alpine: From the
Polar to the Peak”, a Master of Landscape Architecture design
studio at the Oslo School of Architecture and Design locating
in Tromsg, experimented with an approach to inquiring into
Mount Gongga from Norwegian alpine zones: a combination
of research tools including thematic alpine mapping and
fieldwork framework. The tool outcomes informed the
landscape researchers to further imagine future pausing

or route scenarios. Some of the results were curated in

an exhibition space at the Nordnorsk Kunstmuseum, as a
reflective display of this landscape exploration across two
geographies.
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product circuits (food
and production),
research connection
lines (scientific land
exploration), fragile
vegetation belts
(ecosystem and natural
habitat), and trekking
and tourist routes
[tourism and landscape
experience).
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1 Introduction

A type of geographies in China featuring
geomorphological resources has become
a new travelling destination for urban
dwellers. Elevated from surrounding plains,
these geographies take a form of alpine
zones and high mountains, overlay ecological
belts, and diversify cultural landscapes. In
recent years, alpine landscape as a resource
has been occupied by new emphases':
infrastructure is updating on account of
the burgeoning travel culture, villages and
towns are developing into service zones, and
the regional landscape is therefore in drastic
transformations. In the Hengduan Mountain
Ranges of Southwestern China, there exist
many alpine regions as such and one of
them is Mount Gongga, the highest and most
prominent mountain in Sichuan Province
(Fig. 1).

We started to inquire into Mount Gongga

136

from Tromsg, an Arctic city in Northern

Norway, in form of a design studio “Trans-
Alpine: From the Polar to the Peak”™ at

the Oslo School of Architecture and Design
(AHO). As researchers from outside,
students would have to transcend the
geographical and topographical barriers

to step into the “white-spot” of a Chinese
alpine territory, so to imagine its future
landscape routes. Contemplating from

a distance, the design studio began with
mapping out and understanding alpine
landscape characteristics in the Norwegian
context through different topics, particularly
by drawing transects. Then in physical
interactions, a fieldwork framework that was
developed by individual researchers guided
observation and landscape experience
along a designated Mount Gongga route.
The design outcomes generated through
this process were curated and exhibited at

Nordnorsk Kunstmuseum — the museum of

1 “Trans-Alpine” studio, photo by Li Bin

(1) "Trans-Alpine: From the
Polar to the Peak” was
the 2018 spring term
first-year Master of
Landscape Architecture
design studio at the Oslo
School of Architecture and
Design,based at the Tromsg
Academy of Landscape
and Territorial Studies in
the Arctic city of Tromsg.
The studio concept and
course outline were set up
by Li Bin; teaching team:
Li Bin, Hannes Zander, and
Biljana Nikoli¢; student
researchers: Sanaz Akbari
Koli (food and production),
Oskar Hjellbakk (ecosystem
and natural habitat), Aztrid
Novillo (water and energy],
Mia Thun (transportation
and mobility), Patrick
Warshawski (tourism and
landscape experience), and
Jacob Wood (scientific land
exploration).

fine artin Northern Norway.

2 The Alpine Difficulties

“Once the Mount Gongga between Yalong
and Dadu River was marked as a white
spot on maps, written ‘un-surveyed.” Some
maps covered its location with imaginary
mountain drawings,"m cartographer Eduard
Imhof depicted Mount Gongga as such in
his book “Die Groflen Kalten Berge von
Szetschuan” (The High Cold Mountain in
Sichuan). In the year 1930, Imhof was a
member of a Chinese-Swiss expedition team
which aimed for a geologic and cartographic
survey. Researchers carried on measuring
and recording tools, and walked in valleys
and on passes around Mount Gongga. It
was a compromised circuit between the
topography and the measurer, as it was the
closest route to the summit at relatively low

elevations. The “white-spot” region from

VOLUME 6 /ISSUE 5/ OCTOBER 2018
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then on was drawn onto a map. Eighty years
later, this alpine route has transformed

into a network of elevated highways, scenic
roads, hydropower infrastructures, scientific
practice facilities, glacier parks, and

tourist towns — an urbanized landscape is
increasingly emerging.

Alpine topographic information learned
by a landscape researcher from a map is
static and “accurate.” A researcher can
experience more tension between the
individual and the high mountain through
walking and acquire local knowledge
by working on site. Being exposed to an
alpine environment can be challenging to
humans in terms of orientation, vista, and
body performance, not to mention being
very often forced to take a detour. Extreme
in prominence, a high mountain massif
stretches its landscape layers in elevations,
meanwhile condensing them horizontally.
From semi-arid valleys of the Dadu River at
1,000 m to the 7,556 m summit covered by
permanent snow, the bioclimatic zones of
Mount Gongga shift from a subtropical zone
to an ice desert within a distance of just 30
kilometers (Fig. 2). Dramatic topography,
compromised routes, and vertical, overlaid,
and dynamic landscapes shape high
mountains like Mount Gongga and turn it

into a difficult research target.
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5. The first round discussion
for fieldwork framework,
physical tools according
to different alpine topics.

6. Detour: observing alpine
landscape dynamics
along a scenic road;
taking drone photos of
a mountain road across
Moxi valley.
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3 Tools for Landscape Inquiries

“This tension between us and the
landscape is a significant strain that
cannot only be grasped visually and
abstractly. As such, representational
and non-representational approaches
to geography are intertwined in order
to more holistically evaluate the friction
between the individual and their environs,
suggesting the importance of mountainous
topographies within the realms of human
experience and humanities.”™ The design
studio experimented with a hybrid approach
to inquire into high mountains and
Mount Gongga, hybridizing distance and
engagement, alpine mapping and fieldwork,
as tools of landscape representation and
experience.

The concept of “high places” defined by
geographers Denis Cosgrove and Veronica
della Dora supported alpine research across
geographies that high latitudinal and high
altitudinal regions share various climatic,
geomorphic and biotic characteristics, and
from perspectives of cultural geography,
they fall into “ regions of difficulty.”™ This
means that landscape scenes occurring in
Chinese high mountains exist accordingly
in Norwegian alpine zones. Categorizing

these characteristics can assist on
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comprehending varied layers of alpine
landscapes. Therefore, the design studio
defined six topics to depict the alpine: water
and energy, transportation and mobility, food
and production, scientific land exploration,
ecosystem and natural habitat, and tourism
and landscape experience.

We experimented with mapping out
these topics in plans and transects, and the
Norwegian alpine zones served as a base
map on which researchers traced themes in
a territorial scale (Fig. 3). The studio required
each researcher to pick up a 20-kilometer
area upon reading the planar map, and draw
a transect showing a specific topography,
vertical space, and landscape dynamics (Fig.
4). "Such a shift not only implies a change in
the representation of space; it also requires
a different turn of mind and a different
relationship to space. The map requires
a global vision, whereas the transect is
based on a route, a directionality that can be
sharp."m Transects are able to represent the
vertical dispositions of alpine characteristics,
the surface and subsurface processes, the
spatial and time dynamics of landscape.

After territorial explorations through the
tool of mapping, the design studio moved
to phases of fieldwork. In “Wunderlust /

Wanderkammer,” Guther Vogt edited the

landscape fieldwork process into an act
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of collecting, recording, and translating®.
This publication is not a regular book but
takes the form of cards, folded booklets, and
cardboard file holders to drop a hint of how
field tools could look like. Field knowledge
collected through a wanderlust journey

was recorded and organized in a “cabinet of
curiosity,” which later was translated into

a design. A fieldwork tool is more than a
medium, a device or an equipment. The tool
is a designed instrument or framework, a
workflow of one or multiple media. The field
tool facilitates a personal and subjective
approach to engage with and immerse in
the landscape; it helps in building up a body
of data to comprehend and explain specific
conditions and processes, while maintaining
resilience during a field trip. A physical

tool should be able to be well preserved

in an outdoor environment. In the studio,
researchers were asked to define a working
concept of what exactly they would examine
and how they would intend to observe,
measure, record, and collect certain
landscape features (Fig. 5). All researchers

took photography as one of their media;

138

-

however, according to their individual
framework settings, they used black and
white photography, cataloging techniques,
panorama, time-lapse recordings, GPS
tracking formats, or sample measuring
techniques. Before traveling to Mount
Gongga, researchers designed the tool and
framework for individual topics, and found
an alpine site in Tromsg for experiment

and improvement.

4 Fieldwork along a Detour

The studio took a detour in Mount
Gongga, between elevations of 1,200 m
and 3,800 m. The route began at the exit of
the new elevated highway Luding Session,
and ended at the old highway Shimian
entrance. The detoured parts included the
Hailuogou Glacier Park, Gongga Alpine
Research Stations, and Yi villages around
the town of Moxi and Xinxing. Some
parts were inaccessible and we had to
make some extra detours during the ten
days’ field trip. The previously developed
fieldwork tool assisted researchers to

EAMF EERIERAR
% HEZR LRI
HETHEMR: 1) K&
WRF, 2) BESEE
%, 3) RYEAERE
B, 4) FEE5RRKE
R, 5) £FICRNE
F, 6) RITENHEES
.

Records on the
ecosystem booklet
Display fieldwork
outcomes on the "Field
Table": 1) water cards,
2) road catalog, 3) food
storyboard, 4) sound
and weather system,
5) ecosystem booklet,

~3 © Oskar Hjellbakk, photo by Li Bin

6) traveler's frame and
album.

focus on landscape inquires, and retained
resiliency to the journey (Fig. 6).

The researcher concerned with “water”
created a box of drawing cards, sketching out
16 pausing sites, which included upstream
glaciers and downstream vast water
surface areas resulting from hydropower
dams. The “transportation” researcher
defined a workflow that photographed road
characteristics, categorizing 12 sessions
of 4 road types according to their environs,
forms, and materiality. The researcher
exploring “food” chose to use a storyboard
and illustration approach that combined
sketches with transects and panoramic
photos, documenting the situation of 5
villages in planting, drying, breeding, and
preserving food, and their mixing use of
arable land and pasture. Inspired from
weather station components, the “science”
researcher developed a sound and weather
data system that composed weather cards,
sound collecting devices and GPS tracking
photography; the researcher recorded 41
sound clips including those from research

stations, measure facilities and glaciers, and

VOLUME 6 /ISSUE 5/ OCTOBER 2018

Wunderlust /
Wanderkammer

was a title reformed
from German words
Wunderkammer —a
cabinet of curiosity, and
Wanderlust — a strong
desire of travel. This
publication was an echo
of a "Wunderkammer”
installation developed
by Vogt office for
exploring field method.
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later expanded the sounds into images.
The “ecosystem” researcher produced a
set of booklets together with a measure
mat and a waterproofing pouch; the
researcher collected flora and mineral
samples in 8 areas, drew a transect for
each, photographed samples on the mat,
and then numbered and marked the
sample plots onto the transect (Fig. 7). The
researcher examining “tourism” combined
roles as a tourist and as an observer; the
researcher photographed through a frame
in strong experiential moments and at
certain locations, changed to a time-lapse
and post-collaging technique to document

tourists’ behavior.

5 Curating Mount Gongga in the Arctic

Through collecting and recording,
pauses were connected to each topic’s
landscape route. After the studio traveled
back to Tromsg, we required each
researcher to find an individual site for
intervention, which could be chosen from
any of the fieldwork spots in Mount Gongga,
to design or curate their selected sites as
an act of place-making. In addition, the
researchers were asked to imagine future
landscape routes in a territorial scale,
and thereby considered the large-scale
significance of the place’s design.

Water and energy cards sequenced
a route of waterscape from which the
researcher experienced and selected the
site — a reservoir at the intersecting point
of the Dadu River and a suspended highway
bridge. The researcher proposed to
transform the site’s land and water surface
into an energy park as part of a recreational
route along the river, to raise public
awareness for water landscape changes as
a consequence of energy production.

Most mountain roads possess pleasant
vista and scenery but are not friendly to
walkers. This phenomenon was observed

through a photographic catalog and the
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researcher picked up one road between Moxi
Town and an Yi village, suggesting 5 spatial
possibilities to improve pedestrians and
roadside pauses. This road session served
as a miniature case study of conflicts that

appear on most of the newly constructed
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mountain roads.

The story of food and production linked
together a group of villages. In Xinxing
Village sitting between a town and a glacier
park, the researcher designed a roadside

food center where local food cultures around

©0 © “Trans-Alpine” studio, photo by Li Bin



producing and processing could be shared
by the villagers themselves as well as
visitors.

In the “science” topic, sound clips from
various glaciers recorded a path of glacial
retreat. The researcher designed a glacial
sound field at the high point of an existing
glacier trail, to receive glacier records that
transported from currently inaccessible
parts of Gongga. The recording locations
would become measures of retreat in
future.

According to fieldwork booklets, the
natural habitat sample areas suggested
a route of nature education, in order to
provide opportunities for nature explorers
and scientists. At the terminus of
Hailuogou Glacier, the researcher designed
a spatial framework for measuring and
displaying geomorphologic dynamics and
plant successions.

The observing photos made the tourism
researcher notice the urban outfit travelers
wearing on glacial trails, and the desire
to wilderness could be stronger than the
preparation. The researcher then designed
a trekking system that composed of three-
tiered supporting infrastructures. In future,
this system would apply to a broader
trekking network in Gongga and Hengduan
Ranges.

The studio instructors curated the
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“Trans-Alpine” exhibition® in the final
stage, transformed an exhibition space at
the Nordnorsk Kunstmuseum into a place
for reflection, and by doing so created a
dialogue between the Polar and the Peak.
On a “Field Table” [Fig. 8) seated there
physical tools and their outcomes from
the fieldworks. The wall space displayed
place design and route curation of Mount
Gongga (Fig. 9, 10), corresponding to the six
thematic alpine mappings of Norway. The
projected images blurred the boundary of
the two geographies and cultures. In the
experimental process across geographies,
the representational tool (alpine mapping)
generated an objective perspective in

approaching alpine landscapes in general;

3@  Nordnorsk 9.
Kunstmuseum hosted
the design studio final

Alpine: From the

Polar to the Peak” in

June 2018. For more 9.
information, please visit
https://www.nnkm.no/
en/exhibitions/trans-

<
@
5
)
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the experiential tool (fieldwork framework]
assisted the researchers to immerse into a
landscape travel. The field trip turned into
the reference map for curating pauses and

routes in the future. LAF
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