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Delli Aspetti de Paesi

Vecchi e nuovi Media per I'lmmagine del Paesaggio / Old and New Media for the Image of the Landscape - Il

“Alpinescapes”: a landscape communication experience

ROSSELLA SALERNO, DANIELE VILLA
Politecnico di Milano

Abstract

Alpine landscapes often feature multiple contexts, from areas strongly driven by attractions
of sport tourism (summer, winter), to places of everyday life for small local communities, to
scatterings of many partially unused areas. Alpine communities typically seek to invest in
sustainable development, focusing on the specific character of local food and agricultural
resources, the attractiveness of the mountain nature, and the values of disseminated
cultural heritage. The current paper offers an exploration of “Alpinescapes” a joint
Lombardy-Swiss web-based pilot action for knowledge innovation and sharing of practices
for cultural landscapes in the Alpine region. The communications approach is primarily
based on a reworking of web cartography, through the use of ftraditional codes of
picturesque representation of the landscape. Between "old codes" and new
communication technologies, the tool offers an innovative approach to sharing the images
of alpine cultural landscapes.

Keywords
Picturesque, Cultural Landscape, Alps, Cultural Heritage Communication, ICT

1. Iconography and digital image processing

The Alps had long been the site of a mysterious imagery, sometimes terrible but
fascinating at the same time: from inaccessible environment, due to the particular
morphology and the sense of uncertainty generated in travelers over the past hundred
years, the Alps turned to a tourism development, at the beginning attracting elites and then
gradually also lay people. The iconography of the mountains shows in broad terms that
change, which can be explored taking in consideration three fundamental aspects: the
imagery of “the unknown” in the Alpine places, the experimental representation of the
geographical environment, the accessibility to the place, permitted by measured
representations of the modern cartography. As recalled by Philippe Joutard in L’invenzione
del Monte Bianco, «L’iconografia € una testimone fedele, ma anche un agente attivo in
questa storia, tant'e€ vero che la montagna viene conquistata con la vista prima che
fisicamente. [...] Fin dal Cinquecento i pittori hanno capito che qui la bellezza derivava
dall’orrore e dalla dismisura; per essi la grande forza del paesaggio di montagna risiede
nei contrasti violenti, come quello, ad esempio, tra la pace delle greggi e la furia dei
ghiacci» [Joutard , p. 179]. More generally, the emergence of a new sensibility towards the
Alps finds a way of spreading by the work of painters who, before real explorations,
describe the charm through images: in a sense it can be said that optical parameters and
visual codes create a true representation of the DNA as concerns the characteristic
aspects of the mountain throughout the whole modernity.
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Fig. 1: J. Ruskin, Alpine Peaks: Jungfrau, Eiger and other, 1844 (in AA.VV. 2003. Montagna. Arte, scienza e
mito da Diirer a Warhol. Milano: Skira, p.338).

If, however, the first representations of the alpine environment begin during the
Renaissance, in parallel with the overwhelming rising of the landscape issue in painting, it
is also true that the most considerable iconographic output is linked to aesthetics and
expressive codes of the picturesque, which represent its main cultural framework.
Significantly Antonio De Rossi, in the book dedicated to the construction of the Alps,
focuses his research about the images and the picturesque mountain scenery, identifying
in this aesthetic category the most important interpretative key for explaining the
phenomenon of a growing interest towards that vast geographic area.

The picturesque representative codes, as the etymology explains, are rooted in painting
which apparently reproduces nature as it appears to the viewer's eye; actually the
picturesque image building is a bit more complex than it might seem, because instead it is
a “preview” of the picture, than you would want to see and admire the scenery. Somehow
the recognition in the nature of a picturesque setting occurs only at a later time than an
imagination that precedes it.

This "fil rouge" going beyond the chronological meaning of the picturesque, strictly
speaking, is in our opinion the dominant aspect in an iconographic production, which as
mentioned above, may be referenced to key themes indicated at the beginning of this
paper. So between the pictorial subject of the imagery and more properly picturesque
codes, about Alpine landscape it is possible to find an extraordinary production about
representation forms, which first invented and then gradually try to describe places, size
and character of the alpine scenery. In the first group of images, referred to as «the
imaginary of the unknown in the Alpine locations», Der Mont Blanc lithograph by W.
Pitschner (1864) evokes a geographical setting, imaginative and unreal, albeit using the
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Fig. 2: W. Pitschner, Der Mont-Blanc, Geneve 1864 (in AA. VV. 1988 E.Viollet-Le-Duc et le Massif du Mont-
Blanc1868-1879. Lausanne: Payot, p. 52).

morphological characters in recurring design mountain.

The immeasurable alpine landscape, which is both a result of difficulties to access the
sites, as well as psychological barrier, puts travelers and geographers to the test, as
concerns an effort to develop effective descriptive devices in showing sites
morphologically complex. In this second group of representations you find with the well-
known Ve circulaire des Montagnes qu’'on decouvre du sommet du Glacier de Buet,
contained in the likewise famous Voyages dans les Alpes (1779) of H.-B. de Saussure,
which is based on a 360-degree view model, similar to a panoramic view at the center of
which stand two immeasurably tiny travelers-geographers.

This representative typology is refined, from the point of view of the measurement mode,
by Franz Schrader who, with his Orographe, draws up a survey methodology of alpine
peaks and gets the overturned profiles on a circular horizon.

In the third iconographic group aforementioned, which instead describes places made
accessible through a modern cartography, it is fully part the map of the Mont Blanc massif,
created by Eugene Viollet-Le-Duc in 1868: here geometry is the scientific basis for the
surveys with which Viollet intends to build a good figurative map (...) which provides a
starting points for all the detailed observations (Viollet-Le- Duc, Le massif du Mont Blanc,
p. VIII). The French architect combines hence a need to develop a technically correct
support compared to the usual forms of representation which he sees as not entirely
appropriate, therefore, the topographic survey is complemented by perspectifs drawings.
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Fig. 3: H.-B. de Saussure, Vue circulaire des Montagnes qu’on decouvre du sommet du Glacier de Buet,
Neuchétel, 1779 (in «Casabellay 575-576, 1991, p.109).

The need pointed out, which Viollet-Le-Duc tries to solve, is in other words the capability to
combine accuracy in measurement and, at the same time, maintaining both parameters
and optical codes able to make recognizable the shapes of places: however, this essential
criterion will be gradually abandoned in setting up maps, as the dominant logic will become
the only application of the metric-geometric certainty.

For Franco Farinelli, this paradigm shift corresponds to a change in importance attributed
before to the local space and then replaced by an “absolute” space, from which concrete
phenomena, those that can be physically experienced, had been excluded.

The technical cartographic representation thereby reduces the diversity of places to a
Cartesian “universal container”, where, with a description of reality, considered objective,
as supported by the metric certainty, the effect on the common people, on the layman is
“disorienting”, due to a flattened kind of drawing which respecting only the measure is,
eventually, of little value in communicating processes.

However, this concise iconographic review, whose goal concerns a technical and cultural
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Fig. 4: E. Viollet-Le Duc, Morzine, 1879 (in AA. VV. 1988 E.Viollet-Le-Duc et le Massif du Mont-Blanc1868-
1879, Lausanne, Payot, p. 37).

development about the needs expressed by contemporary society, seems clearly express
a require for a descriptive-communicative approach which can take in account optical and
geographical parameters, able to achieve a useful and intelligent balance.

The short remarks about some recurring iconographic characters in the description of the
Alpine region, have therefore suggested a review of ways of picturesque representation
long used in cartography, as a criterion orienting the processing of digital platform
Alpinescapes, addressed to the knowledge of Heritage widespread in the landscape
Valsassina, in Lombardy, and so here comes the cognitive and communicative project.

It is therefore of collecting informative data on the Heritage and the landscape and
experience of their visualization, in which it is intended to take account of the sediments
and the historical approaches as regards both the perceptual component, and mostly as
concerns representative codes. In addition to the abovementioned reasons, this choice
was functional to the interpretation about Heritage proposed in a European perspective,
that is equally important to consider the cognitive contributions and issue arising by people
that live the places, and the thorough scientific investigation studies, which comes instead
by scholars working in the field. One of the goals of the project is therefore to be able to
reach a point of balance, dialogue and comparison which makes the communication codes
and modalities of participation a useful summary of the various points of view, experienced
by the digital platform.

Such a strategy, however, is in line with the actions promoted and described by ICOMOS
in terms of Cultural Heritage Sites, summarized in the two main actions of “interpretation”
and “presentation”, as ICOMOS stated:
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“Presentation” denotes the carefully planned arrangement of information and physical
access to a cultural heritage site, usually by scholars, design firms, and heritage
professionals. As such, it is largely a one-way mode of communication.

“Interpretation”, on the other hand, denotes the totality of activity, reflection, research, and
creativity stimulated by a cultural heritage site. In this respect the input and involvement of
visitors, local and associated community groups, and other stakeholders of various ages
and educational backgrounds is essential to interpretation and to the transformation of
cultural heritage sites into places and sources of learning and reflection about the past, as
well as valuable resources for sustainable community development and intercultural and
intergenerational dialogue.

So the idea to use iconography codes is lastly a way to go back to a kind of perception
closer to people’s way of sight and give more tools to easily recognize places where they
live or intend to visit.

2. Alpinescapes: mixing old paradigms and new tools

The path that led to the design and implementation of web-app Alpinescapes
(http://www.paesaggiuculturali.polimi.it), within a wider research founded by a European
Interreg Italy-Swiss call, began from some specific and simple research questions:

-how to encourage a better interrelation and use of local information on Cultural Heritage
diversifying data sources?

-which are the most effective tools to overcome the sources fragmentation about the less-
known alpine areas?

- it is possible think of ICT as a new series of platforms to include different ways to look at
the Alpine landscape?

- how to overcome the visual and perceptual limits of mainstream online maps, often not
able to represent in a clear way the specific characters of a territory?

The last of these issues was actually the starting point since the research group was
looking for the correct way to call into question a common attitude, in the age of Internet-
based maps, which could underestimate the communicative and non-neutral nature of the
cartographic language. The geographical area where the work has focused, the alpine
cross-border space between the Valsassina, the Como Lake and Lake Lugano, has been
a major challenge in terms of the capability to read, interpret and redraw a complex
territorial systems, with a rich but sometimes hidden cultural and natural heritage, trying to
build a new overall image, a non-localistic portrait of landscape in dialogue with both the
tangible and intangible cultural heritage. It seemed immediately clear the importance of
having to guide an approach to the drawing of the mountain landscape based on a re-
stitching between Alpine culture and the evolution of its forms of representation, paying
close attention to a long history of topographical and geographical relief characterized by a
mélange of quantitative aspects with a very clear qualitative attitude. The modern history
of the mountains drawing in the Swiss area is dotted with meaningful examples that help to
understand why visual quality and precision must go together.

Starting with the first geometrically and metrically correct topographic map and
Switzerland, made by the General Guillaume-Henri Dufour in 1864, is possible to follow a
long succession of brilliant researchers. Eduard Imhof (1895-1986) is certainly the more
known lastborn of this tradition, thanks to a huge corpus of field research, enriched by
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Fig. 5: Jost Murer's first wooden-print Map of Zurich Canton, 1566. Detail showing Jura Mountains near
Baden (in IMHOF, E. 2007 Cartographic Relief Presentation. USA: ESRI Press, Redlands, pag. 6).

hundreds of maps and representations of the Alpine area, without ever losing sight of the
close relationship between the cartographic practice and cultural grounds, binding the
mountains with their visual imaginaries. After more than forty years leading the Geodesy
Division of the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in Zurich, much of his innovative
thinking in map design and mountains translation and interpretation through drawing is
collected in: “Cartographic Relief Presentation”, a work first published only in German in
1965, translated and re-published in English by ESRI-Press in 2007.

As underlined by Bernhard Jenny: «The main body of the work covers all conceivable
aspects of contouring, relief shading, hachuring, rock drawing, spot heights, and area
colors. It also deals with some of the more specialized aspects of relief presentation, such
as the depiction of scree, glaciers, and landslides. Imhof stresses the need for aesthetic
sensitivity throughout, insisting on direct observation and drawing as a means of
landscape study for the creation of clear and expressive topographic maps».

Imhof eyes and pencil are able to develop a modern graphic language that redefines,
without distorting, the artistic, perceptual, aesthetic and technical rules of the modern
mountain representation, combining an ever-present care to accuracy and correctness.
These are some of the main reasons why the work of Imhof was the main reference for the
development of a new web-based tool focused on the visual-analysis of the Alpine region,
trying some steps ahead that allows a virtuous integration between expert and collective
knowledge, facilitating the emergence of a variety of embedded cultural heritage.

The core idea of Alpinescapes was developed in three parallel steps held together by a
common goal: create a new web-map, able to express the different geographical identity of
these places, upon which bring together different sources of Cultural Heritage information
and tying a series of hybrid landscape portraits to make visible the identity of alpine
cultural landscapes between Lombardy and Swiss.

The first part of the work required to re-set the cartographic visual elements (from the line
thickness to the color palette) in an attempt to take a cue from traditional cartography of
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Fig. 6: Edward Imhof’'s Mt. Everest rock drawing, 1962 (in IMHOF, E. 2007 Cartographic Relief Presentation.
USA: ESRI Press, Redlands, pag. 138).

the Alps and to overcome the weaknesses of the most widely used web maps. A new
aspect of the map, able to change adapting at the different zooms, and readable on any
kind of device, has been possible thanks to the use of geographic open-data sources, the
only ones that allow a full customization of every single graphic element. The final result is
a base map focused on the morphological structure of the areas between Lario and
Ceresio: a selective digital cartographic background which emphasizes the orographic
framework, playing on the visual relationship between contour lines, digital terrain model
(DTM), and shadows. From a certain point of view this first part of the research is
characterized as a so-called “digital-handmade” map making, where the selection
processes are done manually and individually, getting a final specific and recognizable
visual tool. Answering to general open-access requirements of the funding call the
Alpinescapes web-map it's not only ad-hoc, but fully editable and replicable through a
complete opening of both the core code and the data sources.

The second step arises, initially, by a broadly shared problem in the cultural landscape
information and communication field: a great knowledge scattering, especially in less
known areas; hence the idea of building a Cultural Heritage virtual hub, lightweight and
easy to be browsed. The Alpinespace map has become the place where to re-call and
visualize elsewhere-born information: from some already digitized and mapped local
projects (ValsassinaCultura-http://www.valsassinacultura.it/) up to information coming from
Wikipedia or other open and shared repository. One of the goals of this tool that mixes
material from various sources is to make actually easier the finding of place based
information by an increasing number of people, allowing local communities to interact
directly integrating and correcting any kind of information they want.

This concept for a web-tool does not solve, anyhow, a strong digital-divide problem,
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Fig. 7: Valsassina web-map comparison at the same browsing scale: Alpinescapes base-map on the left,
Google Map on the right.

especially in elderly populations, but simplifies a convergence on more inclusive and open
Cultural Heritage communication patterns. The whole Alpinescape system has also a high
self-upgrade level thanks to its data platforms multiplicity: every time a user changes or
adds an information in OpenStreetMap, or Wikipedia, or local Valsassina Cultura (all linked
together) the changes are immediately visible on Alpinescapes, allowing a very low level
data structure maintenance.

The third pillar of the research is, on the other hand, an attempt to reactivate a culture and
know-how of drawing the Alps hybridizing traditional techniques of visual survey, freehand
drawing and digital processing. The main idea is to try to get out, and go over the
Euclidean space of the map, recalling the fundamental role of drawing in the making of a
strong visual identity of a landscape. The mountains between Switzerland and Lombardy,
close to the lakes, are still ideal places to test how powerful the drawing can be in the
making of new shared images, intended also as media for a more effective cultural
heritage communication. In this concluding part of the project we have chosen ten lookout
view point to make a visual freehand survey of the Valsassina valley. After a first sketched
series of panorama we have digital developed the drawings stressing elements, adding
altitude and topographical information, relating each other in one specific map.

The final outcome is a series of hybrid visual artifacts with a strong dominance of freehand
perspective drawing, all adapted for a web-based browsing and collected inside the main
web page of the research. This is certainly an uncommon and heterodox experiment
pushing to the limit very different attitudes and ways of understanding and representing the
cultural landscapes, however imagining the sharing-heritage issues in a wider way means,
sometimes, overcome boundaries to assess consequences and implications.
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Fig. 8: Alpinescapes: digital processed freehand drawing of Grigna Massif (drawing by Chiara Novello).
Fig. 9: Alpinescapes digital processed freehand drawing of Valsassina valley (drawing by Chiara Novello).
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