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For Everest and her people, wherever



A B S T R A C T

Everest is critiqued as an extreme subject of the Wunderkammer (Site) through the reconstruction of the 
mountain in the eyes of three protagonists – the Climber, the Sherpa, and the Refugee. The epistemology 
of the Wunderkammer is illustrated through an architectural lens, producing atmosphere from unconven-
tional non-spatial prefaces, questioning the limits of architectural representation. The Wunderkammer is an 
object of architecture, in its most compressed and powerful form: a design intervention with no traditional 

building in sight, but a morphology of spatial effects.

The architectural Wunderkammer negotiates and reinterprets the ways one views the landscape of Everest 
through altering the spatial perception of the viewer using the toolset of an Architect: drawings, diorama 

models, spatial setup, and the curation of the viewer’s experience.  
  

Here, the architect introduces a curated experience of contradictions and relationships encompassing the 
atmosphere, rather than an addition or alteration to the mountain –a better interpretation of the 

protagonist’s spatial perception in the context they were placed in.
 

Hence, when the fragments of the Wunderkammer are pieced together as one, they reveal the existence of 
spaces, objects, forces, and truths seen differently by the three protagonists that humans would otherwise 

never be able to perceive on a trip to Everest. 

The Wunderkammer of the architect’s remote journey on Everest from the eyes of the Climber, Sherpa, and 
Refugee shows a contested yet shared mountain that holds three different meanings to each of the protagtonists.
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P R E M I S E :  T H E  W U ND E R K AMM E R

Artificialia	 Naturalia	 Scientifica	 Exotica	 Mirabilia

The purpose of the Wunderkammer is to aid the 
viewer in linking unconventional fragments together to create new 

myths and ideas of the objects.

Architects have always pieced together fragments (remotely, or not), 
eg. climate, fabric, dimensions, humanistic issues

to produce spaces. This process of piecing together and making sense 
of the fragments as a whole is the same as how the viewer makes 

sense of the collection in the Wunderkammer, a process usually not 
shown but an important skill for the future Architect to learn in order 

to be creators of space and atmosphere.

By using Everest as an extreme site and landmark, the 
epistemological process of the architectural Wunderkammer is made  

visible.

MAKING SENSE PROCESS

Wunderkammer
eg. Cabinet, Room, Suitcase

Put into 

Viewer makes sense of the 
collection

CATEGORY
OF OBJECT

E V E R E S T :  T H E  A R C H I T E C T U R A L 
W U ND E R K AMM E R

Anecdotes	 Reports           Stills	     Audio and Moving Images	

The purpose of the Architectural Wunderkammer is to aid the 
viewer in linking fragments to produce space from unconventionally 

non-spatial items. 

The Three Faces of Everest Constructed through
Curation - Relation - Contradiction:

Climber - Backpack

Sherpa - Mandala

Refugee - Khata Scarf

The Architectural Wunderkammer
eg. Site

Put into 

Viewer makes sense of the 
collection

CATEGORY
OF OBJECT

The Architect adopts the viewpoints of these three characters, using architectural 
techniques to create the conditions and spaces to visualise, reconstruct and read 

the atmosphere and space of Everest.



TH E  T R A D I T I O N A L  R O L E  O F  A N  A R C H I T E C T

Drawings 			   Models

Architect designs for a client or purpose by deciding what they need 
(sole authorship), creating drawings and models that the architect is 

able to comprehend and use

Fastidiousness about the purity of the traditional architectural 
vision encloses itself within its own compound, denying it 
communication with anything else to preserve its integrity.

With our minds fixed on the predominance of architectural language, we limit our 
spatial imagination before the confines of the medium, not enabling us to new modes of 

architectural representation that would be more capable in  
reproducing remote atmospheres.

A prior act of thought

A consequent manual for the ar-
rival of architecture

A technique/theory

A visualization of spatial relations

A projection

A reference

An idealization

A 3-Dimensional Reconstruction

A transmutation

MEDIUM

POSITION

AR

P U S H I N G  C ON V E N T I O N A L  A R C H I T E C T U R A L 
R E P R E S E N T AT I O N  A N D  R O E S  B Y  U S I N G  T H E 

M E D I UM  O F  A  W U ND E R K AMM E R

CAR

1D - 2D - 3D

Numerical Data
Words
Sounds
Textures

Drawings
Maps

Paintings

Models
Objects
Videos
Climate

MEDIUM

To understand a subject and reconstruct atmosphere, one needs to have all 
three dimensions within the architectural representation. The change in 

mediums is able to emphasize and show difference in the constructed objects, 
each telling a different aspect of atmosphere. These reconstructed objects are 
then able to alter the perception of spatial conditions according to what the 

architect envisions them to be. 

Architect starts from the position of the client, understanding the 
site through their perspective, then translating it so that architects 

and clients are both able to read it (dual authorship)

POSITION



TH E  C ON S T RU C T E D  W UND E R K AMM E R

A curated reconstruction of the Everest journey through 
the three protagonists by the Architect through:

Drawings
Diorama Models

Archives (The Guidebook of Everest) 
 Spatial Setup

The Drawings and Diorama Models are architectural material, constructed from Evererst 
through the remote understanding of the three protagonsits, a versatile medium that is able to be 
read in different views of the characters. This medium will be used to explore relationships and 

contradictions in the thesis. 

The Guidebook of Everest is a supplementary read that gives context to the fragments of the
 Backpack, providing evidence in different mediums (anecdotes, reports, stills, audio and moving 

images) that help to make sense of the objects inside. 

The spatial setup allows the Architect to curate the viewer’s experience, recreating how she 
understands Everest through the three protagonists for the viewer to experience. 

The Three Faces of Everest Constructed through
Curation - Relation - Contradiction:

Climber - Backpack

Sherpa - Mandala

Refugee - Khata Scarf



TH E  W U ND E R K AMM E R  O F  E V E R E S T

Climber 
Sherpa 
Refugee



C L IM B E R  -  B A C K PA C K

Central to the journey of the climber is a vessel, the backpack. This backpack has been  filled by the climber with items needed for their survival 
on their ascent up. Items are prepared, collected and thrown away from the backpack constantly along the route. He moves and experiences 
the mountain through his technicality and presumptions. Becoming part of the landscape, the climber navigates the whole structure through 
the multiplicity of routes and layers created, finding his way through the mountainscape depending on the path they choose - running in 
parallel with the others or diverging from them.



C L IM B E R  -  A S C E N T







S H E R PA  -  M A N D A L A

Central to the journey of the Sherpa is his religion,  holding true to his beliefs, allowing  the Sherpa to take care of his family, the climbers and 
the refugees along his journey around the mountain. The Mandala is representational of a map to the Sherpa, Everest and her myths lying 
central to the three gates around her faces, with the chosen one - the Sherpa, being the one circumambulating the mountain. He goes around 
the periphery, peering into the mountain through views and vistas, helping Climbers and Refugees reach their goal - becoming a guardian to 
the mountain and the people she encompasses. 



Figure Ground of  Openings on Everest

RTO	  03

The openings on Everest represent opportunities for paths, with the Khumbu Icefall being the hardest and 
most dangerous landscape to manuever and lead climbers through. The icefall is constantly in motion and 
unable to be mapped with certainty,  requiring swift navigation and knowledge of the landscape - as new 

crevasses open and others get cloaked over with a light blanket of snow.  



Figure Ground of  Openings on Everest

The Sherpa navigates through these transitional openings, leading with their sensing and experience - 
when to diverge paths and when to lay down ladders for technical manuvering. These openings give 
opportunities to enter the mountain, with most of them agglomerated at the entrances of Everest’s faces. 



Variations of the Openings on Everest

Snow, in its many forms, is one of main materials used to craft Everest’s unique landscape. In this series of 
aerial photographs, different types and forms of snow create openings on Everest for the Sherpa to navigate 
through. 



The Creation of a Hazardous Landscape in the Khumbu Icefall

Section of a Crevasse in the Khumbu Icefall 1:150

The avalanche onto the Icefall, a crevasse opening, the collapse of a serac. 
A cyclical phase that transitions within the icefall due to the openings within the glacier, 

between the glaciers,  and with the glaciers. 





R E F U G E E  -  K H ATA  S C A R F

The Refugee recieves a Khata scarf from their loved ones as they embark - a symbol of safe journey and passage,  the trace of the refugee across 
Everest in their hope of crossing the perilous mountain. They hide underneath, stagnant because they seek refuge in the mountains , and cam-
ouflage in her blanket of snow. They show their transient presence in between layers, and in the hidden enclosures of Everest, semi-open to the 
sky at times, using their versatility to survive their journey across. 
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R E L AT I O N S H I P S  W I T H I N  E A C H  P R O T A G ON I S T  A N D  T H E I R  A R T E FA C T S



CON T R A D I C T I O N S  W I T H I N  T H E  T H R E E  P R O T A G ON I S T S



C U R AT I O N  O F  T H E  T E N  K E Y  O B J E C T S 
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P R O C E S S
					         





TH E  C L I M B E R S ’ S  B A C K PA C K

The Climber carefully packs his Backpack with more then he needs, an excess of pockets that help him 
categorize his items that are precious to him, items that need quick access, items that helps him to 
navigate the paths and surfaces of Everest, items that help him ascend to the summit and descend to 
base camp. Almost everything to tackle any situation, just that Everest is unpredicable and always 

triumphs humankind. 



TH E  R E F U G E E ’ S  B A C K PA C K

The Refugee lifts her Backpack filled with sustenance, attached closely to her body, her essential guide to 
survival. Everything is stored carefully inside, with the weight of her possessions tugging on one of her 
shoulders, reminiscent to the traditional Tibetan Sherpa dress just like the tolung (pouch-like space) 
which once held the day’s essentials. The Backpack is zipped open and unravelled to form a small tarp 
that is just enough for her to rest on and thin enough to feel the snow underneath her head - open to the 

sky and its elements as the Refugee seeks to find enclosure.

TH E  S H E R PA’ S  B A C K PA C K

The Sherpa lugs his Backpack using the namlo, a head strap that helps to lift some of the weight off 
his load - the commercialisation of Everest being their main source of income, a guide and porter of 
the Himalayas. The base of the Backpack is triangulated for ease of rest, where the tokma, a T-shaped 
walking stick, is put underneath the Backpack. Many straps go around the open-top Backpack, where 
the capacity of it can be easily expanded and the objects piled  upon are secured with straps for the 

journey ahead.



The Climber’s Backpack

Made for the bright, white environment of high peaks, Smith Optics’ I/O Interchangeable Po-
larized Goggles (above) will shield the Climber from the unforgiving sun. A “rim-less” design 
increases field of vision, while anti-fog coatings and vents will help keep her vision clear. The 
Climber is able to see the big picture, the entire route from his perspective and triangulate the 
path ahead according to the climbing typologies of the Khumbu Icefall.



The Refugee’s Backpack

A fake pair of ‘Ray-Bans’ bought in Lhasa, with slides that when seen through 
these lens of the Refugee show the negative space of the landscape, as if they 
were crossing at night - enclosures and traces of people - important details to 
the Refugeein their journey.



The Sherpa’s Backpack

Aviator-style goggles with darkened glass lenses tries to protect the Sherpa  
from UV rays and snow blindness. The pinhole glasses blur the surroundings 
of the Sherpa, only allowing him to concentrate in finding the certain path 
ahead, putting the Sherpa under the harsh conditions, where their sensing 
leads them to the openings of the Icefall - both opportunity and danger. 















A P P E N D I X  A :  T H E  G U I D E B O O K  O F  E V E R E S T
					              Supplementary Archives
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P R E M I S E :  T H E  2 1 S T  C E N T U R Y  W U N D E R K A M M E R 
I N  P O W E R ,  C A P I T A L I S M  A N D  M Y T H

The Wunderkammer, also known as a Cabinet of Curiosity, stems from the derivation of 

the Latin term ‘curiousus’ from ‘cura’1, where curiosity motivates the desire of knowl-

edge as much as it helps to apprehend the world, in which the curious person cares 

about the state of the subject and the nature of the object2. It is a collection of rare and 

peculiar objects assimilated from the four categories of ‘naturalia, exotica, scientificia 

and artificialia3’ displayed in a medium that invokes curiosity in the viewers through its 

deliberate curation and composition. By looking at the Wunderkammer as a method of 

looking at a subject through its relationship with the collector, collection, and viewer 

himself; its relationship with power, capitalism, and myth behind its significance in the 

21st century is rediscovered, alike to Derrida’s spectre in the reappearance of an old 

idea in a new body 4.

The 21st century Wunderkammer appears to be another instance of capitalism’s ability 

to discover and exploit resources, creating power for the collectors whilst enticing them 

into the cycle of the innate desire to collect more objects to add on to their status. 

Through the curation and collection of the Wunderkammer, idiosyncrasies of the collec-

tor as well as his cultural, social, and economic dispositions are reflected, condensing 

all the knowledge into a medium paralleled to the consolidation of power 5 – allowing 

the ‘cabinet’ to encapsulate the microcosms of the world perceived by the viewer. 

1Cura means to take care of some-
thing in Latin

Berlyne DE. (1954). “A theory of hu-
man curiosity”. Br J Psychol. 45 (3): 
180–91. 

2 MONDZAIN-BAUDINET, Marie-José, 
« CURIOSITY, History of Art », Ency-
clopædia Universalis [online], July 
16th, 2016. URL : http://www.univer-
salis.fr/encyclopedie/curiosite-his-
toire-de-l-art/

3 The collections comprise four cat-
egories : « naturalia, which gathers 
natural objects and creatures to-
gether […] ; exotica, which com-
prises plants and exotic animals ; 
scientifica, which groups the scien-
tific instruments ; artificialia for the 
objets created or modified by hu-
mans.[…]

BOETSCH, Gilles ; BLANCHARD, 
Pascal, « Du cabinet de curiosité à 
la « Vénus Hottentote » : la longue 
histoire des exhibitions humaines 
» in L’invention de la race: Des 
représentations scientifiques aux 
exhibitions populaires, sous la di-
rection de BANCEL, Nicolas ; DA-
VID, Thomas ; THOMAS Dominic, La 
Découverte, 2016, 548 pages.

4 The spectre is its physical mani-
festation, but its corporeal form is 
always animated by the spirit of the 
idea. 

Derrida, Jacques. Specters of Marx: 
The State of the Debt, the Work of 
Mourning, and the New Internation-
al. New York: Routledge, 1994

5 Vladimar Tr. Halfstein, “Bodies of 
Knowledge: Ole Worm & Collect-
ing in Late Renaissance Scandina-
via,” Ethnologia Europaea 33, no. 1 
(2003): 6.

Dell’Historia Naturale in 1599 was a collection that signified the wealth of its collector, 

the physician Ferrante Imperato, through how he managed to condense the natural his-

tory of the world into a room as a representation of his discovery, finding cures for hu-

man illnesses with animals, at a time where travelling was rare and much of the world’s 

species was yet to be explored and discovered. This meant that collectors that could 

afford and have mastery over their collections were looked at as well-travelled and 

knowledgeable by the community as they had the ‘curios’ to make sense of the world, a 

‘godly’ feeling that ‘commoners’ of low curios and status could never encounter. 



However, this relationship between power and capitalism of the collector acts as a 

subterfuge in the 21st century Wunderkammer, where this medium works otherwise for 

the viewers. Objects that have been put in the Wunderkammer are automatically myth-

icized and glorified through its medium and composition with its surrounding objects 

even though these narratives may be false and instead appropriated for the collec-

tion’s benefit. The Wunderkammer is then used as a device to conceal and reframe the 

capitalism governing it through allowing the viewer to look at everyday objects through 

such a lens, creating their own unique and non-conventional collections to create new 

power within themselves through belief instead. This notion is talked about by Derrida, 

where a work of art, in this case the objects, are inseparable from its frame, but that the 

frame may assume various forms in the viewers eye, re-framing one’s collection within 

an approximation of their original parameters6.  The viewer no longer needs to feel the 

need to own or collect what others have created, but instead uses their perspective 

from what others have collected through the influence of capitalism to view things in 

their own myths. 

Thus, this thesis uses the lens of the Wunderkammer as a premise to investigate the 

site, Everest, by looking at how capitalism ends up working for the myth instead of the 

power of others, where the myth of the landmark of Everest becomes the architecture 

of new power. 

Further explorations of the Wunderkammer 
are included in Appendix A: The Method of the 
Wunderkammer and Appendix B: The
Explorations of Origins through the
 Wunderkammer

6 Jacques Derrida, trans. by Geoff 
Bennington and Ian McLeod, ‘Par-
ergon’, in The Truth in Painting (Chi-
cago and London: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1987), pp. 15-147 (p. 
73).  



A  T A L E  O F  T W O  E V E R E S T S :  A  D I V I D E D  M O U N T A I N

Everest, as the 21st Century Wunderkammer lies at the intersection of two tales – the 

capitalistic rule of China on the Tibetan region and the mythical practices and beliefs of 

the Nepalese.

The summit of Mount Everest sits exactly on the border between Nepal and Tibet, a 

landmark that is part of the most contested piece of land between these two nations. 

Chomolungma, the Tibetan and Nepalese name for Everest, meaning ‘Goddess Mother 

of Mountains’, was once a celebrated myth and fantasy for its unattainable peak, turned 

into an experience and attraction through its commercialization. 

One of the first decisions to make before climbing Everest would be to choose the side 

one would attempt the ascent from, either from the Nepal’s South face – where you 

would have to take a ten-day trek up the Khumbu valley to base camp to trace the pop-

ular route of Hillary and Norgay’s first summit ascent with the aid of more experienced 

Sherpas, or Tibet’s North face – with the newly paved roads that bring you straight to 

your hotel at base camp and more stringent safety permit regulations7 . 

Tibet, officially known as the Tibet Autonomous Region of the People’s Republic of 

China, has a history of contestation with Nepal on Everest’s height and demarcation of 

boundaries, in particular the ownership of the summit8. Tibet has more recently under-

gone major modern developments on its side of Everest, such as installing controversial 

5G Huawei network towers that may become a magnet for tourism on the North face, 

7A Tibetan mountaineering license 
is needed to climb Everest, this 
license includes having climbed 
another 8000m peak before.

“Permit to Climb Mount Everest: 
What Permits & How to Get the Per-
mit.” Accessed November 19, 2020. 
https://www.topchinatravel.com/
mount-everest/mountaineering-li-
cense-for-climbing-mount-everest.
htm.

8 The Times of India. “China Trying 
to Consolidate Position in Tibet 
by Highlighting Mt. Everest on 
Tibetan Side, Says Expert - Times 
of India.” Accessed November 
19, 2020. https://timesofindia.
indiatimes.com/world/south-asia/
china-trying-to-consolidate-posi-
tion-in-tibet-by-highlighting-mt-ev-
erest-on-tibetan-side-says-expert/
articleshow/75655174.cms.



a tool for military activity in the Himalayas9  and a spur in Tibet’s culture erasure, 

questioning this bone of contention between Nepal and China. The development of 

Tibet into the Himalayan range merely acts as a facade for the human rights 

ing this bone of contention between Nepal and China. The development of Tibet into 

the Himalayan range merely acts as a facade for the human rights violation of the 

‘One-China Policy’ against the Tibetan people, where the sinicization of Tibet 10 and the 

prohibition on their religious autonomy is uncovered behind the curtain of China’s huge 

investments. 

Tibetans are too shrouded in the cultural genocide 11 to be able to recover their tradi-

tions of belief in myths, such as the rituals and practices that were once part of their 

everyday routine. One of the myths in Tibetan Buddhist folklore that have been erad-

icated due to the oppression of Tibetan culture is the myth of the Beyul, a promised 

land hidden in the Himalayas, blessed by Padmasambhava for his followers to seek 

refuge in when the Dharma is under threat 12.

After the 1959 Tibetan uprising, the 14th Dalai Lama escaped to India to seek asylum 

in fear of Chinese persecution and oppression, with waves of Tibetan exodus following 

in his footsteps to surrounding countries such as Nepal13. The common route taken by 

many of these refugees include crossing the Nepal-Tibet border through the Nangpa La 

pass in the Himalayas, a traditional trade and pilgrimage route connecting the Tibetans 

and Nepalese Sherpas in the Khumbu region just about 30km northwest of 

9 Schneider, Ari. “The World’s Highest 
and Fastest Cell Service Could Have 
Geopolitical Implications.” Slate 
Magazine, July 29, 2020. https://
slate.com/technology/2020/07/
mount-everest-5g-china-tibet-ne-
pal-border.html.

10  In reference to the programs and 
laws which force “cultural unity” in 
Tibetan areas of China, including 
the Tibet Autonomous Region and 
surrounding Tibetan-designated 
autonomous areas. The efforts are 
untaken by China in order to remake 
Tibetan culture into mainstream 
Chinese culture.

11 “Dalai Lama: ‘Cultural Genocide’ 
behind Self-Immolations.” BBC 
News, November 7, 2011, sec. Asia. 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
asia-15617026

12 Orofino, Giacomella. “The Tibet-
an Myth of the Hidden Valley in the 
Visionary Geography of Nepal.” East 
and West 41, no. 1/4 (1991): 239-71. 
Accessed November 19, 2020. http://
www.jstor.org/stable/29756979.4

13 Chaurasia, R. S. History of Modern 
China. Atlantic Publishers & Dist, 
2004.



Everest 14. This route has since become increasingly challenging to cross due to fear in 

the increase in border military surveillance accounting to an incident in 2006, where 

tourist climbers caught Chinese border guards open fire on a helpless group of refu-

gees, which resulted in the death of a 17 year old nun and many other missing refugees 

that remain unaccounted for 15. 

The lack of belief in escaping Tibet coupled with the fear of Chinese persecution has 

led to many not being able to make it across, ending up in the same vicious cycle of 

oppression in their homeland – with many of their children lacking a Tibetan Buddhist 

education whilst their hope in preserving traditional culture seemingly dissipates with 

time. In Mythologies, Barthes theorized the subversion of a myth through the produc-

tion of an alternative myth16, where the journey to Everest is no longer looked at as a 

capitalistic conquest to the summit by the international tourist but instead a pilgrim-

age of the Tibetan refugee to the Beyul through the belief in its myth. This resurfaces 

a mythical ritual fundamental to the Tibetan religion, recreating hope, and motivation 

through the Beyul located on the site of Everest for the refugees. 

Capitalizing on this theory, the thesis project aims to establish an alternative route 

for the refugees through the creation of a subterfuge on the divided mountain and its 

original myth played out by the three stakeholders and themes: Power-Sherpa, Capital-

ism-Tourist, Myth-Refugee. Subversion against the power of China’s oppression in ones’ 

religious autonomy is carried out through the deceit of capitalism on the 

14  Encyclopedia Britannica. “Nang-
pa La | Pass, Asia.” Accessed Novem-
ber 20, 2020. https://www.britanni-
ca.com/place/Nangpa-La.

15 Green, Jonathan. Murder in the 
High Himalaya: Loyalty, Tragedy, 
and Escape from Tibet. PublicAf-
fairs, 2010.

16 Barthes, Roaldn. François-Denève, 
Corinne (trans.). Mythologies,. Ros-
ny-sous-Bois (Seine-Saint-Denis): 
Bréal, 2002.

mountain, where the Wunderkammer of Everest appears to work for the power of China 

but instead contributes to the myth of the refugee.  Everest’s myth is a key to the hidden 

Beyul, a bridge between Tibet and Nepal played out through the camouflage of a divid-

ed mountain and the two tales of the Tibetan refugee and the international tourist both 

guided by the Sherpa. 



T H E  H I D D E N  R E F U G E  O F  E V E R E S T :  F I N D I N G  T H E 
P R O M I S E D  B E Y U L  O F  K H E M B A L U N G

In line with the beliefs of the Nyingma school of Tibetan Buddhism, Beyuls are physical 

hidden valleys scattered in the Himalayas with a secret sacred core and an outer area, 

created by Padmasambhava when he first brought the teachings of Buddhism from 

India to Tibet. A thousand years ago, the Beyul of Khembalung was revealed to Tibet’s 

Buddhist King17, where it was prophesied by Padmasambhava18  to be a heavenly refuge 

during times of war and catastrophe in Tibet when their Buddhist practices would be in 

danger. Khembalung was pictured as ‘a remote paradise, with food and everything one 

needs for meditation’19, a pilgrimage and refuge for Padmasambhava’s faithful follow-

ers, where the physical and spiritual worlds intersect with each other and one can  ‘live 

a life of happiness from the enemies of their religion, free of all earthly suffering’20.  

Every Beyul comes with its own neyig, a guide with texts on the location of the Beyul, a 

sacred scroll hidden under rocks, caves, monasteries, and stupas. With the neyig, one 

can go on an arduous journey of initiation to find the Beyul, but only those whom are 

highly realized in Buddhist practice can experience the holy manifestation there, where-

as most pilgrims only see the few holy places associated with the Beyul, not the hidden 

land itself. The Beyul can only be opened by a specific prophesied Lama at a prophe-

sied time of need, whereby parts of Khembalung was first opened in the fourthteenth 

century by Rindzin Godem in his discovery of the neyig near a monastery21. 

17King Trisong Detsen

18  Britain, Royal Geographical Soci-
ety (Great, and Stephen Venables. 
Everest: Summit of Achievement. 
Simon and Schuster, 2003.

19  Baker, Ian. The Heart of the World: 
A Journey to Tibet’s Lost Paradise. 
Souvenir Press, 2006.

20 Ibid. 12.

21 Ibid. 18.



The time has come for the refugees of Tibet to escape to Khembalung, China’s oppres-

sion has put the Dharma under threat and the gates of the Beyul must be opened by the 

prophesized one, the Sherpa, to welcome the refugees back into their promised land. 

The location of Khembalung is said to be on the southern slopes of Everest, where two 

of the four gates of can be found on Nepal’s South and West face of Everest according to 

the neyig22. The Sherpa becomes the guide to freedom, instilled as a new power against 

China, leading the way to open Nepal’s gates of Khembalung for the Tibetan refugees to 

seek solace at. The international tourist acts as the subterfuge of capitalism working for 

the power of China, whereby the commercialization of Everest camouflages the actual 

goal operating behind it – the successful pilgrimage of the Tibetan refugees to Khem-

balung. Through the help of these two stakeholders, the Tibetan refugee revitalizes 

the belief in their mythical rituals and practices through the pilgrimage, restoring their 

cultural identity and religious autonomy to their ethnicity. 

22 REINHARD, J. Khembalung: The 
Hidden Valley. Vol. 6, 1978.





T H E  N A T I V E  S H E R P A :  A  N E W  P O W E R  A G A I N S T  T H E 
S T A T E  O F  O P P R E S S I O N

Sustenance in the Snow 

Sherpas, known mostly as high-altitude mountain guides, but also defined as an ethnic 

group of eastern Tibetans who resettled in the Solu Khumbu Valley five hundred years 

ago, in a district that is now part of modern Nepal23. Both cooperation and conflict 

between Sherpas and International tourist-climbers have always been part of Everest’s 

mountaineering history, where the 1953 first summit ascent included Tenzing Norgay24, 

which played a vital part in the successful expedition to the top of the world. 

Many of Everest’s summits would not have been possible without the Sherpa’s guid-

ance, where the reality of a guided climb is that these Sherpas do most of the hefty and 

specialized work such as being ‘Icefall Doctors’25 and making key decisions on when to 

go forth and to withdraw. Alike to the journey the Tibetan refugees take to cross the Ne-

pal-Tibet border, both parties require a person of assistance to guide them throughout 

their journey, leading them both to destinations that give them freedom. 

The native Sherpa becomes the new symbol of power against China’s oppression of 

Tibet – where the experience of being able to successfully open the gate of the Khumbu 

Beyul and rejuvenate their lives from scratch sets them as the right prophecies to open 

Khembalung’s gates for the refugees. 

23 Everest Report: A Curse, a Fight 
and the Aftermath - Alpinist.
Com.” Accessed November 20, 
2020. http://www.alpinist.com/
doc/web13x/wfeature-ever-
est-2013-full-report/2.

24 Hillary, Edmund. Nothing Venture, 
Nothing Win. Hodder and Stought-
on, 1975.

25 Icefall doctors navigate the Khum-
bu Icefall at Everest by fixing ropes 
and ladders, and setting up routes



The Khumbu region is a Beyul nestled in the Himalaya under the shadow of Everest, 

where Sherpas that migrated from Kham, Tibet started to populate the landscape 

through a variety of mythical spirits and deities that governed their everyday routine26 

. They structured their early lives in a new land with their belief in their religion from 

Tibet, Nyingma Buddhism, to respect the Beyul as a sacred place that provided them 

refuge in place of the threats due to the invasion of the Mongol army towards their Ny-

ingma beliefs back in Tibet 27. Through the mutual respect of the Beyul and the Sherpas, 

new opportunities such as the booming tourism and agriculture sectors were presented 

to them as presents of wealth from the Khumbu deities28 towards rebuilding better lives 

in Nepal. 

During the off seasons of Everest, Sherpas live a life of subsistence, where farming is 

their main source of income29.  The Yarsagumba crop is a caterpillar-fungus fusion, a 

rare form of cordyceps30, is only found in the Himalayan region at altitudes of 3000-

5000m. This crop thrives on lower temperature and snow for its growth and develop-

ment31  unlike other usual crops such as potatoes, that perish when snow falls. Yarsa-

gumba is an object of exploitation and power of the Chinese, where the harvesting of 

this high value medicinal herb by the Sherpa is eventually being sold  for nine times the 

price in China, as a measure of wealth and power to be able to purchase and consume 

the herb32. 

26 Skog, Lindsay. “Beyul Khumbu: 
Sherpa Constructions of a Sacred 
Landscape,” January 1, 2000. 
https://doi.org/10.15760/etd.2180.

27 ORTNER, SHERRY B. High Re-
ligion: A Cultural and Political Histo-
ry of Sherpa Buddhism. Princeton 
University Press, 1989. https://doi.
org/10.2307/j.ctv141643p.

28  Ibid. 26

29  Messerschmidt, Donald A. 
“Sherpa of Khumbu: People, Live-
stock, and Landscape. By Barbara 
Brower. Studies in Social Ecology 
and Environmental History. Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, 1991.” The 
Journal of Asian Studies 53, no. 
2 (May 1994): 583–84. https://doi.
org/10.2307/2059896.

30  “Yarsagumba: Biological Gold.” 
Accessed November 20, 2020. 
https://thediplomat.com/2014/08/
yarsagumba-biological-gold/.

31  Rajbhandari, Binayak. “A Review 
on Yarchagumba Distribution and 
Collection in Nepalese Himalaya,” 
July 1, 2019.

32  “Cordyceps Sinensis Me-
dicinal Fungus : Traditional 
Use among Tibetan People , 
Harvesting Techniques , and 
Modern Uses,” 2011. /paper/
Cordyceps-sinensis-Medicinal-Fun-
gus-%3A-Traditional-%2C/311d-
4f58742f2ffe76830277756fc-
71e58cd7c00.

Their successful attempt in providing sustenance for their new lives in Khumbu using 

snow as a medium of their work through the Yarsagumba crop and Everest’s mountain 

tourism, gives them the ability to be able to open the gates to Khembalung as they are 

highly realized in the Buddhist practice, reinstating them as the new power of Tibetans 

against China’s oppression, a guide to freedom of hope and refuge. 



T H E  I N T E R N A T I O N A L  T O U R I S T :  C A P I T A L I S M  O N  E V -
E R E S T  A S  A  S U B T E R F U G E

Camouflage in the Snow

Everest as a conquest of nature, where the first successful attempt of the summit of 

Everest in 1953 by Hillary and Tenzing showed the world that the mountain which was 

once mysterious and unattainable was indeed within reach. The first instance that 

sparked commercialisation of Everest was the 1971 International Himalayan Expedition, 

that attempted the unconquered South-West face with an ambitious team of 20 climb-

ers from 13 nations, the first expedition on Nepal’s side of Everest that opened up to 

more than one country33.  Many of these climbers merely wanted to set selfish records 

on the mountain even though the expedition longed for exploration of the unknown, 

with inexperienced ‘climbers’ slowly succumbing to the gruelling conditions on the 

mountain34. Although this was a failed attempt of Everest, the expectations of the group 

were clearly reflected in the world’s media, whereby this gave rise to the spread of the 

fantasy and risk of conquering Everest by the common man. 

The boom in Everest’s mountain tourism went up significantly in the 1970s, where it has 

morphed to merely an attraction for passive tourists going ‘sightseeing’ 35 in the 21st 

century, no longer encapsulating the essence of the search of unknown adventure as an 

active explorer. Today, the myth of Everest as an unattainable summit is exhausted, with 

international tourist-climbers all wanting a piece of the top of Everest – the mountain 

has disintegrated into a rubbish dump of human waste and traffic jams of egocentric 

conquests. 

33 Kelly, Ned, and Thomas, Anthony. 
Surrender to Everest (1971) - MNT-
NFILM. BBC-TV, 1971. https://www.
mntnfilm.com.

34 Dyhrenfurth, Norman G. “Ever-
est Revisited: The International 
Himalayan Expedition 1971.” The 
American Alpine Journal, 1972.

35 The traveller was active; he went 
strenuously in search fo people, of 
adventure, of experience. The tour-
ist is passive; he expects interesting 
things to happen to him. He goes 
sightseeing – Daniel J. Boorstin



36 Leslie, Robert. “‘This Is My Year’s 
Earnings’: Nepal’s Tourism Industry 
Is Reeling after the Everest Climbing 
Season Was Canceled.” Business 
Insider. Accessed November 20, 
2020. https://www.businessinsider.
com/nepal-everest-climbing-sea-
son-coronavirus-2020-6.

37 Ibid. 9

A significant part of Nepal’s income comes largely from the tourism of Everest, with 

80% of the population who live around Everest being dependent on mountain tourism 

for jobs36. The degradation of Everest comes at a cost of Nepal’s yearning to become 

a more developed country, in hopes of better futures for the people of the mountain. 

This façade is vital to Nepal’s economy and appears to give rise to the power of Nepal 

and China, where China has pressured political influence over Nepal, due to economic 

reliability and vulnerability of the relationship between these two nations. These Inter-

national tourists on Everest help to act as subterfuge from the real operation behind 

Everest, which is for the refugees to have a successful pilgrimage to the Khembalung 

gate on Everest’s South and West faces. It is a distraction and deceit to China’s surveil-

lance, whereby the attention on the mountain goes to the excessive commercializa-

tion of mountain tourism in the common day, whereby the refugees then get a better 

chance to escape the stringent military surveillance of drones and border guards37 

at the Nepal-Tibet border, that Nepal is unable to contest due to its lack of power in 

capital compared to China. Through the camouflage of snow in capitalism, the refugees 

and international tourist blend with each other, creating a homogenous silhouette of 

climbers on Everest. 

Nepal is unable to contest due to its lack of power in capital compared to China. 

Through the camouflage of snow in capitalism, the refugees and international tourist 

blend with each other, creating a homogenous silhouette of climbers on Everest.



T H E  T I B E T A N  R E F U G E E :  R E S T O R I N G  T H E  B E L I E F  O F 
M Y T H  A S  S U B V E R S I O N  O F  T H E  P O W E R  O F  E V E R E S T

Rituals of Snow

A snow pilgrimage – the ritual which the Tibetan Refugee goes through before being 

able to reach religious enlightment in the refuge of the Khembalung, a test of their be-

lief in the myth as a subversion of China’s power on Everest. During this snow pilgrim-

age, the refugees slowly regain parts of the rituals and practices that they once had in 

Tibet through the self-realization in the course of the journey and also by the Sherpa as 

a guide to their cultural identity that they once celebrated publicly. 

Esoteric Buddhism governs the religious enlightenment of the Khembalung, where 

three levels of Tibetan esotericism are envisioned: external, internal, and secret38. The 

external level would be the refugee when they first start on the journey, only being able 

to look at fragments of the Beyul through ordinary sensory experience like anyone else, 

not bestowing any spiritual power within themselves.

As they progress through the pilgrimage, the belief of the rituals and practices that 

govern Khembalung arises in them, as they progress to the internal level, which is one 

that can only be enjoyed through oneself, where the possibility of having sight of Khem-

balung and its promised refuge creates a empowering of spiritual power within the 

refugee. This is practiced through the items of rituals such as the white Kata scarf that is 

brought along with the refugee as a sign of respect and religious offering to the gods for 

safety throughout the journey and the Juniper shrub that is used as incense, all familiar 

38 Ibid. 12

39 Ibid. 22



everyday items that help to create the unfamiliar image of Khembalung in the refugee’s 

mind, making the pilgrimage to the Beyul an easier one. 

Snow protectors of the mountain, such as the deities like Miyolangsangma, the Tibet-

an goddess that lives on top of Everest, and Milarepa, the protector of the mountain, 

are fundamental in creating the religious belief of the myth of Khembalung39 and also 

protecting the Beyul from unwanted guests – “There’s a guidebook to Khembalung, but 

if the wrong kind of people try to follow it, snow leopards (Milarepa) will attack them at 

the mountain passes and drive them away.”40

At the secret level of esoteric Buddhism, which would be the final destination of 

reaching Khembalung itself, the refugee reaches a high level of religious enlightenment, 

where Khembalung resonates with the refugee’s dream of returning home to Tibet, no 

longer differentiating between themselves and state. The physical geography of the 

Beyul becomes a mystical vision alike to a mandala representing the Buddhist uni-

verse41 , observable in the landscape of the four gates of the Beyul in Buddhist practice 

through the physical manifestation of one’s religious fulfilment and autonomy. Everest 

morphs into the gate leading to the Khembalung Beyul, where the refugee finally reach-

es their destination – restoring their cultural and religious autonomy through starting 

new lives in the Khembalung. This acts as their subversion in China’s power over Ever-

est, where they have restored their myth of Everest within themselves, using the cover 

of capitalism to their benefit while deceiving China’s stance on their power over Everest.   

40 Jackson, Rodney. “SNOW 
LEOPARD CONSERVANCY Annual 
Report 2009, Sacred Sites and 
Ancient Legends - Powerful Forces 
for Conservation.” Snow Leopard 
Conservancy, 2009. https://snowl-
eopardconservancy.org/pdf/annu-
al_report2009.pdf.

41 Stutchbury, Elisabeth. “Percep-
tions of Landscape in Karzha: 
‘Sacred’ Geography and the Tibetan 
System of ‘Geomancy.’” The Tibet 
Journal 19, no. 4 (1994): 59–102.



E P I L O G U E :  T H E  P E R I P H E R A L  R O U T E  O F  E V E R E S T

Perhaps there is more to success than reaching a summit?

Everest is the 21st Century Wunderkammer intersected within two tales, a divided 

mountain that creates the subterfuge of capitalism for her bridge between Tibet and 

Nepal, where the myth of the once unattainable mountain has shifted its focus onto 

the myth of the Khembalung Beyul within itself. The capitalism of Everest works in the 

refugee’s favor as deceit for the Chinese persecution, while the Sherpa, as a guide of 

freedom, leads the refugee to their promised land – restoring their belief in the rituals 

and practices of the myth. Through the myth of the landmark, Everest becomes the 

architecture of new power against China’s oppression of Tibetan autonomy. 

Throughout thesis prep, the premise of the Wunderkammer was explored, therefore 

leading to Everest as a site whereby myths in relation to landmarks and power in archi-

tecture was discovered as the theme of the thesis. To know that Tibetans are exploited 

in their own land through China’s governance and invasion, and that Nepal’s efforts to 

help them remain silent due to the pressure from China, I reimagine the new relation-

ships that could possibly arise from the new myth of the Beyul that would engage in 

some way to help these refugees in search of their religious autonomy.  

My fascination with Everest as a landmark of origins will continue to fuel me forward in 

this project, while the subversion of the original myth through creating an alternative 

myth will form the narrative of my project through the three stakeholders – the native 

Sherpa, the international tourist, the Tibetan refugee. Snow becomes the unifying 

everyday object that brings together the strategies of sustenance, camouflage, and 

pilgrimage. 

Perhaps Everest’s peripheral route would become the metaphor for the architecture of 

power against the subversion of the One China Policy of Tibet?



G L O S S A R Y 

PA DMA S A MB HAVA
The founder of Mahayana Buddhism who introduced Buddhism to Tibet during the early eighth 
century. He is also attributed with hiding beyul for his followers to discover in times of trouble. Pad-
masambhava is also known as Guru Rinpoche.

MIYO L A NGS A NGMA 
The goddess who resides on Mt. Everest. She is believed by the Sherpa people to be the goddess of 
wealth and sustenance. The name Jomolangma originates from the name of the goddess.

CHO MO L A NGM A
Sherpa and Tibetan name for Mount Everest (8,848 m), the highest mountain in the world.

B E YU L
The concept of sacred hidden valleys in Tibetan Buddhism attributed to Padmasambhava.

NY INGMA  B U DDHISM
The Sherpa are Tibetan Buddhists who follow the ancient Nyingma tradition. As Buddhists, they 
assume the basic Buddhist principle of sin and merit, and of the reincarnation of various states of 
being, both positive and negative, depending on the amounts of sin or merit accumulated in a course 
of a lifetime.

S HE R PA
The term sherpa or sherwa derives from the Sherpa language words Shyar (“east”) and Pa (“people”), 
which refer to their geographical origin of eastern Tibet. Sherpas, known mostly as high-altitude 
mountain guides, but also defined as an ethnic group of eastern Tibetans who resettled in the Solu 
Khumbu Valley five hundred years ago, in a district that is now part of modern Nepal

S INICIZATIO N OF TIBET
Sinicization of Tibet is a phrase which is used by critics of Chinese rule in Tibet in reference to the 
programs and laws which force “cultural unity” in Tibetan areas of China, including the Tibet Auton-
omous Region and surrounding Tibetan-designated autonomous areas. The efforts are untaken by 
China in order to remake Tibetan culture into mainstream Chinese culture. 

1959  TIB E TA N UPRISING
The 1959 Tibetan uprising began on 10 March 1959, when a revolt erupted in Lhasa, the capital of Ti-
bet, which had been under the effective control of the People’s Republic of China since the Seventeen 
Point Agreement was reached in 1951. The 14th Dalai Lama escaped during this event.

E S OTE R IC B UDDHISM
Esoteric Buddhism is also known by the terms Mantrayana and Tantra. These teachings are secret 
and not available to just anyone, whereas Exoteric teachings learned from books are accessible to 
everyone.

DHA R MA
The natural order of the universe; natural law, cosmic order in Buddhism.

NE Y IG
The Neyig describes the physical features of the sacred hidden land or beyul hidden under rocks and 
inside caves, monasteries and stupas.
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