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“Areal Pattern”
Volumes produced through movement, whether travelling,
collapsing, or expanding.

“Linear Pattern”
Tracings produced by body parts traveling through space,
or along the gaze of the eyes.

“Areal Design”
Positions that imply a larger, smaller, or other space than that
taken up by the body.  These positions gather and shed mass. 

“Linear Design”
The general visual impact of the orientation of the body. 
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Those figures, down 
below, are also still.  
Drawings don’t move.  
Here, text, color, form, and line imply 
movement and its qualities.  For Maxine 

Sheets-Johnstone, our imagina-
tions create the qualities that we sense with certain 

movements. Following Sheets-Johnstone’s break-
down of qualities, I rebuild dance in maps.  Map-

ping these qualities here shows 
how we experience different 

movements in our imaginations.

These figures
 are  S T I L L      

according to Maxine Sheets-Johnstone
dance philosopher

of the 1950s   and today

by Sarah
Bennett

pu
lling  b ack

mappingthe Spatial Qualities of Dance
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Each movement quality creates a 
spatial signature visible among the 
isolines.  Together they contribute to 
the whole feel of the dance, giving it 
meaning and force.  The isolines turn 
the dance into a fluctuating terrain, 
where movement bleeds across the 
boundaries of bodies.

Fall 2011.  Based on The Phenomenology of Dance (1966) by Maxine Sheets-Johnstone.  Cartography by Sarah Bennett.  Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 3.0 License.

V I S U A L  F I E L D S
 

Visualizing Body Movement: 
experimental techniques for Mapping change

Sarah Bennett, University of Wisconsin–Madison
www.scarabcat.net

I made these map posters to visually compare our experience of the moving 
body, as the dance theorists Maxine Sheets-Johnstone and Rudolf Laban each 
thought of it. For both, movement is made up of our changing existence as it is 
felt and expressed in space. When I turned to cartographic methods to visualize 
their ideas, I used flow mapping, spatial reference systems, and small multiples. 
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Each movement quality creates a 
spatial signature visible among the 
isolines.  Together they contribute to 
the whole feel of the dance, giving it 
meaning and force.  The isolines turn 
the dance into a fluctuating terrain, 
where movement bleeds across the 
boundaries of bodies.

Fall 2011.  Based on The Phenomenology of Dance (1966) by Maxine Sheets-Johnstone.  Cartography by Sarah Bennett.  Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 3.0 License.

Figure 1. The steps needed to create an isoline map of dance 
according to Sheets-Johnstone’s movement system.

In my maps, arrows show sensations flowing through 
the body. Lines organize the space around the body into 
platonic solids that are used as landmarks for movement. 
Small multiples overlap to show progression across a 
river. 

These techniques fall short of the spatial reality of 
movement for Sheets-Johnstone and Laban. For 
them, movement is not a change in position that can 
be described as traveling from A to B. Movement is 
dynamic, the way a melody moves through time. The 
qualitative sensations and expressions that happen 
between A and B, like suddenness or heaviness, are what 
make up movement. An arrow or a still drawing of the 
body can only approximate movement qualities, since 
they indicate the end points better than what happens in 
between.

Because traditional mapping methods ignore the nature 
of movement, I first turned to isoline mapping, which 
you can see at the bottom of the blue poster (Figure 1). 
Isolines are usually used to show a snapshot, a single 
point in time. Here, the isolines are ekstatic: they show 
“nowness” the way we experience it, as a synthesis of the 
immediate past, the present moment, and the immediate 
future. This allows the isolines to describe change 
through time using their tendency to seem like they are 
moving themselves, through their aesthetic force. Ideally, 
tracing the isolines with your eye causes sensations 
akin to those in the original movement, recreating 
the betweenness of qualities of movement. Viewers of 
this map usually stare at it for a while, and come away 
pleased, if not really able to describe what they were 
looking at.

My second move was to do away with Bertin’s visual 
symbolic taxonomy. Step three (Figure 2) uses a gestural 
system to describe each motion: a thick or thin line does 
not denote “heavy” or “light” weight in each instance 
the way a large or small shape would normally denote 
quantity, so the symbol cannot be read as the constituent 
parts of the line. Instead, you must perform the gesture 
that would create that line. I gave the lines textural 
qualities that suggest a gesture with familiar marking 
tools like pens or paint. This was a better way of evoking 
quality than a simple arrow or a symbolic puzzle, but 
it remains to be seen whether the viewer can really 
understand it.

While these methods of mapping movement probably 
introduce confusion by breaking many rules, they may 
make mapping change easier or more attractive in other, 
more common mapping contexts.
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the  felt  and  expressed  
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through  space

kinesphere

for  rhythmic  movement

around  the  body

...in  an  octahedron
...in  an  icosahedron

...in  a  cube

Step  2:  Trace  a  path
through  the  points
of  the  Platonic  solid
(a  “movement-‐scale”)  

Each  path  will  have
its  own  dynamic
feeling  for  the  dancer,
much  the  way  every
color  has  it’s  own  
perceived  quality.    

Step  3:    Analyze  the
dynamic  according  to
Laban’s  motion  factors:  
weight  (pressure),  time  
(pacing),  and  space.

quality  of  the
movement.    

Step  4:    Move
through  a  real  place
using  the  kinesphere,
dynamosphere,  and  
the  environment
to  structure  the
qualities  of  
movement  there.

Step  1:    determine  a  
Platonic  solid  for  the

the  dancer.

encourages
dynamic  motion.

Notice  whether  the  
dancer  is  balanced  
when  reaching
towards  the  points  
of  their  polyhedra.  
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Step  5:  Mark  the  path  of  movement  into  an  
image  of  the  place.

Step  6:  Reveal  qualities  of  the  movement
with  a  map.    The  kinesphere  and  
environment  structure  the  base  
map,  and  the  dynamosphere
becomes  the  content  on  top.
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emerges  in  the  move-‐

ment  sequence:

These  points  are  

pauses  between  move-‐

ments  and  boundaries  

between  felt  qualities.

Figure  symbols

recall  the  body’s

relationship  with

the  environment  

                   in  each

                         place.

The  external  world  fades  from  view  as  qualitative  movement  
becomes  the  focus  of  the  moving  person  and  of  the  map.
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Step  5:  Mark  the  path  of  movement  into  an  
image  of  the  place.

Step  6:  Reveal  qualities  of  the  movement
with  a  map.    The  kinesphere  and  
environment  structure  the  base  
map,  and  the  dynamosphere
becomes  the  content  on  top.

Octahedral

Icosahedral

Cubic

Points  where  a  kine-‐

emerges  in  the  move-‐

ment  sequence:

These  points  are  

pauses  between  move-‐

ments  and  boundaries  

between  felt  qualities.

Figure  symbols

recall  the  body’s

relationship  with

the  environment  

                   in  each

                         place.

The  external  world  fades  from  view  as  qualitative  movement  
becomes  the  focus  of  the  moving  person  and  of  the  map.

Figure 2 (detail). Development of a gestural symbology to show 
climbing a steep hill.

Visual Fields focuses on the appreciation of 
cartographic aesthetics and design, featuring 

examples of inspirational, beautiful, and intriguing 
work. Suggestions of works that will help enhance 

the appreciation and understanding of the 
cartographic arts are welcomed, and should be 

directed to the section editor, Daniel Huffman: 
daniel.p.huffman@gmail.com.
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image  of  the  place.
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The  external  world  fades  from  view  as  qualitative  movement  
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Figure 2. Visualizing Laban’s famous movement system applied to 
a trip across a creek.
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