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Feminist, queer, and disability studies have emphasized the 
significance of understanding the body as a contested site of 
socio-spatial relations, representations, and identities. By 
expanding on the biomedical conceptualizations of the body, a 
central claim in these discussions has been to locate the body as 
a spatial and temporal site of material and discursive power 
dynamics. Various artists and scholars have particularly 
expanded these claims by offering alternative visual ontologies 
and epistemologies of the body against the dominant biomedical 
depictions. One form these depictions can take are “body maps” 
that frequently appear in graphic pathographies. 


As shown in Figure 1 below, various comics artists have used 
body maps to depict their various identities (Image 4), illnesses 
(Images 1 & 3), and illness experiences (Images 2 & 5) in graphic 
medicine.


Putting the body on display via mapping offers crystallizations of 
the constitution of the self in graphic medicine. In this respect, 
body maps become essential tools through which the creator can 
define, communicate, and locate the manifestations of an illness. 
This ability to assert the self through mapping can potentially 
disrupt the perceived notions of illness and illness experiences as 
defined by biomedical discourses.
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In this example from Taking Turns: Stories from HIV/AIDS Care 
Unit 371, a body map is used to communicate the potential 
systemic consequences of immunological destruction for the 
individual. It also is intended to set the stage for the 
consequences for families, a care unit, and a community as will 
unfold later in the text.  The individual depicted in the body map, 
the patient from the text’s prior sequence, speaks with authority. 
This is unusual as the “subject” body in these maps are 
frequently mute, echoing the object position often relegated to 
patients. The intention in this example is to push against that 
unjust and illogical positioning, refiguring the patient as the 
authority on their own bodies and disease.
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By moving towards connecting the patient’s body, their illnesses 
and their identities, body maps provide a deeper, nuanced, and 
direct engagement with the various experiences of physical and 
mental health. The body map in Figure 5 above, from Teresa 
Wong’s Dear Scarlet, is descriptive yet also interestingly 
relational. The impacts of giving birth on her body are detailed 
with a text that is relational, that is, addressed to the child whose 
birth created these impacts. We are to understand that she is 
writing to her future child, and us, as readers, to explain how the 
consequences of birth on her body impacted her mental health, 
as well as care of and connection to her new child. 


Auto-biographical graphic narrations are often seen as significant 
sites to uncover somatic and emotional impacts of individual, 
collective and intergenerational traumatic experiences. Since 
many aspects of these physical and emotional illness 
experiences can be challenging to understand and communicate, 
body maps become powerful representations of locating these 
messy, invisible, and intimate geographies. This direct visual 
engagement with the body on the page provides a distinctive 
self-representation for the artists and offers alternative 
subjectivities to the reader.


Various scholars, activists, and health professionals have also 
utilized body maps in multiple settings to unfold the complicated 
relationship between the personal and biomedical. Originated in 
South Africa as an art therapy method for women living with HIV/
AIDS in 2002, body mapping has become a powerful 
participatory research praxis over the last two decades (Gastaldo 
et al. 2012). Body maps in clinical settings can empower patients 
by complementing patients’ medical treatment as well as their 
medical education. 


Body maps as a visual discourse in graphic medicine offer 
emergent subjectivities to disrupt dominant biomedical 
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representation. By threading the invisible links of the body to 
other social-political spaces, these interventions have the 
potential to foster epistemic justice and social change in spaces 
of health, healthcare, and healing.  
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