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HUMANITIES

REVIEW

Body mapping: embodying the self living with HIV/AIDS

he body offers a point of com-
T mon, concentrated interest for

both patients and physicians.
For patients, disease progression, fol-
lowing trajectories of blood, muscle
and bone, underscores one’s depend-
ence on the body. Following diagnosis,
physicians act on bodies and monitor
outcomes of treatment intervention.
For both, the body can inspire an ap-
preciation of its resilience and strength.

Body mapping offers both a
metaphor and means of recognizing the
fluid tracings of the personal, social, ge-
ographical, political and emotional ex-
perience of journeying with illness
through life. It originated in South
Africa to counteract stigma and fear by
recognizing personal stories of living
with HIV." Activists have since come
together in other countries to organize
body mapping workshops — including
a recent one in Edmonton, Alberta.

After receiving training from the
Canadian AIDS Treatment Information
Exchange and the Regional Psychosocial
Support Initiative in South Africa, HIV
Edmonton’s Artist-in-Residence Ted
Kerr and Education Coordinator Lynn
Sutankayo organized a body mapping re-
treat in Edmonton in August 2008. Each
of the 3 participants had his own motiva-
tion for taking part in the workshop, but
all shared the desire to take the time —
in the midst of health care concerns, doc-
tor visits, taking medications, and other
commitments and responsibilities — to
simply reflect on their lives.

The results of their creative efforts
were displayed in Living with X — A
Body Mapping Exhibit Depicting the
Realities of Living with HIV at The Car-
rot Community Arts Coffeehouse in Ed-
monton last month.

The exhibit included vibrant, larger-
than-life images that were developed
from outlines of the bodies of the 3 men,
traced on large sheets of paper. Follow-
ing an ordered approach developed by

740

Jane Solomon of the South African ini-
tiative,” each artist explored his identity
through image and text superimposed on
an outline of his body. They began by in-

Ted Kerr

scribing their names and places of birth,
and then followed with representations
of significant personal memories and
turning points, including those related to

Although they can be read following a similar visual and narrative structure, each body
map is also personal and unique. A photo of David’s body map is reproduced here.
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Ted Kerr

Jim's map documents his life experiences.

living with HIV, imposed over their bod-
ies. An overlapping outline of another
person acknowledged the help they had
received; other sources of strength were
recognized in word and image.

Each artist developed a symbol of
his personal power. Jim located the as-
trological sign Aries (represented by a
ram) on his brain. David depicted an
image of his power symbol, a horse, on
his mouth. The third artist (who pre-
ferred to remain anonymous) located a
dagger on his forearm.

The participants described experienc-
ing a heightened awareness and apprecia-
tion of the various threads and storylines
making up their lives. They noticed the
sometimes limiting ways in which they
had narrated their stories, and they had a
renewed appreciation of all that helped
them to sustain their courage, integrity
and hope. In addition, they experienced a
renewed commitment to promoting in-
creased acceptance and understanding
that would help reduce the stigma of
HIV, a fundamental goal of the exhibit.

Ted Kerr, Canada’s first artist-in-res-
idence at a community organization that
provides support, education and advo-
cacy in relation to HIV/AIDS, said
“People with HIV can be in charge of
their own representation. AIDS quilts
were created to commemorate those lost
to AIDS by others left behind. The
unique stories depicted in these body
maps are not dealing with the prospect
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of death, but represent what it is like to
live with HIV and AIDS.”

Body mapping supports a process
of personal reflection and making
meaning that relates to one’s lived ex-
perience of illness. It can also be used
to augment medical histories by con-
tributing to the understanding the pa-
tient as a whole person, which may, in
turn, yield supplementary information
that is relevant to treatment and pa-
tient education.’ Heightened aware-
ness of illness as lived through the
body offers a way to connect with pa-
tients about their experience of ill-
ness, which may also be of significant
therapeutic value.* Other possible
body mapping applications come to
mind, such as body mapping with pa-
tients with eating disorders or those
living with chronic pain.

As a cartography that recognizes the
lived experience of illness, body maps
reveal how the biomedical intertwines
with an intimately personal history. The
body maps in this exhibit remind us to
take the body seriously. They also al-
low us to appreciate the experience of
HIV/AIDS and related experience of

stigma, in ways that allow new possi-
bilities to emerge — for self, others and
our communities.

Pamela Brett-MacLean PhD

Co-Director

Arts and Humanities in Health and
Medicine Program

Faculty of Medicine and Dentistry

The University of Alberta

Edmonton, Alta.
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See the body maps
in progress online.

CREATIVE WORKS

A beautiful heart

ach weekday morning, I re-
E view my clinic schedule to see

who will be visiting. With just
a glance, I can predict the tenor of the
day. Certain names evoke joy, others
indifference, some dread. I still re-
member the first day of spring, some
years ago, when my schedule augured
a banner day: Opal Hendricks was on
the list.

I had met Mrs. Hendricks 7 years
prior to that visit. Her previous doctor
had retired and I was assuming her
care. She was 81 then and not a day
younger. Her wizened face was framed
by long sheaves of metallic grey hair.
Her hazel eyes were large and round
like saucers. She had thin lips and
crooked teeth, and she wore a faded
brown dress, which was immaculate.
She sat perfectly upright with her arms
neatly folded. Her hands were arthritic,
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her legs were like twigs, but when she
smiled, she was Helen of Troy.

During that first visit, I asked about
her health, which caused her to giggle.
“I’m fine,” she replied. She had the
voice and manner of a child. Her eyes
were curious like a toddler in the attic.
She looked at me as though I had just
given her a box of candy.

She was not concerned about her
blood pressure, which was high. I asked
if she had taken her medicine. She had
been out for several months. Her previ-
ous doctor had not filled her medicine
because she had missed several appoint-
ments. Why had she missed them?

“Because Willy needs me.”

“Willy?” I inquired.

With that, she effervesced. Her
smile grew large like the sun. Her eyes
radiated joy. She lifted her hands like a
girl impatient to tell a story.
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