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Making Sense of Place: Mapping as a 
Multisensory Research Method

Kimberly Powell1

Abstract

This article argues for the importance of mapping as a multisensory research method in terms of its ability to evoke 
relationships between place, lived experience, and community. Based on an interdisciplinary summer research course for 
graduate and undergraduate students that focused on the analysis and design of appropriate development strategies for 
the El Chorrillo neighborhood in Panama City, Panama, the author describes a research project that combined arts-based 
research, design and urban planning methods, and ethnography to develop visual fieldwork methods for site-based research, 
urban planning, and community development in which mapping featured prominently as part of the research. The purpose 
of this article is to establish an argument for the unique contribution of mapping as a qualitative method, particularly in the 
ways that contemporary aesthetics of mapping can be used to evoke the lived experience of social, cultural, and political 
issues related to place.
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Maps have a history of use as means of representing physi
cal landscapes as well as social, personal, and psychological 
connections to place; social connections among people and 
places, and even connections among ideas. In this article, 
I address mapping as a particularly powerful mode of visual 
research that offers a means to (re)present place as lived and 
embodied. My purpose is to establish an argument for the 
unique contribution of mapping as a means of encountering 
and (re)presenting empirical material, particularly in the ways 
that the visual evokes multisensory, and thus an embodied, 
experience. At the same time, I also seek to disrupt the 
conventional uses and aesthetic conventions of maps as rep
resen tations of place through the development of methods 
that are designed to underscore polyphonic voices, experiences, 
and stories embedded in places.

I describe an interdisciplinary research project that took 
place in a neighborhood of Panama City, Panama as part of 
a larger urban development project, in which we, as res
earchers and students, sought to develop an approach to 
investigating and (re)presenting urban space and place that 
would depict the complex, dynamic urban conditions not 
typically addressed through standard measures of surveys 
and legibility mapping used in planning fields. Our approach 
was informed by critical ethnographic perspectives (e.g., 
Madison, 2005) in that our concerns were with representing 
diverse narratives and experiences about El Chorrillo, a 
neighborhood that has been depicted primarily in the inter
national media as the site of U.S. military invasion and 

Operation Just Cause and, more locally, depicted as a dan
gerous, impoverished area of Panama City. We also wished 
to bring attention to and raise awareness of environmental 
conditions and public space use to bring about potential 
change. I discuss four student projects in terms of their 
visual and artsbased approaches to the lived experience of 
place, methods that both appropriate and disrupt the aes
thetic conventions of mapping. By making the methods and 
process developed and used in our research transparent to 
readers, I wish to contribute to the growing discussion of 
the importance of visual research and its effectiveness in 
rendering vivid critical social issues.

The Map as Research Method
Typically, maps are thought of, and used, as a directional tool, 
a graphic means of representing places that are held to par
ticular conventions of scale, scope, symbol, and legend. But 
mapping as a methodological tool has taken many forms, 
pushing past its use as an orientation device. In the fields 
of geography, planning, child development and psychology, 
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sociology, anthropology, and education, maps have been 
used to document and analyze socio and psychogeographic 
notions of place, social relationships, and/or cognitive pro
cesses. There are a variety of types of maps that extend the 
definition of a map beyond its geophysical history of prac
tice and use. Social mapping, for example, is a method 
concerned with the nature of relationships between people 
and their social networks. As with most mapping methods, 
social maps have been used by researchers as a means to 
document and analyze social networks and interactions as 
well as by those whom they study in an effort to gain an 
understanding of participant perspectives. Social mapping 
techniques have been used by researchers to document social 
behavior, movement patterns, and spatial relationships (e.g., 
Cairns, Leung, Buchanan, & Cairns, 1995; Serriere, 2010).

Concept mapping (Novack & Gowan, 1996) is an 
approach that elicits visual road maps between previous, 
current, and concurrent ideas. Mind and concept maps are 
often used to encourage, trace, and/or develop student 
thinking about particular concepts (Prosser, 2008) or as a 
means to elicit social relationships in a participant’s life 
(e.g., Prosser & Loxely, 2008). Prosser (2008) argued that 
“graphicalelicitation and other sensory methods have the 
potential to provide agency where none existed for those on 
the periphery of society” (p. 28). Moreover, he argues that 
graphic forms of elicitation, such as concept maps, can be 
instructive when literacy and crosscultural communication 
is problematic or when there are major differences in exper
tise between researchers and/or participants.

Cognitive mapping is conceived of as a research 
method that evokes and captures the mutually constitu
tive nature of place and social relationships. Kevin Lynch 
(1960) developed the cognitive mapping tool as a way to 
represent how persons perceive the relationships between 
space, place, and social and physical features of the phys
ical and built environment, and the parts of a city are 
organized into a coherent pattern—what he termed the 
legibility of a city. He identified five features of mapping: 
landmarks, districts (sections of coherence), paths, nodes 
(points of interest), and edges (boundaries). Cognitive 
mapping has been used as a tool for understanding spatial 
literacy, sense of place, and the built and social environ
ment. SeyerOchi (2006) coined the term lived landscapes 
to refer to the ways in which people make sense of the 
built and historic layers in relation to the natural land
scape and the lives that are made possible by such a 
landscape.

Typically, maps are used in social science research as 
illustrations that are then explained through text. As a visual 
genre, maps cross disciplinary boundaries of art, creative 
writing, geography, and cartography as they link with larger 
social, cultural, and political issues (e.g., Abrams & Hall, 
2006; Gordon, 2007; Harmon, 2004, 2009; Thompson & 

Independent Curators International, 2009), thus creating 
new forms and uses. Writers and artists have used the map’s 
metaphorical powers to explore such terrain as the cartogra
phy of psychological space, the body, and memory. Katherine 
Harmon’s (2004) edited book of maps as personal geogra
phies display a diverse collection of 100 maps used for 
various reasons, such as the relationship of unemployment 
rates to urban stress and racial composition of neighborhoods 
(Turner, 1971, cited in Harmon, 2004). Avery Gordon’s 
(2008) edited volume contains 10 mapping projects con
cerned with social and political issues such as migration, 
incarceration, globalization, housing rights, and environ
mental issues. Maps have become the subject of many 
contemporary artists: Guillermo Kuitca, Lordy Rodriguez, 
Kathy Prendergast, Joyce Kozloff, Landon Mackenzie have 
all dealt with the subject of maps to depict human relations, 
fictional places, cultural and political identity, land use, and 
geographical and cultural disputes.

The artistic angle to mapping has meant a disruption of 
the conventions of mapping (e.g., legend, scale, symbol, 
geophysical terrain) and a new aesthetics associated with 
mapping that involve abstract or metaphoric representa
tions of place and space; reconfigurations of place to address 
nonlinear perceptions of space and time; the play of scale, 
borders, and symbols; and the cartography of concepts (e.g., 
identity) rather than physical places. Artistic media such as 
collage, assemblage, drawing, painting, and installation art 
have influenced and changed the aesthetic conventions of 
maps.

Moving beyond the conventional use of maps as a means 
to mark geographic space and place mean that as an aes
thetic device maps afford the opportunity for depicting 
multisensory, lived experiences of space, time, and place in 
nonlinear ways. In the next section, I explore the contempo
rary theoretical literature on visuality as a multisensory 
experience, a concept that has heretofore been unapplied to 
mapping yet reveals the potential ways one might develop 
the aesthetics of mapping to illuminate and (re)present criti
cal social, cultural, and political issues.

Visuality and the Senses
Anthropologist Sarah Pink (2006) noted that the visual 
brings fieldwork experience “directly to the context of rep
resentation” (p. 16). Yet qualitative research has had a 
mixed relationship with visual methods. While visual 
methods have gained attention in the social sciences with 
the corresponding increase in visibility and frequency of 
images and of visual culture theories (Prosser, 2008), 
visual material still often seems to be explained and ratio
nalized within the context of text (Hill, 2008). In other 
words, visual methods and data manifest as the written 
word in academia (Hill, 2008) rather than as standalone 
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images. Voithofer (2005) noted that research in the field of 
education has not embraced the study of visual culture and 
theories of visuality, which has resulted in the “downplay
ing of epistemological consequences of wordimage 
relationships in both the collection of data and the report
ing of research results” (p. 6).

A number of scholars have written about the ways in 
which the visual is multisensory. Sarah Pink (2006) has 
written about the ways in which the visual calls forth hear
ing, touching, and other senses. Cognition, action, and the 
senses are intertwined, always embodied, happening within 
bodies. Any act of seeing, in other words, calls forth the act 
of touching, hearing, tasting, and smelling. MacDougall 
(1997) argued that this multisensory nature of the visual 
might aid scholars in confronting some of the difficulties 
with researching emotions, time, the body, the senses, gender, 
and individual identity by providing a “language metaphor
ically and experientially close to them” (p. 287). Thus 
visual methods have the capacity for rendering elusive or 
complex forms of experience.

W. J. T. Mitchell (2005) argued that all media are, from 
the standpoint of sensory modality, “mixed media.” “That 
is,” he wrote, “the very notion of a medium and of mediation 
already entails some mixture of sensory, perceptual, and 
semiotic elements” (p. 257). Building on Marshall McLu
han’s (1994/1964) positing of different sensory ratios for 
different media, Mitchell posited the concept of semiotic 
ratios that are specific mixtures of sign functions. Mitchell 
drew implication for these ratios, which include synesthe
sia, nesting, braiding, and parallel tracking. Synesthesia not 
only occurs among the senses (the sense of seeing, for 
example, connotes hearing) but also the ways in which the 
written word might activate sight, audition, and touch. 
Nesting (again building on McLuhan) refers to the way in 
which any medium may be nested inside another, including 
itself. Braiding occurs when one “semiotic function” or 
“sensory channel” is woven together seamlessly (as in syn
chronized sound and image in film), similar also to the 
cinematic notion of suturing, in which disjunctive elements 
are edited to produce a fluid narrative. Mitchell also pointed 
out that sensory “channels” can be on parallel tracks so that 
the viewer has to “jump the tracks” and forge the connec
tions subjectively (p. 262).

Mitchell’s (2005) concept of the semiotic ratio might be 
criticized for the idea that sensory experience can be parsed 
into ratios, denying the fluidity and interconnectedness 
between senses that defy the notion of ratio. Yet, signifi
cantly, each of Mitchell’s points indicate the ways in which 
producers of images might make aesthetic choices that 
bring about certain semiotic ratios: One might intentionally 
(or unintentionally) represent data in a visual manner that 
forces the viewer to jump tracks or invoke certain senses 
over others either intentionally or unintentionally.

Another theoretical concept that lends itself to multi
sensory analysis of the visual includes the palimpsest. The 
palimpsest refers to layers of rewritten text, but poststruc
turalist and postcolonial uses of the term have underscored 
palimpsest as a metaphor for the reinscription and legibility 
of discourses situated within institutional power structures 
and for the reexamination of subjectivity. Sarah Dillon (2005) 
emphasized palimpsestuous versus palimpsest reading, 
phonetically linking the term with incestuous: “The palimp
sest is an involuted phenomenon where otherwise unrelated 
texts are involved and entangled, intricately interwoven, 
interrupting and inhabiting each other” (p. 245). As those 
texts might have little relation to each other, palimpsestuous 
reading involves “an inventive process of creating relations 
where there may, or should, be none” (Dillon, 2005, p. 254). 
Elsewhere, I have discussed the figurative concept of the 
palimpsest as it can be applied to the lived experience of the 
built environment, examining the ways in which the mapping 
of places can draw attention to the involuted relationships 
between material, visual, cultural, and social experiences of 
space and place (Powell, 2008). Because these involuted 
relationships create meaning through an interaction between 
layers of materials, text, discourse, social practices, and 
history, palimpsestuous reading can be considered as a mul
tisensory experience. Applying the theoretical concept of 
palimpsestuous reading to empirical material highlights the 
multisensory and thus embodied nature of research.

Mapping Panama’s El Chorrillo 
Neighborhood
The study was the basis of a 2006 interdisciplinary field res
earch course that I cotaught with Peter Aeschbacher, assistant 
professor of architecture and landscape architecture at the 
Pennsylvania State University. As faculty, we brought an 
interdisciplinary framework to our research. Peter Aesch
bacher’s training in architecture and community planning 
and design, and my training in qualitative research methods 
(particularly ethnography), the arts, and education contrib
uted to the pedagogical and methodological approaches. Ten 
students—4 graduates and 6 undergraduates—constituted 
our class and represented a variety of academic disciplines, 
including art education, geography, landscape architecture, 
architecture, and integrative arts (an interdisciplinary 
undergraduate major at the university). They were impor
tant contributors to the interdisciplinary spirit of this project; 
each of their disciplinary backgrounds informed their indi
vidual research approaches, creating a highly personal and 
informed perspective of El Chorrillo that built on their aca
demic strengths and interests.

We focused on the analysis and design of development 
strategies for the El Chorrillo neighborhood in Panama 
City, Panama. In previous years, architecture professor and 
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program director Bret Peters and his students had designed 
an overall urban design plan for Panama City, recognizing 
El Chorrillo’s role in maintaining a socially diverse and 
affordable community, and had made recommendations for 
the design of public space and affordable housing types. 
Much of this work was schematic and focused on creating 
an overall legibility of Panama City, documenting and map
ping streets, buildings, roads, and other structures in the 
environment. Missing, however, were the invisible dynam
ics that manifest themselves in a neighborhood identity and 
form the basis of sustainable community development. As a 
basis for future action in the planning and development of 
this neighborhood, we wished to account for the ways in 
which people construct meaning of space and place through 
personal experience and everyday activity—the lived expe
rience, in other words, of place.

There were significant reasons for using alternative res
earch methods at this site. Geographically situated on the 
waterfront between the city’s old town, Casco Viejo, a 
UNESCO World Heritage site, and the Canal Zone—sites of 
urban renewal, commercialism, residency, and tourism—El 
Chorrillo (or, the Little Spring) is now an urban zone of 
interest for commercial redevelopment due to its waterfront 
property. Our field research corroborated what is locally 
known and reflected in census data: El Chorrillo is, and has 
been, historically comprised mainly of poor residents, many 
of whom exist on social and charitable welfare, and many 
of whom are immigrants from rural areas of Panama or 
other Central and South American countries. There has 
remained a large population of African and West Indian 
residents. Many of the wooden houses, originally built for 
canal workers, have not held up well in the tropical climate 
due to wood rot and termites and are thus vulnerable to 
infestations and fire.1 The Chorrillo neighborhood also 
consists of lowincome housing projects, such as the barraza 
(a series of highdensity, highrise buildings), and has been 
generally divided by rival gangs, the extent of which was 
revealed by our mapping of the neighborhood and inter
views with residents (one of whom was a former gang 
member). Violence and poverty continue to be prominent 
features, and we were continually warned about the dangers 
of walking alone or venturing into certain neighborhoods. 
El Chorrillo is also known in the West as the site of the 1989 
U.S. invasion “Operation Just Cause”.2 The dominant nar
rative in the United States has generally depicted a swift, 
efficient, targeted invasion of Panama.3

For the first 2 weeks of our monthlong fieldwork, our 
class worked with 20 architecture students from the United 
States Military Academy University in Panama, meeting 
regularly and conducting largescale neighborhood mapping 
surveys of El Chorrillo as a means of gathering information 
about physical features of buildings, public and private 
spaces, and social behaviors in relation to space and place. 

During the second 2 weeks, our university students designed 
research projects based on issues and questions of interest. 
This work culminated in a final exhibit and a subsequent fall 
course in which we compiled information across these proj
ects to present in a final report to our funders and the Oficina 
de Antigua, a governmentsponsored office responsible for 
the urban renovation and development of El Chorrillo.

Grounded in critical ethnographic traditions, our research 
projects were set within and against these depictions of El 
Chorrillo as a dangerous, decrepit, povertyridden slum 
and as the infamous site of the U.S. invasion. We sought to 
disrupt the status quo and the unquestioned assumptions 
about this neighborhood by uncovering other narratives and 
experiences of El Chorrillo, aiming for a unique approach 
to investigating and depicting lived experience of the El 
Chorrillo community—the everyday activities, uses of 
space, and local conceptions of the neighborhood, places, 
and the built environment. Resisting “domestication” in 
ethnography is a move from “what is” to “what could be;” 
it means, as Soyini Madison (2005) wrote 

. . . means that she will use the resources, skills, and 
privileges available to her to make accessible—to 
penetrate the borders and break through the confines 
in defense of—the voices and experiences of subjects 
whose stories are otherwise restrained and out of 
reach. (p. 5)

At the same time, we were also cautious about what we 
could achieve. By documenting and revealing such “res
trained” or “outofreach” stories, we did not wish to recreate 
a colonial, ethnographic project of owning those voices—
taking them out of context and fixing or interpreting them 
through our own theoretical lenses—or we could even 
bring about change with our monthlong stay. In this way, 
we recognized our own positionality and those of our 
students. As Americans, we also recognized the social, 
political history of American occupation in the Canal Zone 
and El Chorrillo as the site of Operation Just Cause, which 
devastated large areas of the neighborhood. Our purposes 
became fixed on not only revealing the complex narratives 
of El Chorrillo but also on the development of our university 
students as public scholars—becoming aware of how their 
academic knowledge of landscape architecture, art education, 
or geography, for example, might be applied toward social, 
emancipatory goals.

As the emphasis of our course was on visual representa
tion as both method and product, students were encouraged 
to engage in visual research methods such as photography, 
mapping, sketching, drawing, artistic forms (e.g., collage), 
and architectural/landscape design in addition to field 
notes and interviews. We also encouraged students to take 
into account their own positionality, the ways in which their 
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prior experiences, backgrounds, and identities affect the ways 
in which they engaged with others. In addition, we encouraged 
students to be reflexive about their data collecting—the ways, 
for example, in which their own beliefs preordained them to 
account for and interpret phenomenon in certain ways, the 
ways in which their research was affecting or changing them 
in some way, and the ways in which the methods they pur
sued opened up or obscured other ways of seeing.

Student projects ranged across a variety of topics and 
research interests. While each of these projects offer 
useful insights into the nature of mapping, I focus on four 
student projects that pushed the boundaries of traditional 
mapping methods and created new approaches to the anal
ysis of public space and lived experience. The first project 
is an example of cognitive mapping that, unlike many 
research studies that employ this method, highlights its 
multisensory and narrative capacities for conveying indi
vidual and collective senses of place, underscoring the 
ambiguity of what constitutes place and offering a means 
for understanding place as multiply interpreted. The 
second project combines photosurvey methods, collage, 
and groundlevel transect mapping, collapsing time and 
space to draw attention to critical issues of water usage. 
The last two projects present artsbased approaches to 
mapping that push the aesthetic conventions of mapping 
to alternatively represent the lived experience of space, 
time, and place as nonlinear and multisensory. They also 
underscore the paradoxical nature of collage as an art 
technique that, instead of presenting visually a “totaliz
ing body of knowledge,” (re)presents “a heterogeneous 
field of coexisting and contesting images and ideas” 
(Garoian & Gaudelius, 2008, p. 64) and thus “makes 
uncertainty a method of creation” (Kuspit, 1983, cited in 
Garoian & Gaudelius, 2008, p. 64). Individually and col
lectively, each of these four projects work in some way 
toward undecidable narratives of place.

Ken: “Mapping the Lived Experience 
in Chorrillo, Panama”

While walking into Chorrillo [sic] one rainy morn
ing, I attempted to explain to our guide and a police 
officer where the group needed to go. They both 
looked at me with confused expressions as I moved 
my finger along the route of Avenida “A” to Calle 
21. They each studied the map. I began to realize 
that [our differences in] language [English and 
Spanish] was not the problem in our failed commu
nication. I had taken it for granted that these individuals 
were able to read a map . . . As a student of land
scape architecture, I had experienced this disconnect 
before. (Hendrickson, 2006, p. 1)

At first glance, Ken’s statement might read as an indictment 
of his map readers’ abilities. But as a graduate student of 
landscape architecture who was used to working with maps, 
Ken encountered what many in his field consider a classic 
problem with traditional, arialview maps that are the con
vention in landscape design: that most people, when pres
ented with such maps, do not recognize their otherwise 
familiar landscapes in these bird’seye views of measured, 
scaled places. Prior to travelling to El Chorrillo as well as 
during the first week of our field research, we conducted 
cognitive mapping exercises with the students to familiarize 
them with the technique and to facilitate their understanding 
of subjective, geopsychological representations of place. 
Ken became interested in the potential of cognitive maps 
for understanding conceptions of place. He wanted to know 
how residents defined community and how they might map 
it: How big was it? Where were the areas that were unsafe? 
What routes did people take to get to where they needed to 
go? Working with Ken, we encouraged him to consider the 
ways in which local knowledge and resident mappings of 
the neighborhood might express a different type of mapping 
literacy and sense of place. His research was a collection 
and analysis of cognitive maps drawn by four participants: 
a former resident of El Chorrillo—currently one of our tour 
guides through the neighborhood—who had been centrally 
involved in one of the neighborhood’s prominent gangs; the 
director of Oficina Antigua (the office overseeing the urban 
planning of the neighborhood) who was an architect who 
knew the neighborhood but had never lived in it; a resident 
who had lived there all of her life; and a retired accountant 
who had recently moved into the neighborhood to assist 
with a local vocational program in the neighborhood church, 
Inglesia de Fatima.

As Ken asked participants to draw their maps, he noted that 
participants often told stories while they were mapping. Work
ing with him one day, I also noted the ways in which participants 
interacted with the mapping activity, rotating the paper as they 
talked about certain places or sequencing their drawings in 
particular ways, suggesting that the process was facilitated 
through a bodily understanding of place. In typical uses of cog
nitive maps, these processes are not usually accounted for. 
Some of the intriguing aspects of cognitive mapping include 
the ways in which people represent space and place through 
multiple perspectives (streetlevel and bird’seye views), and 
spatial configurations that highlight subjective experiences 
with proximity and important places rather than a cartogra
pher’s accurate measurements. What is often not accounted 
for, however, is the actual process of mapping, adding another 
complex layer of apprehending place. Thus in his final represen
tations, he chose to depict the order and process of the map 
drawing itself, as Ken felt that this was important in understand
ing participants’ sense—and sensing—of the neighborhood.
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His final project was an elaboration of the original draw
ings, in which he scanned the maps to experiment with dif ferent 
ways of (re)presenting material. Ken decided to show some 
of the processes of drawing, juxtaposing the maps on top of 
a traditional street grid map, and juxtaposing each of the 
maps together to view overlaps and differences. The layout 
also reflects the design aesthetics of his planning field.

His visual methods are worth noting because of the ways 
in which they provoke an interactive viewing of the maps 
and encourage a multisensory reading of visual data. After 
scanning each person’s map, the backgrounds were then 
color coded for each person: Green for “the guide,” blue for 
“the director,” orange for “the translator,” and red for “the 
accountant” (these titles were given to keep the names of 
each person anonymous) He then overlaid these maps on a 
bird’seye street map of El Chorrillo. As our audience for 
this research was city planners, he knew that this standard 
grid map would be a familiar visual representation and 
point of reference. Sizing the cognitive maps to scale on the 
traditional map allowed the viewer to see the juxtaposition 
of cognitive perceptions and experience of place, calling 
attention also to the vast differences between traditional 
mapped representations of place and actual, lived experi
ences of place. Ken visually represented each person’s 
narrative with arrows denoting the physical turns that par
ticipants made with the rotation of their paper on which 
they were drawing and a visual representation of the map
ping sequence (refer to Figures 1 and 2).

Ken’s project showed very different views of what con
stituted a sense of community according to such issues as 

insider/outsider status, which his resulting maps show quite 
clearly. By first displaying each person’s map and assigning 
a colorcoded scheme, Ken visually represents the unique 
features of each person’s perception of the neighborhood. 
Then, by overlaying the maps and maintaining these color 
codes, Ken was able to show simultaneously the points of 
similarity and differences in terms of scope, scale, and range. 
On a separate map, Ken noted each of these places that 
someone identified in the neighborhood with photographs. 
This was a means of transforming the handdrawn maps into 
an elevated streetlevel map with recognizable buildings that 
would situate planners (again, the audience for this work).

He also analyzed their maps for their organizing fea
tures, building off of Lynch’s (1960) ideas and creating his 
own similar categories of “cluster” (specific buildings), “block” 
(areas defined by streets), “subdistrict” (areas defined by 
physical elements, association or activity), and “district” 
(larger areas that are traditionally defined through political/
planning boundaries or historical significance). Through 
graphic means of arrows, colorcoded again to represent 
each person, Ken visually displayed one of his conclusions: 
A “person’s recollection of place began with the more inti
mate spaces in their core ‘cluster’ and worked toward larger, 
less familiar ‘subdistricts’ and ‘districts’” (using Lynch’s 
terms; Hendrickson, 2006, p. 1). The guide (represented by 
the green arrow), informed by his former experience as a 
gang member in El Chorrillo, redefined boundaries and ter
ritories to create subdistricts, while the architect (represented 
by the blue arrow) largely defined El Chorrillo through its 
formally established streets and landmarks (see Figure 3).

Figure 1. A cognitive map is juxtaposed on top of a street map. On the right is a description of the community member who drew 
the map, as well as a visual display of the ways in which the map was drawn.
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Figure 2. A visual comparison of the four maps
Note: The bottom figure is an elevation map denoting the places that were drawn (color coded by person), with photographs that refer to the actual 
buildings and spaces.
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Figure 3. Graphic depiction of clusters, blocks, subdistricts, and districts
Note: The arrows are color coded to each person and represent the types of categories represented in their maps. The bottom graphic is a visual 
overlay showing the scale and territory of each of the four cognitive maps.
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Ken’s revelation of the mapping process involved in each 
participant’s map underscore the importance of the mutually 
constitutive and relational experience of place, body, and cog
nition. In his conclusions, Ken stated that “when a person started 
mapping, the scale of their map, and the elements of their 
map told a story about the person’s understanding and rela
tionships to Chorrillo” (Hendrickson, 2006, p. 1) Ken’s 
methods align with some of the findings emerging from 
spatial cognition and virtual environment technology that 
suggest that “people visualize their locations best when 
head rotations and body translations are in sync with their 
visual cues” (Sundilson, 2009, p. 1). His maps attempt to 
represent an embodied experience of place through synes
thesia between vision and touch in several ways. First, the 
display of each person’s map is accompanied by a narrative 
of that person and a visual sequencing of their map process, 
prompting the viewer to potentially feel, in a tactile, spatial 
sense, the participants’ experience of place. Second, the 
map overlays on top of the street grid which is a nesting 
(Mitchell, 2005) of visual references that highlight the indi
vidual maps, encouraging the viewer to actively engage in 
the comparison of each participants experience of place 
while also understanding the ways in which each individual 
perceives similar streets, buildings, and spaces differently, 
highlighting the subjective nature of place. These visual 
approaches help facilitate an understanding of the multiple 
narratives of place: Those closely situated within El Chor
rillo, and with a long history of residence, have an intricate 
knowledge of the neighborhood in which the conventional 
and formal boundaries, buildings, streets, and places identi
fied by the architect are not necessarily part of their lived 
experience of place.

Brian: “Waterfront Culture of 
El Chorrillo”
Brian, a graduate student in landscape architecture, had an 
interest in the use of the waterfront in the city of Panama 
and in El Chorrillo in particular. During one of our first 
walks through El Chorrillo, in which we started document
ing public spaces and activity, Brian became interested in a 
critical ecological problem: the polluted waterfront of El 
Chorrillo. While other parts of the waterfront in Panama 
City were relatively clean, the beach front in El Chorrillo 
was strewn with garbage and contained a major outfall pipe 
that drained raw sewage directly into the ocean and its 
beachfront. We learned from residents, and from observa
tion, that residents fished and children played in the water on 
a regular basis. Our tour guide, for example, remembered 
playing as a child in the water, even though he and his friends 
were fully aware of the contamination: “It gets really hot 
here; you just want to be in the water when it’s that hot.” 
There was no systematic, governmentfunded effort to clean 
up this beachfront. Given that the beachfront and ocean were 

an important part of the geographic identity of El Chorrillo 
yet posed a serious health risk to residents, Brian wanted to 
research the “visual evidence of built forms and human activ
ities” (Squires, 2006, p. 1) that revealed the patterns and 
relationships present in water usage and activity to affect 
change. Moreover, he wanted to convey this information in 
an aesthetic format recognizable to other planners (e.g., 
transect maps) while also experimenting with visual meth
ods that would help bring attention to certain environmental 
issues, rendering them both situated and complex.

Brian took photographs and wrote observations at regu
lar intervals to establish the frequency and patterns of activity. 
We then encouraged him to conduct a photo survey, a docu
mentation method that has been used in visual anthropology 
and sociology as well as planning fields such as landscape 
architecture. Photo surveys are sometimes conducted on 
particular features of an environment, taking inventory, for 
example, of personal artifacts in a person’s home, but they 
have also been used to document larger, panoramic images 
of fields, village buildings, or landscapes to survey building 
types or agricultural growth patterns. This photographic 
method often involves taking multiple pictures of a site 
while shifting angles and planes, and then collaging together 
to form a panorama—a large, cohesive picture that captures 
more detail, depth, and range than a single photo could cap
ture. Working closely with my colleague and coinstructor 
Peter Aeschbacher (an architect and landscape architect), 
Brian took both panoramic photographs of waterfront land
scapes as well as closeup details of the landscape to depict 
activities and objects in the environment. In total, he cre
ated five photo collages at ground level perspective—three 
of the El Chorrillo waterfront and two of the Casco Viejo 
waterfront, an adjoining neighborhood that is rapidly becom
ing gentrified—to compare and contrast waterfront usage 
and activities in these areas. These groundlevel collages 
served as transect maps of the water, beach front, and street 
that could then be observed as zones of activity (e.g., activ
ity in the water vs. activity on the beach).

If the photosurvey technique depicts the landscape and 
larger picture in which something is situated, then closeup 
photography captures the details of situated occurrences. 
Based on frequency counts informed by his written field 
observations as well as notable objects and events that took 
place or were present during his observations, Brian took 
closeup photos of these events and rubber tires, a child 
playing next to a large sewage output pipe, people digging 
for clams, and children playing soccer are among some these 
images.

As closeup photographs loose larger contextual fea
tures, Brian then juxtaposed these photographed closeups 
on top of his transect maps. For example, the barraza sec
tion of Chorrillo has no direct beach access, yet the seawall 
was broken down in several places and was also fairly low 
in places. Brian noticed that the band of refuse was thick in 
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this section and there was little activity beyond the wall. He 
observed (on one of his many days of watching beachfront 
activities) that many residents used the wall as a perch and 
a social area. He decided to visually call attention to such 
details by creating colorcoded borders that framed each 
photograph and represented “positive” (bordered in blue) and 
“negative” (bordered in red) relationships with the water
front. Brian’s subjective view of what constituted positive 
relationships included socializing, dog walking, and public 
sites such as schools and parks, and his documented nega
tive relationships with the waterfront included hazardous 
waste such as car tires and household garbage (Figure 4).

Brian used this method of colorcoded relationships for 
each transect map and then collapsed these relationships 
into a single map to visually summarize potential patterns 
of uses and relationships. This map collapses all of the sec
tion diagrams into a comprehensive overlay. Brian also 
used two other visual strategies to help orient the viewer: 
the activity photos are placed spatially according to where 

they occur within the larger physical habit depicted by the 
photo survey (see Figure 5).

Brian’s maps were an attempt at situating waterfront 
usage in a visual manner that would be relatively easy for 
urban and environmental planners to apprehend, and the 
particular collage techniques he employed convey intersect
ing narratives of social uses and hazardous waste dumping. 
But while these photo collage transect maps might appear 
as a fixed landscape of particular uses situated within par
ticular zones, Brian’s bubble diagram of collaged images 
disrupts such linear notions, denoting the impacts and rela
tionships between different aspects of the waterfront. For 
example, access and barriers can help to separate contami
nated areas, can help counteract places of neglect and 
aban donment, and might contribute positively to a sense of 
identity with the waterfront (all of which are denoted with 
blue arrows), while waste dumping negatively impacts 
access and barriers, sense of identity, and beach front as a 
community destination. Brian used the same detailed 

Figures 4. A transect map of Calle 19, created by photo collage
Detailed photos are of common activities, usage, and objects found at the two sites, and color coded to denote positive and negative impacts and 
relationships.

Figure 5. Composite visual summary of all transect maps
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pictures that had been used in his transect maps, collaging 
them together to create categories such as “travel corridor,” 
“economic use,” and “neglect and abandonment” (see 
Figure 6).

If the diagram appears somewhat confusing, this is inten
tional. With this particular visual method, Brian hoped to show 
the complex relationship between people and spatial uses:

Traditional organization of built environments sepa
rates positive and negative uses into distinct spatial 
areas to create an identity in those areas. Here, although 
common use zones do appear, they exist in contrast to 
one another in the same space that results in a clashing 
and confusion of values, leaving the waterfront with a 
schizophrenic cultural identity. It is left to individuals 
to make sense of it, a forgotten space, as is much the 
case through El Chorrillo. (Squires, 2006, p. 1)

He summarized his findings with the following 
recommendation:

The restructuring of El Chorrillo must consider unify
ing and separating the uses of the waterfront to establish 

it as part of the identity of the neighborhood. . . . It is a 
natural corridor between neighborhoods and a spatially 
unifying destination as all streets flow to the water
front. (Squires, 2006, p. 1)

One of Brian’s goals with his project was to write up his 
methods for other people in planning fields to use, and he 
provided a set of guidelines as part of his research (many of 
which have been discussed here). One of those methods, 
collage, offers a particularly powerful means of allowing 
for ambiguity in both the rendering and (re)presentation of 
narratives, an approach that aligns with contemporary concerns 
with representation. The aesthetics of collage allows for the 
juxtaposition of scale, which visually draws attention to the 
details in an environment while also situating usage, acti
vities, or objects within their larger physical and spatial 
context. By further framing these photos with color codes, 
Brian visually drew connections among discrete events 
regarding the impact of usage and the waterfront. Another 
potentially effective aspect of this collaged approach is the 
way in which it collapses space and time to visually rep
resent patterns and relationships. Brian represents a lived 
experience of the waterfront across time as he nests (Mitchell, 

Figure 6. Bubble diagram of waterfront relationships
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2005) closeup images of use, objects, and activities that 
are out of scale with their environmental and social context 
yet, because of their scale, call attention to events we might 
not otherwise notice. Because of the collage techniques of 
disorientation and juxtaposition, making sense(s) of these 
maps calls forth an experience of place as nonlinear, relational, 
and embodied, a critical visual intervention because it disrupts 
a normative way of depicting a landscape.

The next two student projects also present collage tech
niques that explicitly play with the aesthetics of collage as 
research. Because of their explicit focus on collage as an 
artistic technique, I will also address the potential of col
lage aesthetics as critical visual interventions.

Gillian: “Zooming in on El Chorrillo: 
The Lived  Environment, Elements,  
and Textures”

Early on during our walking tours of El Chorrillo, Gillian, an 
undergraduate major in integrative arts, became interested in 
the textures of the city. Panama is a city ensconced and revealed 
in material layers. Gillian became interested in the ways that 
textures engaged in interplay: sometimes on top of one another 
or sometimes juxtaposed next to each other. Although at the 
time she was not sure where the fascination would lead, Gil
lian, with our encouragement, began to take photographic 
closeups of buildings, floors, the street, and objects as a means 
to “zoom in” and document these textures.

Contemplating our mission to inform Panamanian offi
cials of effective public space design, Gillian became 
int erested in resident’s perspectives of architectural spaces 
and how people defined space in and around their homes. In 
particular, she was concerned about the public narrative of 
El Chorrillo as a dangerous slum and the ways in which this 
perception might lead to razing buildings and relocating 
community members, a possibility that was being seriously 
discussed. Her final project consisted of collaged maps and 
a booklet that depicted textures with descriptions of where 
they were found as well as her own experience with encoun
tering these aspects of the city—a hybrid document that was 
part encyclopedia, personal journal, and artwork (see Fig
ures 7 and 8). The collages served two purposes: (a) as a 
visual index to the booklet, with numbers serving to orient 
the reader to specific sections within the booklet and (b) as 
maps that depicted a physical sense of place (e.g., wood 
structures found in the eastern part of the neighborhood, the 
shoreline found on the south side of the neighborhood) as 
well as a subjective, lived sense of place. These collaged 
maps overlaid a standard grid map of El Chorrillo that pokes 
through the surface of her photographs.

Gillian’s examination of the built environment was 
infused with her subjective experience of the neighbor
hood, and she deliberately chose collage as a way to depict 
her own experiences with encountering El Chorillo:

Collage allows me to show the confusion I felt as an 
outsider observing the community. Later in the book
let I take these collages and code them in a way that 
I began to understand and orient myself with El Cho
rillo [sic]. I see collage as a way to represent a densely 
populated area while forcing the viewer to look closely 
at each fragment of the image. If the viewer simply 
glances at the image they will see overlapping photo
graphs that may not make sense, yet, if they engage 
the image and look at each photograph they can begin 
to make observations. . . . I call my project ‘Zooming 
In on Chorillo,’ reflective maps and a booklet of how 
I came to know the buildings and individuals of the 
neighborhood.” (Speers, 2006b, pp. 1, 3)

These reflective maps were built from a selection of 
photographs depicting (a) lived environment, (b) structural 
elements, and (c) textures in various parts of the Chorrillo 
neighborhood. With each map, her lens zooms further in on 
detail. Her first map, she explained, “is a birdseye view above 
El Chorrillo that shows the buildings that I have turned into 
symbols for different streets and styles of living combined 
with the individuals I met living there.” (Speers, 2006b,  
p. 3) The second map of structural elements zooms the 
camera lens in on buildings to show adaptations of building 
structures that personalized these spaces. In her third map, 
she zoomed the lens in further to show interior spaces or 
exterior details.

In addition to her photographs, Gillian wrote observa
tions of where these buildings, people, elements, and textures 
were situated in El Chorrillo, for example, where the 
wooden structures were located in the neighborhood, and 
reflections on these observations. She also interviewed 15 
women (all of whom invited Gillian into their homes) whom 
she met through one of our meetings with an English
speaking class held in a local church. Gillian soon found 
herself immersed in its interior, domestic landscape:

Instead of observing Chorillo [sic] as an outsider 
these women gave me the gift of experiencing it. 
They took me in and out of their homes, their friends’ 
homes and all the surrounding spaces. I met their 
children, saw how residents use their courtyard I 
only saw on maps, and danced the salsa and 
meringue with them. My project began to evolve as 
I experienced. I evolved as I experienced (Speers, 
2006a, p. 2).

These experiences guided Gillian through the deve lopment 
of her artsbased research project that expresses her sensory 
experience while visiting residents’ homes. She sought to 
connect the visual with the cultural by tracing, suturing, and 
juxtaposing aspects of lived experience found in the 
photographs and her field notes of the women’s houses, 
stories, and interactions. She confessed that, while at first she 
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was “unsure that something so subjective could be used as a 
tool for designers,” she ultimately felt that her intimate 
experience with community members might not only help 
community designers but also connect residents “with the 
future of their neighborhood” (Speers, 2006a, p. 3).

Collage has been regarded as one of the salient, identifi
able art forms of the postmodern era, embodying, for exa mple, 
theories of self and society congruent with postmodern 
notions of fractured time, contradictions, and multiple read
ings (Efland et al., 1996; Garoian, 1999). The paradoxical 

Figure 7. One of Gillian’s three collage maps depicting structural elements of El Chorrillo’s lived environment
Numbers index different observed elements.

Figure 8. Two pages from Gillian’s booklet that depict and describe her observations and experiences with empty lots (No. 2 from 
her “Elements” index)
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nature of collage makes it an interesting choice for a research 
method. It is at once an art form that capitalizes on indetermi
nant narratives through aesthetic manipulations such as 
juxtaposition and appropriation, at the same time apprehends 
“unstable and shifting images and ideas that deconstruct 
assumptions that are socially and historically determined” 
(Garoian & Gaudelius, 2008, p. 64). Gillian’s three collages 
are juxtaposed over a traditional street map of El Chorrillo, 
thus geographically situating the oldest wooden structures 
built for canal workers on the east side of the neighborhood; 
the newer, modern structures that exist further west; and the 
barraza, the tall, highdensity housing structures that visibly 
mark El Chorrillo from a distance. By “zooming in” on these 
buildings with her photographs of structures, elements, and 
interior spaces, she represents the buildings as lived places 
full of laundry, family photos, decorative building finishes, 
and landscaped touches. Her collages highlight the palimp
sestuous notion of involution, forcing us to examine the 
entanglement of textures, buildings, people, and environ
mental elements and the way in which they inhabit, invent, 
and disrupt each other. As such, it compresses time and space, 
in which past and present commingle and beginnings and 
endings disappear as a point of orientation.

Gillian’s interviews and socializing with the women 
residing in the neighborhood informed her collages, allow
ing her to create a mapped space in which colonial history 
interacts with contemporary lived experience and thus cre
ates palimpsestuous relationships. For example, Gillian and 
others learned that one of the textures found in El Chorrillo—
a trompe l’Oeil of a stone wall painted on top of concrete 
buildings—signified an older section of Panama, Panamá 
Viejo, the original site of Panama City. Situated far across 
town from El Chorrillo, Panamá Viejo is a UNESCO world 
heritage site; its original stone buildings are visible in frag
mented form. Gillian’s project suggested residential identity 
with a historic past configured within colonial history and 
international tourism while juxtaposed and reappropriated 
in a completely different context. Many of the residents of 
El Chorrillo have never left the neighborhood or been to 
this tourist site. The appropriation of Panama Viejo’s built 
environment within El Chorrillo was one significant 
symbol of connection with a historically recognized Span
ish colonial identity that commingled with local neighborhood 
identity.

Trieste: “Claiming Space and 
Community through Music”
Trieste, an undergraduate student majoring in interdisci
plinary arts, became interested in the claiming of community 
space through music. She and several other students from 
our course attended music venues and concerts regularly, 
and she became engaged with many musical styles such as 

reggaetón. She first photographed and sketched the places 
and spaces in which residents of El Chorillo engaged in 
music. Later, when she realized that this would be the focus 
of her research, she interviewed a few residents about the 
music in their lives. When discussing the (re)presentation of 
her interviews, observations, and experiences, we encour
aged her to work with her sketches and photography along side 
her written field notes:

“The subject of musical identity began as notes in my 
sketchbook and slowly rose out of the pages into 
color and sound. . . . Through the photos, sketches, 
maps, interviews, and recordings, my understanding 
of how . . . people embody sound identity became 
evident. (Lockwood, 2006, p. 1)

Trieste also played with the aesthetics of tissue paper as 
part of her collage materials, and we discussed the ways in 
which the opacity of tissue both conceals and reveals. 
Ultimately, she decided to use this aesthetic to draw attention 
to the people in her collages and to contrast them with their 
photographed surroundings. Drawing from her many 
sketches in her field sketchbook, her resulting compositions 
were three photo collages of places—a domestic landscape, 
a studio recording space, and a streetscape—juxtaposed 
with drawings of people or of marks on the page that 
emphasize the experience of sound to show the convolution 
and nonlinearity of space and place that occurs through 
human interaction with music.

As mentioned in the description of Gillian’s project, col
lage as an artistic medium is a process of juxtaposing discrete 
images that, by virtue of being placed together, inhabit each 
other in involuted, palimpsestuous ways. Initially, when she 
presented this work in Panama, she displayed her photo col
lages as three separate pieces, with a table of categories that 
included a description of the place, the type of music found 
in each place, social access, claim (authorship and personal 
connection to music), and community identity. During the 
followup fall semester course, when students elected to 
continue to work on their research projects, I discussed with 
her Steven Feld’s (1996) work on place, the senses, and 
acoustemology (sound as a way of knowing) as a way to 
think further about her analysis of space and music and 
ways in which she might represent this theory in her final 
project. Trieste’s final project integrated narrative that visu
ally flow with the collage, the result of which invites the 
reader to engage in meaning and interpretation across text 
and image in an interactive way (Figure 9).

Trieste’s mapping of the spatial configuration of sound, as 
well as her theoretical framework which is written into her 
narrative, explicitly calls into focus the multisensory nature 
of visual methods. The unique qualities of collage, in which 
the eye traverses space and place in a nonlinear, convoluted 
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way, allows for the capture of sound as a temporal, multispa
tial, and dissolving medium that unfolds across time, creating 
a synesthesia between sight and sound. Her text also activates 
sight and sound, particularly as she visually designs the text to 
flow around her images (see Figure 10).

Her mixed media approach also forces the viewer to “jump 
tracks” (Mitchell, 2005) from one sign system to another—
between text, photographs, and sketches—to fill in the gaps 
with meaning. The viewer can see sound at a given point in 
time and the ways in which it inhabits space. Quoting Feld 
(1996), she writes in her text, “’as places are sensed, senses 
are placed’” (Feld, quoted in Lockwood, 2006, p. 1), 
explaining how she came to understand that “space, iden
tity, and community were very clearly claimed through acts 
of creating and playing music” (Lockwood, 2006, p. 1).

In the larger context of El Chorrillo, a neighborhood rife 
with gang activity that starts with the recruitment of young 
boys (as we were informed by one of our guides, a former 
gang member), Triestes’ account of youth activity across 
space was significant. During our many visits in the neighbor
hood and informal conversations with residents, we were 
continually warned away from certain areas due to gang terri
tory and activity. Residents would divide up the sections of the 
neighborhood on our street maps or point to areas that were 
dangerous and owned by certain gangs, pointing to border
lands and spaces that were invisible to us as outsiders. In 
contrast, Trieste’s project reconfigured these borders, reveal
ing in a spatial, graphic way positive spaces and territory 
through music.

Mapping as a Research Method

More than mere illustration, the mapping methods covered 
in this article explore the aesthetic aspects of mapping and 
the ways in which the senses are invoked, contributing to an 
embodied, sensory experience of place as lived. Mapping 
highlights and displays the ways in which place configures 
a sense of self in relation to historical, geographical, and 
localized environments. Because of its ability to evoke the 
senses, maps highlight the involuted relationships between 
self and place and the ways in which self and place are 
mutually constitutive and relational.

The visual as multisensory experience also has practical 
methodological considerations. First, it underscores the 
argument for visual modes of documentation as a means to 
account for and represent a variety of human experiences. 
Reflecting on the usefulness of visual methods and social 
mapping for historians, Ayers stated, “We can just tell one 
story at a time, but how do you deal with things that are hap
pening at different places at the same time, and what might 
be the relationship among those to each other?” (cited in 
Young, 2006, p. 36). Mapping can offer researchers a view 
into how people—children, parents, community members—
see their world, what is important to them, what their lived 
social relations are, and where they spend their time. More 
than providing a sense of the physical spaces that we tra
verse through, maps can shed light on the ways in which we 
traverse, encounter, and construct racial, ethnic, gendered, 
and political boundaries.

Figure 9. Trieste’s collage narrative of music as a spatial map
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Second, mapping carries pedagogical implications for 
the inclusion and teaching of visual and artsbased methods 
of research. Within this article, I have called attention to col
lage as a technique that allows for ambiguity with the (re)
presentation of lived experience of places. Garoian and 
Gaudelius (2008) discussed the ways in which collage as a 
research method can encourage students’ “critical interven
tions” into visual culture. For collage to be viewed as a 
critical pedagogy, they underscore the importance of under
standing the aesthetic dimension of collage. I would argue, 
too, that understanding the aesthetic conventions of map
ping allows for the transgression or transformation of 
assumptions of places into new understandings. Understand
ing the aesthetics of mapping to illuminate and represent 
critical social, cultural, and political issues might lead to 
powerful and vivid representations of places that might oth
erwise prove elusive, hidden, or underrepresented.
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Notes

1. Census data from the Bureau of Western Hemisphere Affairs 
(2009) described the following composition of ethnic groups in 
Panama (none were found on the specific neighborhood of El 
Chorillo): mestizo (mixed Amerindian and European ancestry) 
70%, Amerindian and mixed (West Indian; also referred to as 
Black and mulatto in Lahmeyer, 2004) 14%, White 10%, and 
Amerindian 6%. These statistics reflect Panama’s colonial oc
cupation and canal construction labor force, which employed 
thousands of European, American, Chinese, and West Indian 
(primarily African) laborers.

2. This confrontation, precipitated by U.S. President George 
H. W. Bush, deposed General Manuel Noriega who was 

Figure 10. Detail from Trieste’s collage
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formally charged by the United States for drug trafficking, 
money laundering, and corrupting a national election in 
1989.

3. For an alternative perspective, see Trent’s (1992) documentary 
film, The Panama Deception, in which she investigates the 
U.S. media coverage of the event, citizens, and military, sug
gesting a coverup of excessive force, mass graves, and acts of 
violence against civilians.
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