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PHYSICAL MIND-
MAPS 

 

Cecília de Lima 

FMH/UTL. Pólo do INET-MD, Portugal  

 

 

Abstract: Physical Mind-maps, is an intra-disciplinary methodology of 

artistic/ educational practice that investigates how to develop and articulate 

an embodied thinking applied to a creative exploration of an individual 

artistic vision. This methodology is being developed within the ambit of the 

PhD research that I’m currently developing, which looks into the following 

problematic: with dance education there is an intensification of the sensorial 

somatic perception, gained specially with the practice of ‘Release 

Techniques’. However, the particular knowledge generated with such 

intensified perception remains underexplored due to the difficulty of 

transducing the qualia of dance experience into a verbalized mode and, 

subsequently, the difficulty to integrate such knowledge with the regular, 

verbal mode of thought.  

  

Keywords: embodiment; cognitive-metaphor; thought; sensorial; artistic-

research; kinesthetic-intelligence. 
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Introduction 

This report relates to a Lecture Demonstration realised within the realm 

of SIDD Seminar 2011 at the FMH-UTL in Lisbon, with the intent of 

presenting an overview of the methodology that entitle as Physical Mind-

maps (PM-m). The artistic/ academic nature of this methodology drove me 

to consider imperative to make an exposition of the gist concerning the 

research problematic and the artistic insight where it derives from. Hence 

the lecture was divided into two parts: a 1st part concerning an overview of 

the research study and a 2nd concerning the actual exposition of Physical 

Mind-maps. 

Throughout this communication several concepts and topics emerge 

inviting for a deeper insights. Although intrinsic to the theme, such insights 

do not fit the ambit of this paper, therefore I leave those notions, or ideas to 

an open interpretation. With such openness, I would like to propose space 

for a personal reflection, hopping, in this way, to generate an enticement for 

further discussions. 

 

1st PART of the lecture demonstration: overview on the research 

study entitled: “Reversal Thinking- perceiving the world as e-

motion 

 

Research Problematic 

During several years practicing contemporary dance as a performer and 

choreographer I’ve been observing that through the practice of dance the 

dancer gains an intensification of his proprioceptive awareness. Such 
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intensification tends to reflect an altered state of consciousness in which 

reality is perceived as embodied motion condition. However, the nature of 

such motional awareness inebriates the usual, verbal articulation of 

thought. Thought becomes unformulated as a formal language and 

increases as a sensorial somatic perception. 

According to the theory of language and thought originally developed by 

the Russian psychologist L. S. Vygotsky (1985), language plays a central 

part not only in the development of thought but in the historical growth of 

consciousness as a whole. António Damásio (2003), (among other scientist 

that defend the Embodiment Theory) complements Vygotsky’s theory 

claiming that thought corresponds to the processing of imagery that in an 

unconscious level derive from a somatic perception and latter become 

abstracted into different levels of representation, being language a main 

groundwork for such abstraction.  

As we learn to speak, we learn to translate experience through an 

abstraction of our physical perception; we learn to project and gather 

meaning of experience through language and therefore the semantic 

structure of verbal communication we practice subtly becomes the structure 

on which we consciously relate to meaning.  

In one way, the regular patterns of thinking are so abstracted into a 

formal system that the consciousness of its original somatic source 

becomes lost. On the other hand, with the practice of dance, thought 

becomes so intensively involved in the sensorial consciousness of somatic 

motion that the dancer loses his normal ability to translate experience 

through an articulated system of formal concepts. At a consciousness level 

these two modes of thought function as detached faculties and the ability to 

integrate them is still very unfulfilling. My research intends to contribute to 

potentiate the integration/ interaction between the regular, formal thinking 
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developed through language and a sensorial motional thinking achieved 

with dance.  

  

The Seed of the Research- the altered state of consciousness in 

dance and the embodiment of motion 

Like Merleau Ponty (2006) suggested, the artist’s body transubstantiates 

with the world through the mediums of his art. The artistic act of the painter 

happens through an embodiment by the artist of the colors, forms, light, etc. 

Like the painter becomes the color, lines and light of his painting, the artistic 

act of the dancer happens not when he moves but when he becomes 

movement or a motion force. 

But what constitutes this perception of becoming movement mentioned 

by many dancers? How does the dancer experience such consciousness 

state of embodying motion? Based on my own experience and on the 

testimony of several dancers, I present here a brief allusion of some 

characteristics intrinsic to such perceptual state generally expressed as 

“becoming motion”: 

1- Perceiving the body as a manifestation of energy: as the dancer’s 

body moves, he dives into the physical consciousness of the sensation of 

movement so he senses him self as a physical quality, a force, an energetic 

manifestation. His perception rests in the sensation of an ever-forming 

cloud of energy, not a neutral energy, but energy carved by the moment 

and tainted by a history of affections, loaded with desire to be anima, a 

desire to recreate movement.  

2- Detachment of identity and sense of universal consciousness: in 

moments of dance, the dancer’s consciousness disintegrates as a 

formalized identity to become an embodiment of the process of breathing 
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and sweating, of the flow of blood circulation, of the rhythmical pulsations, 

and of the wavering of micro vibrations. Such intensified consciousness of 

corporal energies generates an unconsciousness of the dancer as an 

individual. There is a feeling of being simultaneously no thing and 

everything. He experiences himself not anymore as a border that 

determines the duality of an interior and exterior morphology, but as the 

quality of moving through this border. A continuous motion cycle generated 

by the tension between the paradoxal needs of the body: absorbing and 

expelling, opening and closing, etc. 

3- Perceiving space as an elastic force between dualities: as the dancer 

embodies the tension of bodily paradoxal needs, his perception of space 

gains an elastic quality: expanding and contracting. 

4- Perceiving a continuous state of transformation: captivated by the 

process of continuous energetic recreation, the dancer’s awareness 

becomes embodied by an ongoing motion of transformation; not a 

transformation into something, but a feeling of ‘being’ transformation; a 

state of becoming or being the force of becoming. In the act of dancing he 

plays with the vertigo of the momentum of becoming. 

5- Perceiving time as a physical quality: the dancer conceives time 

through the embodiment of his transformative motion. Transformation, 

emerging as an continuous process of physical survival, generates the 

before and after and therefore it provides a physical significance to time. 

Through such physical perception time gathers volume, weight, and 

plasticity. It moves through the elastic quality of space. The dancer plays 

with such elastic quality not through a relation of control, but through a 

feeling of intensity in a game of seduction. 

6- Perceiving emotion as a physical action: as the dancer dives deeper 

into the consciousness of motion he becomes involved by a physical ‘e-



 

 

  

 

 

 

S
ID

D
 2

0
1
1
 

 

701 

motional’ perception where the impressions of micro-motions become alive. 

7- Making sense through sensation: involved into the sensorial 

experience of the moment, the body becomes an atmosphere of sense. 

 

Artistic Ground -the theory of Open Form 

To approach the relation between the sensorial perception enhanced 

with dance and the formal conception of the generality of systems that 

conceive reality, I will depart from the artistic theory of ‘Open Form’. 

Essentially I would refer to Open Form as a mode of thought generated 

through the reflection on art as a creative exploration based on the tension 

between what is formalized and the openings generated by such 

formalization or what is formally undetermined (left open). Here I will 

approach this theory by considering such creative dynamics at the level of 

perception: the tension between sensorial and formal awareness. The 

conception of Open Form, approached in such manner, will then launch the 

artistic framework as well as the methodological guidelines of thought of 

this research.  

According to Umberto Eco (1989), the artistic philosophy known as 

‘Open Form’, looks into an art work as a original vision that generates its 

poetic message through the tension between what is formalized and what is 

left open, either at an interpretative level or by undetermined structural, 

constructive or even contextual elements. Openness and formal 

indeterminacy is a perspective chosen by the creator rather then an 

inescapable element of artistic interpretation. This insight has become a 

central aspect of the poetics of avant-garde work and an ‘avant-garde 

corruptor’ of prescribed conceptions. 

Although Umberto Eco refers mainly to two different levels of openness 
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within an artwork (openness at the level of material form, where there is a 

decision of the artist to leave the arrangement of the work constituents 

either to the public or to chance; and openness at the level of the semantic 

content, where different possible interpretative meanings are deliberately 

and systematically created by the author), the significance of the theory of 

Open Form within the Post Modern artistic context has evolved into the 

practice of new levels of artistic openings. Such openings reflect the re-

identification of the way art is processed, experienced and distributed, as 

well as a creative structuring of art social participation and responsibilities. 

Ultimately, the focus on art as a process of creative interaction instigated 

the development of openness at innovative levels, as post- production and 

dissemination. As Professor Ric Allsoop (2007) refers, opposite to consider 

the artwork as an autonomous or original form, post-production opening 

finds means of ‘insertion into innumerable flows of production, shifting from 

structured compositional forms to the fluidity of an economy’. Allsop (2007, 

p.9) Therefore, contemporary open work places meaning not on the artwork 

it self 

‘but in its performance, its dissemination/dispersal across 

multiple contexts, which continually reactivates the work (…) 

Dissemination as a critical framework suggests a means of 

engaging with contemporary practice that is concerned more 

with ideas of process, mobility, liquidity, flow, transmission than 

with form, object, materials and techniques…’ Allsoop (2007, p. 

12) 

 

Vision into the theory of Open Form and the challenge that it 

proposes 

Throughout history humans organize their perception into different formal 
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systems of knowledge that try to explain reality as language, science, 

religion, politics, etc. Inherent to this process, these systems need to be 

formalized by patterns, physical laws, conventions etc. As these different 

systems progress (in parallel, in conflict or in interaction), their formal 

structures start to reveal themselves as deficient or insufficient to explain 

new developments in the mode of perceiving reality. The form itself needs 

to break its borders in the process of trying to be more like the reality it 

wants to reflect. 

An ultimate example is the theory of Quantum physics that suggests that 

what we perceive as a material configuration is in essence an impermanent 

dense concentration of energy, and this concentration of energy exists in 

constant, subtle transformation. This theory dismantles a fundamental pillar 

in which we conceived and structure reality: the idea of finite matter. Such 

idea offered the possibility for a final and definitive grasping point, it offered 

the potential to ultimately translate realty into a formalized concept; but 

when this view is gone and the ultimate grasping point is also just a 

formalized concept, we are left with a great challenge to the previous 

system of values and concepts in which reality has been conceived. 

If things in themselves are in essence a momentary flow of energy, 

impermanent and ungraspable, it becomes impossible to fully grasp their 

essence in a formalized manner. Any formal definition is a simplified mental 

strategy, a transduction map. It is a necessary map of experience but can’t 

represent experience it self. Conceived in function of experience, a living 

form needs to generate breath, therefore it needs to be a temporary, 

permeable, resilient structure.  

 

Artistic approach to Open Form  

Departing from such vision in my artistic research practice I approach the 
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theory of Open Form by restraining and repeating formal settings to grow 

sensorial awareness and open micro-perceptions i.e., searching for 

openness not by opening the formal settings, but opening the awareness of 

micro-perceptions within a pre-determined frame for movement.  

By requesting to do a movement form, one is intrinsically generating form 

with the body and therefore embodying a form. But the consciousness of 

such embodied experience can become more or less developed. Through 

my artistic work I seek to develop the consciousness of such movement 

embodiment. In order to do so I redraw the mental focus from what 

constitutes the form, and turn it into the sensorimotor perception generated 

by experiencing a pre-determined movement form. When the movement 

form is strictly predefined and often repeated, the dancer’s consciousness 

doesn’t need to focus on the formal aspects of the movement, therefore his 

awareness can be directed to the sensorimotor perceptions given by the 

form. Through such sensorial awareness he finds a new range of subtle 

openings into the way he relates to the movement. The repetition of the 

form doesn’t account for a repetition of his subjective experience but as an 

opportunity to explore further the micro-nuances of the movement within 

each particular moment. 

During this lecture I’ve tried to give a practical hint of such notions 

through a demonstrative exercise that consisted in repeating a simple 

movement, each time adding a new formal limitation that made it more and 

more defined (starting with a simple demand to stand up and lift both arms 

at the level of the ears and towards the end it included directions related to 

the focus of the eyes and a breathing pattern). This exercise would 

seemingly take away the space for subjective input. But where do we want 

to focus such subjective intervention? By successively adding external 

definition concerning additional details of how to do the ‘same movement’, 

one doesn’t perceive each repetition as a replication of the movement form, 
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but starts to gain awareness into the many potential nuances possible in 

the act doing a movement form. Moreover, the fact that there is a 

successively external input into the definition of form takes the responsibility 

away from the formalizing process and opens space for consciousness to 

focus on the experience of the form. Hence, subjective intervention is 

directed not to the potential ways of forming but to the consciousness of 

how one experience and therefore conceives a pre-determined formal 

setting.  

 

Artistic Vision 

This approach to Open Form leads to the artistic approach that I call 

Sensorial Art, which relates to the perception of movement through two 

main perspectives,  

- Experiencing reality through a naked perception54: through my work I 

seek a way to absorb reality through a constant sensorial involvement. 

By practicing the perception of a continuous flow of sensorial 

impressions, consciousness emerges as a continuous movement 

process, it emerges as a sensation of travelling into the vertigo of 

momentum impelled by the constant affections of sensory compositions. 

The notion of meaning becomes then undressed in the sense that it 

becomes detached from static formal identification to become perceived 

as a motion process driven by sensorial affects. 

- Relating to movement as a force generated from a paradoxal condition: 

in a static understanding of the world there is a permanent conflict 

between a formal duality of oppositions. In a motional understanding, the 

                                            

 

54
 Expression inspired on the notion of the naked image from José Gil (2006) 
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tension of such conflict is the paradoxal condition for becoming alive…  

 

2nd PART of the lecture demonstration – Physical Mind-maps 

overview  

Context  

Confronted with the problematic of how to articulate the knowledge 

generated through the kinesthetic intelligence developed with dance, I 

realized that part of the difficulty to articulate such perceptive knowledge 

emerges from a common disembodied conception of knowledge that 

grounds many academicals studies, even within the field of dance. 

Consequently, in 2009 I started developing an artistic laboratory with the 1st 

and 2nd year’s students from the Contemporary Dance Department of the 

Amsterdam Faculty of Arts, which I named Physical Mind-maps (PM-m). 

This laboratory aimed to develop a methodology focused on developing an 

embodied creative thinking for articulating an individual artistic vision/ voice. 

Based on this previous experience I’m developing this methodology further 

and implementing new laboratories in order to mature its tools and 

exercises as well as to fundament and structure it in more depth. 55 

 

Basic definition  

I describe Physical Mind-maps as an intra-disciplinary methodology 

focused on developing an embodied creative thinking for articulating an 

individual artistic vision/ voice. From other perspective, PM-m can be 

                                            

 

55 Presently I’m developing a PM-m laboratory at the FMH-UTL, with the students from of the master 
course in dance
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considered as an aesthetic research practice of thought deriving from 

movement experience, in the sense that it is focused on the exploration of 

individual sensorial-emotional experience and values as a base for 

developing an artistic vision/voice.  

 

1st concern of PM-m – embodied thinking 

The main research question that PM-m raises relates to - how to 

approach and develop an embodied creative thinking? Once that, according 

to the theories of embodied cognition, the mind is inherently embodied and 

thought derives from a somatic perception, the concept of embodied 

thinking or thinking through/ from and with the body implies to transfer 

meaning from a sensorisomatic experience to the domain of subjective 

experience and mental ideas. But, how does that happen? How can the 

expression of a sensorial physical experience be transposed into the verbal 

domain of ideas? I approach this issue through a practice that finds 

scientific fundament on the theory of Cognitive Metaphors by Lakoff and 

Johnson. 

 

Main scientific fundaments -the theory of Cognitive Metaphor 

Departing from two of the major findings in cognitive science, which 

defend that the mind is inherently embodied and thought is mostly 

unconscious, Lakoff and Johnson (1999) co-relate linguist evidence with 

some studies in neuroscience to demonstrate that “most of our ordinary 

conceptual system is metaphorical in nature… the way we think, what we 

experience and what we do every day is very much a matter of metaphor” 

Lakoff and Johnson (1980, p.454); e.g.: Affection is Warmth; Time is 

Motion; Happy is up. Therefore, prior to being used as a figure of speech, 
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the metaphorical process is basic for the construction of language and the 

development of thought. Furthermore, according to the authors, the way we 

conceptualize our subjective mental life as subjective judgment and 

experiences come mostly from sensorimotor domains and the cognitive 

mechanism for such conceptualization is conceptual metaphor. Therefore, 

our conceptual system is grounded on basic-level concepts that emerge by 

virtue of direct, systematic correlates with experience, depending on motor 

movement, gestalt perception, and mental imagery. To such concepts the 

authors name emergent concepts or primary metaphors. “…Primary 

metaphors are cross-domain mappings from a source domain (the 

sensorimotor domain) to a target domain (the domain of subjective 

experience) preserving inference and sometimes preserving lexical 

representation“ Lakoff and Johnson (1999, p. 58).  

Cognitive Metaphor theory is not merely strengthening the notion that 

thought derives from a somatic perception but it also reveals the 

metaphorical process as the cognitive linking process of how the elemental 

embodied experience becomes verbally projected into the subjective 

mental domain. Therefore the transference of meaning between the domain 

of sensorimotor perception and the domain of subjective mental expression 

is actually an unconscious process inherent to the metaphorical nature of 

our cognition. Such metaphorical process is established through neural 

connections, “those connections, which you have unconsciously formed by 

the thousands, provide inferential structure and qualitative experience…” 

Lakoff and Johnson (1999, p.57). Consequently, to work out the issue 

expressed above passes mainly through: bringing sensorimotor perception 

and the metaphorical linking process that intuitively results from sensorial 

experience to a more conscious level, and exploring the metaphorical 

constructions intrinsic to verbal communication. 
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Research structural functioning 

As a result of the findings of Cognitive Metaphor I structure the general 

operative plan of PM-m through three intertwined phases: 

a. Exercising the sensory motor perception, leading to increasing 

sensorial-motor awareness, and to the exploration of self-

consciousness through such sensorial reality. 

b. Exercising creative modes of verbally articulating specific 

sensorisomatic experience focused on physical qualities, the movement 

principles and on the imagery that were previously explored.  

c. This 3rd phase focus on bringing our instinctive metaphorical linking 

process to a more conscious level. It consists mostly in creative writings 

and other exercises that explore old and new metaphorical potentials of 

the physical expressions from the previous phase.  

 

Approach to the 2nd concern of PM-m - development of an Artistic 

Vision 

With the process inherent to the practice of these 3 phases described 

above I intend to develop a resourceful somatic thinking that consciously 

practices sensorial experience as a generator of meaning. Such resourceful 

thinking entails the development of creative skills and self-inquiring, as well 

as the exploration of the peculiar manner of perceiving the world inherent to 

an artistic vocation. Consequently the experience of this research practices 

grants a fertile ground for feeding the development of an artistic 

vision/voice. In this context, I conceive an artistic vision as an ongoing 

explorative endeavour that seeks to articulate a personal, creative mode of 

perception that inter-relates incorporated experience with values, 
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techniques and aesthetics. To construct such vision I consider two main 

lines of study: content (the exploration and articulation of basic artistic 

forces/ forms and contextualization) and positioning (contextualizing the 

artistic character and intervention areas). Within the line of content PM-m is 

centered primarily on the exploration of the creative force and problematics, 

complemented by looking at artistic values, interests and intents and by 

inquiring modes of development, as well as creative methods and 

techniques. 

 

The structural system of PM-m 

PM-m is driven through a trans-disciplinary practice across three main 

modules for approaching body-mind creativity: Body Awareness, Artistic 

Signature and Mind-maps.  

- Body Awareness is an approach to movement exploration that 

conciliates diverse principles and practices of release technique and 

contact technique to stimulate the development of the consciousness of 

body movement. This process applies touch and body manipulation as 

well physical imagery to stimulate sensorial perception of movement. 

- Artistic signature combines the exploration of sensorial-motor 

experiences with visual imagery and verbal expression. It builds such 

exploration on the interaction between analytical with associative/ 

intuitive modes of reflection. Within this module I’m developing 2 new 

lines of exercises, which I call ‘‘sensorial writings’ and ‘ synesthetic 

exercises’. 

- Mind-maps explores the contexts, references and interests within the 

development of an artistic vision; it is based on the interrelation between 

analytical /creative maps and individual/ referential maps. 

The practice between these 3 disciplinary modules are crossed by 
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several exercising tools that rely on the theory of the horizontal brain 

division to gain awareness of an analytical and an intuitive mode of 

conceive reality, and to practice the inter-relation between these two 

modes. 

The theory of the right and left-brain hemisphere was first developed by 

the American neurobiologist Roger W. Sperry (1984). He discovered that 

the human brain has two very different ways of thinking and that the two 

hemispheres process information in different ways. This theory also 

suggests that each of us prefers one mode to the other. The right brain is 

visual and processes information in an intuitive and simultaneous way, 

looking first at the whole picture then the details. The other left-brain is 

verbal and processes information in an analytical and sequential way, 

looking first at the pieces then putting them together to get the whole. 

Sperry was awarded a Nobel Prize in 1981; although subsequent research 

has showed that things aren't quite as polarized, the degree to which this 

takes place is open to dispute. It certainly exists at some level but probably 

not to the extent claimed by some pop psychology. Regardless of its level 

of polarized accuracy, here I use the insight of this theory as the foundation 

settings for several exercises that instigate the conscious interaction 

between both ‘sides’, as a way of exploring links between the different 

modes of perception, and, in this way, contributing to articulate and improve 

artistic creativity.  
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Schematic overview of methodological process of PM-m: 

 

 
FIGURE 1- SCHEMATIC OVERVIEW OF PHYSICAL MIND-MAPS METHODOLOGY 

 

Departing from the correlative nature intrinsic to its central research 

issue, PM-m operates through two other adjacent inter-active approaches:  

1) Merging artistic practice and theory: by approaching the experiential/ 

experimental nature of a somatic practice and abstract/ theoretical thought 

not as separate practices but as one consistent artistic engagement, PM-m 

works on the creative potential generated by such field of inter-relation. 

2) Integrating an idiosyncratic sensibility with formal knowledge: PM-m 

approaches the creative work not only at the level of an artistic practice but 

works towards extending such creativity as a practice of an individual mode 

of though. Such creative thinking based on exploration of an idiosyncratic 

perception is developed, interrogated, and further uttered through its 

inevitable relation to formal knowledge.  
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Concluding – embodied thinking practice as an intra-disciplinary 

educative intervention: 

Although notions like embodied knowledge, thinking with the body or 

kinaesthetic intelligence, are often present in many artistic, educative and 

also scientific discourses, the actual comprehension of such concepts 

remain mostly at a theoretical, intellectual plane or they are practiced in an 

intuitive manner within the creation of particular artistic works. Such form of 

knowledge or mode of thinking, as its own nature determines, cannot be 

achieved through a prescribed formula, but it requests an ongoing practice. 

Furthermore, as it is grounded on body-mind relation, such embodied 

thinking practice ought to work thought an interactive tension between what 

is considered as somatic practices and aesthetic thinking, between a 

idiosyncratic sensibility and the formal knowledge, and between scientific 

studies and artistic investigation. Through my studies I’ve been 

approaching this field of interactive practice as a ‘field of movement’ that 

works through the tension of the in-between formalized sectionings of 

reality and feeds from its relational movements. Although embodied 

learning is considered by many as ‘something’ with great new potentials, 

the practice of embodiment as a methodology of thought, or a source of 

knowledge is not applied to educational, academic or scientific fields, where 

a merely intuitive approach is not enough. 

PM-m approaches the practice of embodied thinking as an intra-

disciplinary methodology that doesn’t rely purely on the intuitive character 

of artistic creation, but works on bringing intuitive somatic perception to 

consciousness and intersects such consciousness with formal knowledge 

and verbal thinking construct. Therefore, this methodology seeks to 

exercise formal academic knowledge as a basic supporting net 

indispensable for wavering and emerging the movement of unconscious 
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thought; a net where the practitioner can find references to convey an 

embodied idiosyncratic perception of reality. In this way, PM-m endeavour 

is to open an entrance for such embodied practice to become part of 

academic studies.  
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