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Abstract

This paper examines the use of cartographic visualizations in contemporary football jersey design as a specific
manifestation of the transformation of cartographic thinking. The study is based on a dataset of 200 football jerseys,
encompassing 106 teams, 49 leagues, and diverse geographical and cultural contexts. The analysis demonstrates that
cartographic elements on jerseys no longer function merely as decorative motifs, rather, they become carriers of spatial
identity, local belonging, cultural memory, and branded geography. The theoretical framework is grounded in
Alexander Aslanikashvili’s cartographic theory, according to which the map is an abstract, semiotic, and model-based
form of spatial reality. On this basis, the paper introduces the concept of wearable cartography, which describes the
transition of the map from a static representation to a mobile, body-based, and socially embedded visual system. The
findings confirm that football jerseys in contemporary visual culture can be interpreted as unconventional yet
cartographically meaningful media of spatial communication. The study highlights the dominance of urban
cartographic forms and demonstrates how cartographic elements shift from informational tools to symbolic and
experiential components of design.
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INTRODUCTION

The contemporary football jersey has long transcended its status as mere sports equipment. It has evolved into
merchandise, a brand, an emblematic textile, a carrier of collective memory, and a symbol circulating in public space.
Parallel to this transformation, the surface of the jersey increasingly incorporates forms that directly or indirectly belong
to cartographic language: street networks, urban plans, topographic lines, territorial outlines, graticules, coastlines, and,
in some cases, fragmented or hybrid map compositions.
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At the same time, football jersey design has expanded far beyond traditional club symbolism into a wide range of visual
and thematic directions. These include history-inspired kits referencing anniversaries or historical events, fashion-
oriented collaborations with global brands, and concept-driven designs emphasizing abstract identity or commercial
aesthetics. Within this broader design landscape, cartographic jerseys represent a distinct category, characterized not
only by visual innovation, but also by their capacity to represent space and spatial identity.

Interpreting this phenomenon solely through the lens of design history or sports marketing is insufficient. The issue is
fundamentally cartographic, as it involves the visual construction of space, the transfer of spatial signs into new media,
and the transformation of the map’s function. This leads to the central research question of the paper: What happens to
cartography when it leaves its classical material form and transitions onto the body, into textile, and into movement?

In contrast, jerseys such as that of FC Utrecht demonstrate alternative design approaches, focusing on branding and
minimal graphic identity without incorporating spatial or cartographic elements (see Figure 1). Such examples highlight
that cartographic designs represent a specific and distinct category within the broader landscape of football jersey
aesthetics.

This study, therefore, positions cartographic football jerseys not only as design artifacts but as a distinct form of spatial
communication within contemporary visual culture.

(ONCLUSION
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Figure 1. FC Utrecht jersey representing a non-cartographic design approach focused on branding rather than spatial
representation

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
The Map as a Model of Spatial Reality

One of the key conceptual shifts in Aslanikashvili’s theory is the rejection of the map as a mere depiction of reality.
Instead, the map is understood as a model that constructs an abstract, conceptual, and semiotic analogue of spatial
reality. The subject of cartography is not the map as an object, but space itself, its perception, modeling, and symbolic
representation.

This proposition fundamentally reframes the present study. If the map is already a model, then its appearance on a
jersey is not simply a “map image” but a transformation of a model into another medium. In other words, cartographic
motifs on jerseys can be interpreted as second-order cultural constructions: space is first conceptualized
cartographically and subsequently reinterpreted through design.

Cartographic Language as a System of Signs

Aslanikashvili conceptualizes cartographic language as a specific semiotic system in which meaning arises not from
isolated signs but from their spatial organization and relational structure. A cartographic sign retains meaning only if it
preserves spatial correspondence with the represented object.

This theoretical perspective becomes particularly evident in jersey design. For instance, several Japanese club jerseys
incorporate detailed street network patterns derived from real urban layouts. These designs preserve the structural



rhythm of the city grid, allowing viewers familiar with the space to recognize its configuration. In such cases,
cartographic language is not merely imitated but functionally retained as a system of spatial signs.

Abstraction, Generalization, and the Scale of Content

Abstraction and generalization are central to cartographic representation. However, in football jersey design, this
process becomes even more radical.

For example, a number of European jerseys feature contour line patterns that visually resemble topographic maps yet do
not correspond to any real terrain. These designs illustrate a shift from informational cartography to aesthetic
appropriation, where the visual form of cartography is preserved, but its geographic reference is reduced or entirely
removed.

This demonstrates that abstraction in jersey design does not simply reduce information; it transforms the function of
cartographic representation itself.

Cartographic Method and Spatial Thinking

Aslanikashvili’s cartographic method encompasses processes such as comparison, analysis, synthesis, abstraction,
generalization, and modeling, all centered on spatial phenomena. Cartographic thinking, therefore, represents a specific
mode of spatial cognition rather than merely a technical procedure.

Accordingly, the analysis of football jerseys must go beyond aesthetic evaluation and address how these designs engage
spatial reasoning. What aspects of space do they emphasize: location, territory, networks, landscape, or movement? In
this sense, football jerseys become sites where cartographic thinking is both expressed and transformed.

METHODOLOGY

The study is based on a dataset of 200 football jerseys, representing 106 teams, 49 leagues, and 38 seasons. The dataset
includes diverse geographical contexts, with particularly strong representation from Japan (65 jerseys), Europe (64), and
North America (45). This distribution highlights the global nature of cartographic jersey design.

Chronologically, 144 of the 200 jerseys (72%) originate from the 2020s, indicating a recent intensification of this
phenomenon, likely associated with advances in digital design, printing technologies, and narrative branding.

Methodologically, the study employs a combination of descriptive, statistical, cartographic, and geoinformational
approaches. The analytical framework integrates classification, spatial interpretation, and the study of visual
representation systems.

Coding was conducted on two levels. At the structural level, variables included jersey type, design category, season,
and geographic distribution. Notably, 164 of the 200 jerseys (82%) fall within the “graphic” design category, suggesting
that cartographic elements are predominantly implemented in full-surface compositions.

At the typological level, the dominant cartographic forms include urban/street maps (33.3%), topographic
representations (30.8%), global/world maps (17.9%), remote-sensing imagery (10.3%), and contour-based forms
(7.7%).

This methodological approach not only enables classification of design types but also allows for a deeper understanding
of how cartographic thinking is translated into contemporary visual culture.

EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS

Graphic Dominance

The dominance of graphic design is not coincidental but reflects the structural requirements of cartographic
representation. Cartographic elements are inherently network-based, linear, repetitive, and often rhythmic. They require

extensive visual space to function as structural elements rather than decorative details. The football jersey thus becomes
an ideal surface for the expression of cartographic logic.



Urban Maps as Matrices of Local Identity

The prevalence of urban maps indicates that contemporary football jerseys are fundamentally oriented toward spatial
belonging. The city is not merely a geographic background but a matrix of identity, memory, and collective affiliation.
Wearing a jersey featuring an urban map can thus be interpreted as carrying the city itself on the body. This prevalence
reflects the central role of urban space as a primary unit of identity in contemporary football culture, where clubs
function not only as sporting entities but also as symbolic representations of the city.

A clear example of this approach can be observed in the jersey of ADO Den Haag, which incorporates a detailed street
network derived from the urban structure of The Hague (see Figure 2). The design preserves the spatial logic of the city
grid, enabling recognition and reinforcing local identity through cartographic representation.

Figure 2. Urban cartographic design on the ADO Den Haag jersey, illustrating the integration of a real network into
visual identity

Topographic Lines: Scientific Language or Aesthetic Code

Topographic forms represent one of the most intriguing phenomena in the dataset. While they often evoke strong
cartographic associations, many do not correspond to real terrain. Instead, they replicate the visual gesture of
cartographic language.

This does not necessarily imply a loss of scientific meaning. Rather, the cartographic sign shifts into a different
functional regime. It ceases to convey elevation data but retains connotations of depth, movement, and landscape. In
this sense, topographic lines function as visual metaphors of space.

A contrasting example is provided by the Feyenoord jersey, where cartographic-like line structures form an abstract
network that does not correspond to a specific geographic location (see Figure 3). Here, cartographic language is
retained at a formal level, while its referential function is significantly reduced.



Figure 3. Abstract cartographic network on the Feyenoord jersey, demonstrating aesthetic appropriation of mapping
structures

Global Maps and Branded Geography

Global cartographic elements introduce a distinct spatial logic, shifting the focus from local belonging to transnational
representation. Whereas urban maps express local belonging, global maps signify expansion and transnational identity.
They illustrate the transformation of football clubs into global brands, extending their symbolic reach beyond local
territory.

Key Findings
The analysis highlights three key findings.

First, the dominance of urban maps (approximately 33%) indicates the central role of city-based identity in
contemporary football culture. The city functions not merely as a geographic location but as a symbolic framework
through which clubs and fans construct belonging.

Second, the widespread use of topographic patterns demonstrates a shift from informational cartography toward visual
abstraction. These designs retain the visual grammar of mapping while redefining its communicative function.

Third, the presence of global cartographic elements, although less frequent (approximately 18%), reflects the increasing
importance of transnational branding and global identity in modern football.

CARTOGRAPHIC CONSCIOUSNESS IN DESIGN
The analysis reveals three modes of cartographic engagement:

e Referential - based on concrete spatial data

e Symbolic - simplified but meaningful spatial representation

e Aesthetic - cartographic forms used as visual resources
These differentiated cultural uses of cartography rather than a simple distinction between correct and incorrect
representation.

WEARABLE CARTOGRAPHY

The concept of wearable cartography describes the transformation of maps into mobile, embodied, and socially active
visual systems.

Unlike traditional maps, which are static objects, football jerseys are dynamic and publicly visible. They move through
space, interact with social contexts, and function as communicative artifacts.



Wearable cartography introduces three dimensions:

e mobility
e sociality
e embodiment

Through these dimensions, space is no longer merely represented; it is worn, performed, and communicated.

The Dinamo Thilisi jersey presents a distinctive case of wearable cartography, where simplified linear forms evoke
spatial pathways without directly representing a specific map (see Figure 4). This example illustrates how cartographic
thinking can be embedded into design as a symbolic and experiential structure rather than a strictly geographic
representation. Unlike referential cartographic designs, this example does not reproduce a specific spatial structure but
instead translates spatial thinking into abstract linear pathways, reinforcing the conceptual dimension of wearable
cartography.

Figure 4. Dinamo Tbilisi jersey as an example of wearable cartography, where spatial forms are symbolically
embedded into design

Fan experience and lived geography

An important dimension of cartographic jersey design is its relationship to fan experience. Recognizable spatial
elements, such as street networks or metro-like patterns, often resonate directly with supporters’ everyday
environments. This creates a tangible connection between the individual and the represented space, transforming the
jersey into a medium of lived geography.

In this sense, wearing a cartographic jersey is not merely an act of support but an act of spatial identification. Fans
symbolically carry their city, region, or territory on their bodies, reinforcing emotional attachment and collective
belonging through visual representation.

CONCLUSION

Cartographic visualizations on football jerseys represent a significant transformation of cartography in contemporary
visual culture. They demonstrate the shift from static representation to dynamic, embodied, and socially embedded
forms.

The concept of wearable cartography provides a theoretical framework for understanding this transformation and
highlights new directions for cartographic research.

Football jerseys reveal that maps no longer exist solely on walls, in atlases, or on screens. They move through space, are
worn by individuals, and actively participate in the construction of contemporary spatial identity.

This transformation suggests that cartography is no longer confined to the representation of space but increasingly
participates in its cultural production and embodied experience.
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