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This intriguing exhibition provides a fresh perspective on the relationship between the body, its replacements and its augmentations, forcing us to consider what is body and what are its limits. It takes its place within an ecology of recent displays: some (such as War, Art & Surgery at the Royal College of Surgeons of England or the recently-opened Wounded at the London Science Museum) prompted by the centenary of the Great War, others exploring the possibilities of the body in less obvious ways (such as the Wellcome Collection’s Superhuman, 2012).
This exhibition’s subtitle gives the clue to its essence - the relationship between the physicality of prosthetics in a medical sense and a wider artistic vision where much remains uncertain and contestable. Though loss, disfigurement and maiming run through the exhibition, these are not its only strands. Serious but not solemn, a ludic element runs throughout. 
Outside the museum, Rebecca Warren’s ungainly sculpture of colossal disembodied legs on a wheeled trolley tempts the passer-by. Once inside, however, the exhibition itself proves fairly small - seventy items in three rooms. The first thing you encounter is objects - not in display cases or on walls, but there in front of you. As you enter the first room, two prosthetic arms reach out as if to shake hands. Suspended in mid-air, one is made of leather, like skin burned in an explosion. The other glitters in the light, an airy punctured metal surface like a colander. Nearby, on the floor, two prosthetic legs are tethered to a chair by a loop of elastic as if for some childish game. You have to move around these objects with your own body - the layout forces you to navigate, to avoid bumping into them, to start to make sense of why they are there. 
On the far side of the room are other objects - lower limbs standing on their own, unenclosed. An old-fashioned peg leg strips prosthesis to its functional essentials, an analogue replacement for a missing limb. Others are more nuanced, bringing out the sculptural within the functional - the polished wood inside a Blatchford woman’s leg is like a Barbara Hepworth sculpture, warm and sensuous. Already the boundaries between form and function are becoming smudged.
Further away, display cases give a more familiar exhibition feel to the room - precious items such as metal replacements for devastating facial injuries of the trenches; Sigmund Freud’s dental prosthesis, with its chilling deeper story of his battle with jaw cancer; cases of photographs, examples of ingenious limbs. 
At first glance the room appears to be about things, about objects. They are mostly prostheses and they speak of physical loss as well as of restoration and repair. But around the walls are images which tell of other, deeper kinds of loss - social rejection, emotional isolation, personal grief. Three lithographs by Heinrich Hoerle - The Cripples Portfolio from the 1920s - tell a harrowing story. A pulsing rage surges through Hoerle’s images of soldiers abandoned by the society for whom they gave their wholeness. Curiously modern, these figures prefigure 1980s punk and the excoriating political cartoons of Gerald Scarfe.
The second room is very different. High, airy and uncluttered, the objects here are less readily interpreted, less easily read. Here the balance has tipped towards the sculpture of the subtitle rather than the prosthetics. Indeed there are no prostheses here, though some items (such as Louise Bourgeois’s 1985 bronze lower limb ‘Henriette’ suspended from the ceiling) seem uncannily similar. Encounters with these objects are close-up and there are few barriers - only one is in a perspex vitrine. Some items hang from the ceiling, others - like Pichler’s ‘Small Torso’ (1997) - sit unenclosed on a ledge. At once futuristic and archaic, its amputated limbs and Darth Vader-like mask seem a cross between an anthropological find and something from science fiction. Here a different kind of engagement is on offer too - the engagement of touch. Franz West’s ‘adaptives’ - geometrical shapes made out of Plaster of Paris - invite the visitor to pick them up and handle them, hefting weight and texture and exploring the physicality of modelling as a resource shared by artists and surgeons. 
Once again, images on the walls tell another story. Rebecca Horn’s 1970s photographs of body extensions move beyond repair and post-traumatic restoration to explore ideas of extension, of superfluity, and how extremes (such as exaggerated finger extensions) can lead to loss of function rather than its augmentation. The uselessness of unbridled extension, where immoderate excess cuts out function. 
The third room is the most enigmatic and requires close inspection. Much smaller than the first two, it shows an alarming-looking finger extension apparatus together with photographs of its use. But there are two more disturbing photographs - Epstein’s 1913 Rock Drill (that essence of the inhuman) and a photo-collage from 1926 of a body replaced by prosthetic parts. And at the very end, a projection space provides one of the most powerful and unsettling experiences of the exhibition - Yael Bartana’s 2010 animation ‘Entartete Kunst Lebt’ (Degenerate Art Lives). Here a nightmarish collage with an eerie sound-track shows a multiplying procession of mutilated German soldiers tapping and lurching their way jerkily forward, the normal fluidity of motion distorted by injury and loss. I realised that this supplied two crucial components of extending the body - movement and the sounds that movement makes. 
At one level the exhibition is a celebration of ingenuity, inventiveness and craftsmanship. For example the artistry, sensitivity and innovation of Captain Francis Derwent Wood’s and Anna Coleman Ladd’s wartime work were groundbreaking, building on earlier traditions of craftsmanship dating back to the 19C. At another level, the exhibition exposes the limitations of what ingenuity can achieve, the fault lines in society (whether British or German) that hid away its maimed and shattered, that ostracised its wounded and cut them off from their communities. Yet the exhibition takes us in other directions too. As well as focusing on damage, loss and repair, it asks questions about the limits of the body, about how prosthetics might enhance what is already there as well as restoring what has been lost. 
This is not an exhibition where the work of interpretation has already been done - rather it prompts a dialogue with its visitors and challenges them to think. Information Assistants in each room invite each visitor to discuss ideas, feeding these back to future visitors. My sense was of a selection, of objects chosen as a prompt for engagement, a starting point for interrogation, for dialogue with the notion of prosthesis. 
There is a strong sense of curation here - not just a collection of objects, but of a story that challenges as well as informs. Curator Lisa Le Feuvre explained how she managed the daunting task of selecting 70 items from a huge pool of possible objects, and how opportunities such as the unexpected loan of facial prosthetics from a private collector led to a final boiling down of the possible, a ‘reduction’ in the culinary sense to what could be displayed. This reduction leads to interesting gaps. For me, a central missing dimension was touch. Not only the usual prohibition around touching most (though in this case not all) of the objects on display, but how prosthetics restore motor but not sensory function to those they set out to help. These artificial fingers, arms, lips and legs can do but never feel, move but never sense. They offer a mode of engaging with the world that cannot express itself in words but whose limitations are all the more devastating because of it. 
There is little, too, about the injuries which prompted prosthetic development, little about modern warfare or injury, about internal prostheses (replacement hips, new heart valves, bionic possibilities) or about imagining non-analogue futures (moving beyond replicating the body). But that does not matter - the exhibition is built around its choices, and its limited scope provides a focus and an energy that often eludes larger displays.
Perhaps the last word should go to Heinrich Hoerle and his Cripples Portfolio. In his lithograph ‘The Married Couple’, a wife tenderly caresses her husband’s left arm - or rather, the metal hook which replaces it. Technology and emotion go literally hand in hand. It is these collisions - between art and medicine, sculpture and engineering, physical trauma and social consequence, loss and gain - which makes this exhibition so unusual, so unsettling and so successful.
