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 This is a book about a rare phenomenon, acute sensory neuropathy syndrome, in which a sudden and rapidly evolving condition culminates in permanent loss of cutaneous touch sensation and proprioception without muscular weakness or loss of pain or temperature perception. In short, the individual is unable to experience his body or to sense the position of his limbs in space. This is what happened to Ian Waterman at age 17 years. This book combines the personal experiences of Ian Waterman and the scientific findings of Jonathan Cole, a neurophysiologist who has worked closely with him for over 30 years, and of the varied collaborations with other people such as Oliver Sacks and Peter Brook, the theatre director.

 The onset was remarkable enough: on the first evening of his illness Ian Waterman discovered that ‘his whole body from neck down was numb and he could no longer feel his tongue and the bottom of his mouth. Weird though this was, what was even odder was that he had no idea where his arms and legs were without looking’. He later discovered that with visual guidance and intense concentration he could move his limbs such that he could put something in his mouth. This nurtured an interest in movement that as a sportsman he had before his injury and as he says ‘I am fascinated by the choreography of people in space. I love to observe how people move in buildings […] It is my life-blood. I just cannot go into a building, hospital, or hotel and not think whether it meets a broad spectrum of disabled people's needs. I just cannot turn it off, it is like breathing’.

 It was the interaction with Peter Brook in a theatrical project The Man Who, based on Oliver Sack's essay ‘The Disembodied Lady' that was most illuminating about Ian Waterman's condition. Peter Brook was interested in Ian Waterman's movement and pose, what was termed his ‘performance’. This theatre director's gaze was obviously intrusive and unsettling because it drew attention to the fact that Ian Waterman's movements were in fact a performance as he had to carefully think of every movement in advance and then with intense effort enact these movements as smoothly and naturally as possible. Peter Brook's gaze made explicit what was truly remarkable, that Ian Waterman was an extraordinary actor. Ian Waterman was able to make gestures, to correctly enact the shape and timing for authenticity. One of the most moving events occurred in relation to gestural language and was reported by a participant at a workshop at which Ian Waterman had presented:


 ‘I had the great pleasure of going to a talk about Ian's incredible story, with Ian as one of the speakers […] After I left the talk I waited for my friend in the lobby, and Ian came by. I thanked him graciously for a wonderful talk, and Ian thanked me for the kind words. As he spoke Ian ever so gently reached to touch my arm affirmingly. I know that Ian could not feel when he touched me; he could not even feel himself. Despite that, he must have felt it was important to show me he cared with this gesture’.



 The value of this book lies in more than merely the account of what it is like to live without any subjective awareness of one's body and without awareness of the position of limbs, in space in the absence of visual feedback. Ian Waterman's situation illustrated in a very concrete way our conceptualisation of the distinction between the self and the body, and helped to inflect the emerging notions of the role of embodiment in thinking, language and perception. It is an extraordinary book about a remarkable man and his wonderful response to his dire predicament.
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