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			Marc Dugain 

			French author, theatre director and filmmaker 

			
					Born in Senegal in 1957.

					Notable works:	The Officers’ Ward (1998), novel

	Une exécution ordinaire (“An Ordinary Execution”, 2000), novel

	La Bonté des femmes (“The Kindness of Women”, 2011), film




			

			Marc Dugain was born in Senegal to French parents. Before becoming a writer, worked in political science, finance and aeronautics. He then turned to writing and began to publish books (The Officers’ Ward; La Malédiction d’Edgar [“The Curse of Edgar”], 2005; Une exécution ordinaire) which featured various characters – officers, businessmen, directors – in critical situations (war, power, espionage). He is also the author of a comic book, has written several collections of short stories, and directed a play. The success of The Officers’ Ward led him to adapt it for the cinema in 2001. He also directed the adaptation of Une exécution ordinaire in 2010.

		


		
			The Officers’ Ward

			When war destroys every last shred of humanity

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Dugain, M. (2001) The Officers’ Ward. Trans. Curtis, H. London: Phoenix

					1st edition: 1999 (Original work published in France in 1998)

					Themes: First World War, “gueules cassées”, stares, hope, suffering, trauma 

			

			The Officers’ Ward was published in 1998 and was extremely successful. The author was inspired to write this short, simple and concise novel by his childhood spent with his grandfather in his “chateau de Gueules cassées” (“Castle of Broken Faces”). It is written from the point of view of Adrien Fournier, a young French officer who suffers a serious facial injury at the start of the offensive in 1914. The novel is about his experience of the war.

			Adrien spends the war at the Val-de-Grâce hospital in Paris, where he goes through a number of operations. However, none of them can restore his face to the way it used to look. He makes friends with two other injured officers who are also in the hospital. Once he goes back to civilian life, he has to endure the stares of others, gets married and manages to lead a normal life. 

		


		
			Summary

			The novel has a linear plot and follows a chronological order: leaving for war, injury, lengthy hospitalisation, recovery and, finally, return to civilian life. 

			War wounds

			In 1914, Adrien Fournier is conscripted into the army. He has to leave Périgord, the region where he was born, to go to Paris to take a train to the front. At the station, he meets a young woman called Clémence, who is completely distraught because her fiancé has just gone off to war. Adrien decides to take the train the next day and spends the night with the young woman in the apartment he is renting in Paris. He falls in love with her and leaves her a letter, hoping he will see her again. 

			He arrives at his quarters in Meuse, northeast France, and witnesses the death of one of his men on the very first day. He is stunned. Some time later, when he is on a reconnaissance mission, he falls into an ambush. A detonation rings out nearby, blowing away half of his face. He explains that he“felt as if an axe had embedded itself just under my nose. Then the light went out”.

			He is unconscious for several days, before waking up in a countryside hospital. He can neither talk nor eat, is in great deal of pain and has lost his sense of smell. He is transferred to the Val-de-Grâce military hospital in Paris. The war has “well and truly started”. He is put in a mirrorless room reserved for officers. He undergoes his first operation and is finally able to get up. 

			The rooms reserved for ordinary soldiers are full and two new officers, Penanster and Weil, are put beside him. They play cards together to kill time. Over the next 13 months, a string of injured soldiers come to the hospital and either die, or leave once they have been “vaguely patched up”. However, some of them commit suicide, unable to cope with their despair. Adrien and his friends decide to do everything they can to stop further suicide attempts, which are becoming more and more common at the hospital. 

			He writes to his parents and plays down his injuries, saying that “I wanted them to ignore me, not even think about me, much less worry about me.” When his best friend, Alain Bonnard, comes to visit him, Adrien sees the horror in his eyes. As a result, he refuses to see his cousins and no longer wants to leave the hospital, feeling “more comfortable here, among my comrades”. Later on, he finds out the awful news that Alain has died. Even though he was declared unfit for military service, his friend had insisted on being sent to the front. 

			Each night, the young man dreams of Clémence. However, she sends him a letter to tell him that she does not want to see him again. Even though he is disappointed, he still hopes that he will have the chance to “see time blur her figure and make inroads into her beauty”. He explains that he will never get old, “not with my mutilated face”. Moreover, he begins to wish for the monotony of a monk’s life, “with an extra dose of suffering, and without the spiritual enlightenment. 

			After this, Adrien is given his first skin graft, which is unsuccessful, but the doctor remains confident. Some time later, he is given a set of false teeth, which finally allow him to form words again. Intense bonds now form between the three permanent occupants of the room. They make the unspoken decision not to think about their situation too much or consider themselves martyrs. 

			Later on, Weil discovers that a nurse from the front line called Marguerite, who has also suffered a facial wound (“she was like a bed of roses from which the flowers in the middle had been uprooted), is now in the room beside them. She has lost her hearing and has to communicate with the three men through gestures. The four get along well.

			On 14 July, they decide to leave the hospital. However, Adrien begins to panic once he is outside and cannot meet the eyes of passersby. The three men try again to interact with women, this time in a brothel, far from public attention. However, Adrien is extremely unsettled by the experience. 

			In February 1917, he reluctantly agrees to a visit from his sister, who looks him in the eyes without flinching, and then his mother, who is simply happy that her son is alive. 

			A few months later, the wounded begin to regain hope after they find out that the Americans have joined the war, which will perhaps make the war end sooner. Adrien and his two friends then consider leaving for Africa, because “in Africa a disfigured warrior was treated like a lord”. The armistice is finally signed on 11 November 1918: “it was a also huge relief – it had not all been for nothing”, Adrien explains. 

			Return to civilian life

			The young man leaves the hospital in April 1919. He now has to get used to uncomfortable and sympathetic looks. “Despite 16 operations, my face still did not look human”, he notes. He insists on going back to his job as a commercial engineer, even though his old boss offers him a job out of the public eye. He slowly begins to accept the way he is and refuses to get plastic surgery. 

			Some time later, he is invited by Georges Clémenceau (Prime Minister of France during the First World War, 1841-1929) to receive the Legion of Honour and witness the signing of the Treaty of Versailles. He is happy that his sacrifice has been recognised, but even happier to see Penanster and Weil again. Penanster goes back to Brittany, while Weil works in the airport in Bourget. Together, they create an association of “gueules cassés” (broken faces), which Marguerite, who has gone back to being a nurse, also joins. However, she is still single, because “a disfigured woman is something the world cannot deal with”. 

			Adrien also sees Clémence again. It turns out that her fiancé died in the war. She agrees to be friends with him, but the two drift apart when Adrien gets married in 1924 and becomes a father in 1926. They do not see each other again until 1928, when Clémence has also got married. However, she admits that if they had met up again earlier, she might have married him, which throws Adrien a little off balance. 

			In 1940, Adrien goes to stay with Penanster, unable to bear the presence of the Germans in Paris. They also take in Weil, who is in danger because he is Jewish. A few years later, Penanster is killed in a fall. His funeral is in the Saint-Louis-des-Invalides Church in Paris. The funeral is attended by Marguerite and many soldiers who have been injured in the Second World War (1939-1945), who are intimidated by their comrades who fought in the First World War. Adrien and Weil set themselves a new mission to “teach them how to enjoy life” so they can overcome their trauma, just like they managed to overcome their own. 

		


		
			Character study

			Adrien Fournier

			24-year-old Adrien is the narrator of the novel. He graduated as an Engineer in Applied Arts and becomes a lieutenant in the army. Clémence tells him he has a “perfect face”. He spent a happy childhood in Périgord and often reminisces about this time in his life. He works in Paris, where he rents an apartment. 

			Nothing prepares him for war. He enjoys life and feels close to nature, who upholds “pagan values, particularly the gathering of wild mushrooms when the chestnut trees were in blossom”. He thinks God is “a little fellow without a tail”. He seems to drift through his conscription in a state of obliviousness, which is reinforced by the fact that he meets Clémence at the same time. His arrival at the front reminds him of “the first day at school”. It is only after witnessing the death of a man in his unit that he realises that “the first day of school was over”. 

			Throughout the story, he maintains a degree of detachment from events, simply regretting the irony of being “defeated without even fighting” and the absurdity of his injury. Since he is wounded in the first days of the war, he has no epic war stories to tell later. 

			His hospitalisation changes the way he thinks. It also helps him to help others and, paradoxically, since he can no longer talk, to communicate better. With a great deal of courage, he manages to overcome his pain and once again face the eyes of society. 

			Henri de Penanster

			Henri de Penanster is a Breton aristocrat and a cavalry captain who was injured in the Forest of Argonne. He is extremely religious and spends some of his time in hospital carving a wooden sculpture of the Virgin Mary. His friends are impressed by him. 

			Pierre Weil 

			Pierre Weil is a Jewish pilot who is seriously burned when his plane is attacked by the enemy. He comes to the hospital at the same time as Penanster. He is a more extroverted than his friend, and quickly proves to be a lively man and a bon vivant who often amuses the others with his unusual sense of humour: he says he does not want “a little nose”, he wants “a proper Jewish nose”.

			Alain Bonnard

			Alain Bonnard is the narrator’s best friend. He is also an engineer. He was born with a small right hand and wishes he could have signed up to join the army. He makes up for his disability with his intelligence and admires Adrien, who knows that “I represented a degree of physical accomplishment which he would gladly have traded with me, even if it also meant acquiring my weaker brain”. The two young men are very close, in spite of the fact that they seem to be the polar opposites of one another. 

			Clémence 

			Clémence is the fiancée of a pianist who dies at the front. She is also a musician and a regular of the artistic haunts of the capital. She hates the countryside, unlike Adrien, a man of the earth who appreciates the simple pleasures in life. Adrien falls in love with her – something that he says he has never experienced – from the very first time they meet. 

			After at first rejecting Adrien, she ends up agreeing to be friends with him shortly after he is released from hospital. 

			Marguerite

			Marguerite is the only woman in the “gueules cassées”. Having cut all ties with her rich family – who were all “either shirkers or rejected as unfit” – she signs up as a nurse at the front, where she is hit by a shell. However, the fact that her injury is so serious speaks volumes about how beautiful she must have been in the past. The three men praise her courage and kindness. The novel’s other major female character is sanctified as a great icon of the war and inspires respect. 
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