
They were called mutilés—soldiers whose faces had been destroyed  
by the war. Some were missing an eye, a nose, or an ear. Some had 
horrible burns or parts of their jaws blown away by enemy fire. 

Repulsed by their own deformed reflections, the former World War I sol-
diers avoided people and public places. For them, there were no welcome 
home parades or joyous reunions with loved ones. Many refused even to 
leave their hospitals. Some committed suicide.

Anna Coleman Ladd, an American sculptor in Boston, Massachusetts, 
knew she could help these soldiers. With the aid of the American Red 
Cross, Ladd established the Studio for Portrait Masks in Paris, France,  
in January 1918. Her hand-painted copper masks allowed the wounded 
men to feel whole. Their “new faces” gave them the confidence to return  
to their families, find jobs, and even fall in love and get married.

Ladd was a child when she created her first sculpture out of putty. She 
was classically trained in Paris and Rome. By 1907, at the age of 29, she 
was exhibiting her bronze busts and fountains for international audiences. 

Busts are sculptures 
that represent 
a person’s head, 
shoulders, and upper 
chest. 

Poilus is a French 
term of endearment 
for World War I 
infantrymen.

Mutilated means 
disfigured by 
permanent damage.

Maker 
of
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Anna Coleman Ladd puts 
the final touches on one of 
her masks worn by a French 
soldier who was disfigured  
in World War I.
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Many famous women, including Russian 
ballerina Anna Pavlova, American actress 
Ethel Barrymore, and Italian actress 
Eleanora Duse, commissioned her to  
create busts of their likenesses. 

The surgeons in Paris, however, were 
skeptical of Ladd’s ability to create masks 
for wounded soldiers. But Ladd refused to 
give up, refining techniques developed by 
English sculptor Francis Derwent Wood. 
She created masks for three French poilus 
(pronounced “pwah-LOO”) and presented 
the masks to the Service de Sante (France’s 
military medical service). The doubters 
soon became Ladd’s heartiest supporters. 

Noted French surgeon Dr. Paul Desfosses confessed, “The results 
obtained are truly astonishing: a stupendous illusion of reality. . . .” And 
the minister of the Service de Sante thanked Ladd, adding, “[The masks] 
permit mutilated men awaiting surgery, or whose wounds are beyond the 
resources of surgery, to circulate without attracting attention or becoming 
objects of repulsion.” 

Ladd wanted to do more than just hide a man’s facial disfigurements, 
however. She wanted to “put in that mask part of the man himself.” To 
accomplish this, she made sure that her studio was an inviting place for 
the men to visit. She explained, “We always tried to keep the place cheerful 
and frequently had the boys sitting around playing games. . . . We  
laughed with them and helped them to forget. That is what they 
longed for and deeply appreciated.” 

In order to make each mask a true reflection of the man’s spirit, 
Ladd also talked to family members and studied prewar pictures. 
She knew her efforts were successful because she later said, “I was 
able in every case to give the mutilated, disheartened man back his 
personality, and his hopes, and ambitions.” The letters of gratitude 
she received from her “victims of war” were touching. They often 
told of new jobs, marriages, and happy family reunions.

For her work, the French government awarded Ladd the Cross 
of the Chevalier of the Legion of Honor. It is one of the high-
est honors a civilian can receive in that country. Ladd made 
more than 60 masks during her year in Paris. Before leaving in 
December 1918, she trained her assistants to continue the studio’s 
work. Her postwar sculptures reflected all she had witnessed  
in France: the suffering, as well as the strength, of the human 
spirit. Anna Coleman Ladd died in Santa Barbara, California,  
on June 3, 1939.  O
Jacquie Sewell is a reference librarian in Lansing, Michigan, and a freelance writer who loves history 
and sharing it with others.

These masks show casts taken 
by Ladd from injured soldiers’ 
faces as well as final masks 
made to fit over the disfigured 
part of the face.

Fitted with his custom-made 
mask, this French veteran  
could go out in public  
without attracting stares.
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