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Introduction to
the 2001 Edition

MARIE CURIE 1S ONE OF THE MOST FAMOUS scientists the world
has ever known, a name right up there with Einstein, New-
ton, and Galileo on the immortal summit of Mt. Cerebrum.
She was by any measure an extraordinary woman, whose

be preceded by amplifiers like

every accomplishment must

the first” or “the only.” She was the first woman to receive a
doctorate in France and the first woman anywhere to earn
that doctorate in physics. She was the first female professor at
the great Parisian university, the Sorbonne. She was the first
woman to win a Nobel prize, for physics, which she and her
husband Pierre shared with Henri Becquerel in 1903 for their
studies of the nature of radioactivity. Eight years later, she be-

came the first scientist, male or female, to be awarded a sec-
ond Nobel prize, this time in chemistry, for the isolation of
the elements radium and polonium, and this time hers alone

to claim.
Madame Curie, born Marja Sklowdowska in Warsaw,
f the romantic, heroic

Poland, in 1867, embodied the image o
scientist. She pursued her research so passionately that she
was willing to work suprahuman hours in dank basements
and abandoned sheds as the radioactive samples she handled
burned the tips of her fingers, clouded her eyes with cataracts,

ix


eboconnor
Highlight

eboconnor
Highlight

eboconnor
Highlight

eboconnor
Highlight

eboconnor
Highlight

eboconnor
Highlight

eboconnor
Highlight

eboconnor
Highlight


IsuuBdSWED YUM pauueds

X
INTRODUCTION TO THE 2001 EDITION

bent her Spine with paj

. Her w .
of a few navy or black dressgs, Wh?ch hid staal;i:o:e Consisteq

b(_a wom in the laboratory one day, at her wedd
dlnr}er with U.S. President Warren Hardin eth
dux:mg World War I, France called op ; i

their gold and silver to the war effo

. nd so coulq
Ing or a state

Yet, lest she seem too much the selfless saint, i must be saj
that Madame Curie sometimes cultivated the i’ma f he e
as, in the words of one schola “ i i ge”o er.self
larly when it sui " heroine,” particu-

ited her fundralsmg needs. Nothing inspires
donors to yank out the checkbook more readily than tales of
the lone scientist laboring against all odds to discover the
secre.ts of nature and new cures for human diseases, and
to this day researchers continue the tradition of the hyper-
oxygenated “narrative of discovery” when they go prospect-
ing for grants. In the case of Pierre and Marie Curie, the story
line happens to hew fairly closely to the truth.

There are many reasons to admire the woman who had the
profound insight that radioactivity is a property inherent to
the atomic structure of heavy elements like radium, and who
demonstrated to the world the lifesaving potential of radioac-
tivity for the treatment of cancer and other diseases. But I'd
like to emphasize here a reason that is not often mentioned in
paeans to her genius: She was a great mother. Not in the con-
ventional sense. She didn’t sacrifice her needs and her career
for her children, as congeries of pedia-scolds to this day ad-
vise women to do. In fact, Pierre Curie’s father, who moved
into his son and daughter-in-law’s house when his wife died
of breast cancer, proved an ideal babysitter, allowing Marie to
return to the laboratory soon after her first child, Irene, was
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born in 1897, as she did after her second daughter, Eve, was
born seven years later. Even upon being left a young widow
and single mother in 1906—when Pierre was killed by a
horse-drawn wagon as he crossed the road in the rain—Marie
continued her research. And it’s hard to imagine greater
proof that, in her daughters’ eyes, she made the right decision
than in the career paths they eventually chose for themselves.
Irene Joliot-Curie followed her mother in the study of ra-
dioactivity and became, with her husband Frederic, the sec-
ond woman to win a Nobel prize. Eve Curie became an
accomplished musician and writer, producing one of the
best-selling biographies of all time—the book you hold in
your hands. What a mother: to bear and raise two girls who
loved, admired and, yes, romanticized her so much. Usually
it’s the father who exerts that sort of mesmerizing hold on
girls, the father whocan do no wrong. Lucky Marie, and
lucky, lucky Irene and Eve.

Lucky us as well, for in a sense Madame Curie was the
mother of us all, a role model for every girl who stakes a
claim to a life of the mind, particularly that part of the mind
too often deemed masculine—the scientific, mathematical
part. I have interviewed hundreds of female scientists over
the years, and a number of them have told me how, in their
girlhood, the story of Madame Curie captivated and inspired
them. Through reading about her, they felt less freakish, less
alone in their passionate “unfeminine” love of algebra and
chemistry kits. Let’s face it They had painfully few role mod-
els to worship, few examples of prominent women in science
who could stand up there and say, “There is nothing more
wonderful than being a scientist, nowhere I would rather be
than in my lab, staining up my clothes and getting paid to
play.” Marie Curie, for all she suffered in the course of her
career—from the ill effects of working with radioactivity to
the opprobrium of the public she endured when, after
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Pierre’s death, she had an affair with fellow physicist Pay)
Langevin—clearly loved being a scientist and conveyed that
passion to her daughters and, through Eve Curie, to us.

These days, of course, there are many more women in scj-
ence than there were a century ago, when Curie entered the
Sorbonne. I sometimes get annoyed at laments about how
“there are no women in science,” -because I find women ja])
the time, everywhere I look, doing fascinating research of the
most creative, snazzy, and unorthodox variety. Yet it remaing
true that there are very few women scientists at the front-and-
center ranks, few who win big awards, or get invited to give
important talks at scientific meetings, or are asked to collabo-
rate on important projects with other important scientists.
Since the Curies, mere et fille, won their Nobels, a mere eight
other women have been so honored. Women account for only
about 5 percent of the membership of the prestigious Na-
tional Academy of Sciences. In the United States, the number
of Ph.Ds awarded to women in science has climbed steadily
over the past twenty-five years, and women now account for
about 40 percent of the science doctorates awarded each year.
And yet, the percentage of women at the uppermost echelons
of academia, the full professors who command large labs,
large grants, and large homage, remains modest at best, laugh-
able at worst: A mere 3 percent of full physics professors are
women, 5 percent of astronomy professors, 18 percent of bio-
medicine professors.

Many organizations and conferences have addressed the
problem of increasing female participation in science, and
many books, articles, symposium proceedings, and task force
reports have offered analysis, advice, pleas, the clicking of
rosary beads. For the sake of our story, I want to offer these
thoughts about the take-home lessons we may learn about
the success of the Curie women: that hard work, passion, and
perseverance are essential, yes, but equally important is a

INTRODUCTION TO THE 2001 EDITION xiii

firm emotional infrastructure on which one can build the
towering cathedral that is a life in science. Marie Curie found
her support in so many places—in her father, who never
thought to discourage his daughters from their love of learn-
ing and science; from her sister, Bronya, who preceded Marie
to Paris to pursue a medical career; from her husband, Pierre,
who, far from being intimidated by the genius of his buoy-
antly somber young wife, was smitten by it and never al-
lowed anybody to disdain or ignore it; and in her daughters,
who in tumn found their bedrock in her.

We live in a culture that exalts the individual, but forget the
fascistic Ayn Rand fantasy: We are the most sodal of all pri-
mates, and we cannot go it alone, particularly not when we
are doing something as difficult and demanding as vanguard
research can be. The old canard has it that behind every great
man is a woman, but forget the sexes of subject and object.
Behind every great individual is somebody or, better still, a
platoon of somebodies, a crowd of cheerleaders, sounding
boards, tear-blotters, den mothers, den grandfathers. Women
in science need mentors, but they also need true believers,
and they should not be ashamed of that need or see it as a
sign of girlish weakness. This is one reason why women in
science should, indeed must, support each other. It is difficult
enough to take care of the nuts and bolts of science, but what
about the soulful ornaments, the extras that keep you going?
What about somebody telling you, You're good. You're really,
really good.

This book is the sound of a proud daughter’s lusty ap-
plause. As a mother of a daughter, and as a woman who cares
deeply about the progress of women in science, I can only
say, It is music to my ears.

NATALIE ANGIER
Maryland, 2000
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rI:m LIFE OF MARIE CURIE contains prodigies in such number
that one would like to tell her story like a legend.

She was a woman; she belonged to an oppressed nation; she
was poor; she was beautiful. A powerful vocation summoned her
from her motherland, Poland, to study in Paris, where she lived
through years of poverty and solitude. There she met a man
whose gentus was akin to hers. She married him; their happiness
was unique. By the most desperate and arid effort they discovered
a magic element, radium. T his discovery not only gave birth to
a new science and a new philosophy: it provided mankind with
the means of treating a dreadful disease.

At the moment when the fame of the two scientists and bene-
factors was spreading through the world, grief overtook Marie:
her husband, her wonderful companion, was taken from her by
death in an instant. But in spite of distress and physical iliness,
she continued alone the work that had been begun with him and
brilliantly developed the science they had created together.

The rest of her life resolves itself into a kind of perpetual giy-
ing. To the war wounded she gave her devotion and her health.
Later on she gave her advice, her wisdom and all the howurs of her
time to her pupils, to future scientists who came to her from dl

parts of the world.
XV
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accomplished she dicd cxhausted, hay.
ured her honors with indifference.

xvi
When her mission was
ing refused wealth and end

It would have been @ crime to add t_lzc .:I;iglx;rf:{ _orffmmcn_t to
this story, so like @ myth. I have not rcula_:‘cd a sin gle an-ccdou of
which 1 am not sure. | have not deformed a single cs:cnt:d phrase
or 5o much as invented the color of a dress. The facts are g5
stated; the quoted words were actually pr "”“’“”"‘d- -

[ am indebted 1o my Polish family, charming and cultivated,
and above dll to my mother’s cldest sister, Mme Dluska, who was
her dearest friend, for precious letters and direct evidence on the
youth of the scientist. From the pcrso_rxal papers and short bio-
graphical notes left by Marie Curie, ff_om xr_mumcrab__lc qﬁ'ia’al
documents, the narratives and letters of French and Polish friends
whom I cannot thank enough, and from the recollections of my
sister Iréne Joliot-Curie, of my brother-inlaw, Frederic Joliot, and
my own, I have been able to evoke her more recent years.

1 hope that the reader may constantly feel, across the ephemeral
movement of one existence, what in Marie Curic was even more
rare than her work or her life: the immovable structure of a char-
acter; the stubborn cffort of an intelligence; the free immolation
of a being that could give all and take nothing, could even reccive
nothing; and above all the quality of a soul in which neither fame
nor adversity could change the exceptional purity.

Because she had that soul, without the slightest sacrifice Marie
Curie rejected money, comfort and the thousand advantages that
genuinely great men may obtain from immense fame. She suf-
fered from the part the world wished her to play; her nature was
so susceptible and exacting that among all the attitudes suggested
by fame she could choose none: neither familiarity nor mechani-
cal friendliness, deliberate austerity nor showy modesty.

She did not know how to be famous.

My mother was thirty-seven years old when 1 was born. When
I was big enough to know her well, she was dready an aging

INTRODUCTION xvii
woman who had passed the summit of renown. And yet it is the
celebrated scientist who is sirangest to me—probably because the
idea that she was a“celebrated scientise” did nos occupy the mind
of Marie Curic. It seems to me, rather, thai [ have dlways lived
near the poor student, haunted by dreams, '
Sklodovska long before I came into the world.

And to this young girl Marie Curie still bore a resemblance on
the day of her death. A hard and long and dazzling career had
not succeeded in making her greater or less, in sanciifying or
debasing her. She was on that last day just as genle, stubborn,
timid and curious about all things as in the days of her obscure
beginnings.

It was smpossible to inflict on her, without sacrilege, the
pompous obsequics which governments give their great men. In
a country graveyard, among summer flowers, she had the simplest
and quictest bfm'al, as if the life just ended had been Itke that of
a thousand others.

I should have liked the gifis of a writer 20 tell of this eternal
student—of whom Einsiein smd: “Marie Carie is, of dll celebrated
beings, the only one whom fame has not corrupted”—passing
like a stranger across her own life, intact, natural and very nearly
unaware of her astonishing destiny.

WIIO was Ma,rya

EveE Curik.
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APPENDIX
MME CURIE’S PRIZES

Prix Gegner, Académie des Sciences, Paris, December 12, 1898. This prize
was again awarded on December 11, 1900, and on December 14, 102
Nobel Prize for Physics (jointly with Henri Becquerel and Pierre Curie),
1903

Prix Osiris, awarded by the Syndicate de la Presse Parisienne, divided
with M. Branly, January 4, 1904

Actonian Prize, Royal Institution of Great Britain, May 6, 1907

Nobel Prize for Chemistry, 1911

Ellen Richards Research Prize, April 23, 1921

Grand Prix du Marquis d’Argenteuil for 1923, with bronze medal, Société
d’Encouragement pour I'Industrie Nationale, March 13, 1924

Cameron Prize, University of Edinburgh, 1931

MME CURIE’'S MEDALS AND DECORATIONS

Berthelot Medal (with Pierre Curie), 1903

Medal of Honor of the City of Paris (with Pierre Curie), 1903

Matteucci Medal, Italian Society of Sciences (with Pierre Curie), August 8,
1904 .

D‘E’Y Medal of the Royal Society of London (with Pierre Curic), Novem-

€r 5, 1903 :

Kuhlmann Gold Medal, of the Socicty of Industry of Lille, January 19,
1908

Elliott Cresson Gold Medal, Franklin Institute, January 6, 19099

Albert Medal, Royal Society of Arts, London, July 4, 1910 o 28, ioi

Grand Cross of the Civil Order of Alphonse XII of Spain, Ap da?i : Igiz

Benjamin Franklin Medal, American Philosophical Society, Philadelphia,
1921

389
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John S : . . .
Igzxcott Medal, American Philosophical Society, Philadelphia, April .

Gold Medal of the National Insti
. 2 nstitute of Social Sci
‘())Vlllard bebs. Medal, American Chemical Socictc):c‘gli?éaN:w b
rder of Merit of Rumania, first class ’ &
August 4, 1924 ’
Gold Medal of the Radiological Society of North America,
1922
Medal of the New York City Federatio
) n of Women's Clubs,
Medal of the American College of Radiology, April 16, x93sx

» 1021

' 1921

with warrant and gold meda)
t}

Dccembe T 8’

1929

MME CURIE’S HONORARY TITLES

Honorary Member of the Société Impériale des Amis des Scie
elles d’Anthropologie et d’Ethnographie, December 1, 1904 e Nty
Honorary Member of the Royal Institution of Great Britain, May o, 1904
Foreign Member of the Chemical Society of London, May 18, 1904
Corresponding Member of the Batavian Philosophical Society, Septem-
ber 15, 1904
Honorary Member of the Mexican Society of Physics, 1904
Honorary Member of the Mexican Academy of Sciences, May 4, 1904
Honorary Member of the Warsaw Society for the Encouragement of In-
dustry and Commerce, 1904
Corresponding Member of the Argentine Socicty of Sciences, Novem-
ber 6, 1906 :
Foreign Member of the Dutch Society of Sciences, May 25, 1907
Doctor of Laws, University of Edinburgh, February 2, 1907
Corresponding Member of the Imperial Academy of Sciences, St Peters-
bur an 20, I 8 5
Honogz’lr; h:II:gbcg of9(t>hc Society of Nzcural Sciences, Brunswick, March
10, 1908M 4 University of Geneva, 1909
of Medicine, University of Geneva,
gg::::pmflding Member of the Academy of Sciences, Bologne, March 3%

Asxs%:?atc Foreign Member of the Czechish Academy of Sciences, Arts

and Letters, 1909 . Coaco, 1908

i :on Member of the Academy of Sciences, Cracow,
ﬁcot:t;:af;n;ilcg:lbcr of the Philadelphia College of Pharmacy, September 27,
hile, December 19

Cc:rS:':Zponding Member of the Scientific Society of C

M 191& f the American Philosoph
£ O i

Foe:ign Member of the Swedish Royal Aca

Honorary Member of the American Chemica

ical Society, April 23, 19"’10
Academy of Sciences, 19
1 Society, March 1, 1910

APPENDIX 391

ary Member of the London Society of Physics, 1910
ﬁono:ag Member of the Society for Psychical Research of London, Febru-
Hono

1, 1911 ‘
Fo::-?;gx; Correspondin
i 11

e olfg’s:?mccs, University of Manchester, November 24, 1911
ember of the Belgian Chemical Society, April 16, 1912
he Imperial Institution of Experimental Medi-

g Member of the Portuguese Academy of Sciences,

orary M
Czl?aborating Member of t
ine, St Petersburg, April 12, 1912
< b::r of the Scientific Socicty of Warsaw, 1912
Mem rary Member in Philosophy of the University of Lemberg, 1912
Hmmbcr of the Warsaw Photographic Society, 1912
Mem r of the Polytechnical School, Lemberg, 1912 ‘
goixtc;)rary Member of the Vilna Society of the Friends of Sciences, July 20,
o
M;gnl;cr Extraordinary of the Royal Academy of Sciences (Mathematics
and Physics Section), Amsterdam, May 21, 1913

. University of Birmingham, 1913 ' ‘
gz‘:::ary xIlvlembv:r of the Association of Arts and Sciences of Edinburgh,

15, 1913 . . .
H(I)i%::ryr? h?fcmgbcr of the Physico-Medical Socicty of the University of

Moscow, March 1914 ) )
Hon?:rary Member of the Philosophical Society of Cambridge, May 30,

1

H;xglotary Member of the Scientific Institution of Moscow, March 1914

Honorary Member of the Institution of Hygicne, London, April 15, 1914

Corresponding Member of the Philadelphia Academy of Natural Sciences,
April 22, 1914 ‘ ’

Honorary Member of the Royal Spanish Socicty of Medical Electrology
and Radiology, April 1, 1918

Honorary President of the Royal Spanish Society of Medical Electrology
and Radiology, April 25, 1919

Honorary Director of the Radium Institute of Madrid, July s, 1919

Honorary Professor of the Warsaw University, 1919

Member of the Polish Chemical Society, 1919

Ordinary Member of the Danish Royal Academy of Sciences and Letters,
1920

Doctor of Sciences of Yale University, June ro, 1921

Doctor of Sciences of the University of Chicago, July 18, 192t

Doctor of Sciences of the Northwestern University, June 15, 1921

Doctor of Sciences of Smith College, May 13, 1921

Doctor of Sciences of Wellesley College, July 12, 1921

Doctor of the Women’s Medical College of Pennsylvania, May 23, 1921
octor of Scicnces of Columbia University, June 1, 1921
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Doctor of Laws of Pittsburgh Universit

goctor of Laws of University of Pcnnsy{'\"al:it: K{;,,gz;
ono M i R
x92;‘ary ember of the Buffalo Socicty of Natural Scncnccs, June 6

gonorary Member of the Mineralogical Club of New '
onorary Member of the North American Radiolo

Honorary Mcmbcr of the New England Associatio

Hcrs, April 14, 1921
t:gz:ary Member of the American Museum of Natural History, April 5 o

II:IIonomry Member of the New Jersey Chemical Socicty,
onorary Member of the Industrial Chemistry Society,

II\_’IIembcr of Ehc Christiania Academy, March 18, 1921
C;g:n;agrzyl Life Member of the Knox Academy of Arts and Sciences, June

Honorary Member of the American Radium Socicty, July 29, 1921

Honorary Member of the Norwegian Society for Medical Radiolo
October 15, 1921 2

Hono%’ary Member of Alliance Frangaise of New York, June 10, 1921

Associate Member, Acédémie de Médecine, Paris, February 7, 1922

Honorary Member of Russian Academic group of Belgium, January 22,
1922

Honorary Member of the Rumania Society of Medical Hydrology and
Climatology, January 10, 1923

Doctor of Laws of the University of Edinburgh, July 9, 1923

Honorary Member of the Czechoslovakian Union of Mathematicians and
Physicists, January 20, 1923

Honorary Citizen of the City of Warsaw, 1924

Honorary Member of the Polish Chemical Society of Warsaw, 1924

Doctor of Medicine of the University of Cracow, February 25, 1924

Doctor of Philosophy of the University of Cracow, February 25, 1924

Honorary Citizen of the City of Riga, 1924

Honorary Member of the Society of Psychic Rescarch of Athens, Decem:
ber 15, 1924

Honorary Member of the Medical Society of Lublin, Poland, July 4, 1925

Member of the “Pontificia Tiberina” of Rome, March 31, 1926 1 August

Honorary Member of the Chemical Society of Sao Paulo, Brazil, Avg¥
12, 1926 .

Corr,csponding Member of the Brazilian Academy of Sciences, August %
1926 : f Sdo

Honorary Member of the Socicty of Pharmacy and Chemistry ©
Paulo, Brazil, July 17, 1926 . .

Honorary Member of the Brazilian Association of Pharmacists,
1926

1921

York, April 2
gical Society, ,9(;':9"
n of Chcmis:ry Teach.

May 16' 1921
IUIy I3) 1921

IUIY %
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Doctor of the Chemical Section of the Polytechnical School of Warsaw,

H;?:ﬁary Member of the Academy of Sciences of Moscow, January 4,

Folr?:?;n Member of the Bohemian Socicty of Letters and Sciences, Janu-
ary 12, 1927 .

Honorary Member of the Academy of Sciences of US.S.R., February 2,

H;?uz)z:ary Member of the Interstate Postgraduate Medical Association of

North America, 1927 )
Honorary Member of New Zealand Institute, February ?, 1927
Honorary Member of the Society of the Friends and Sciences of Poznan,
Poland, March 6, 1929
Doctor of Law of the University of Glasgow, June 1529
Honorary Citizen of the City of Glasgow, 1929
Doctor of Sciences of the University of St Laurent, October 26, 1929
Honorary Member of the New York Academy of Medecine, January 7,
1930
Ho:glgrary Member of the Polish Medical and Dental Association of Amer-
ica, October 1929
Honorary Member of the Société Frangaise des Inventeurs et Savants,
March s, 1930
Honorary Member of the Société Francaise des Inventeurs ct Savants,
June 16, 1930
Honorary Member of the World League for Peace, Geneva, 1931
Honorary Member of the American College of Radiology, April 16, 1931
Foreign Corresponding Member of the Madrid Academy of Exact Natural
Physical Sciences, April 25, 1931
Member of the Imperial German Academy of Narural Sciences, Halle,
March 18, 1932
Honorary Member of the Socicty of Medicine of Warsaw, June 28, 1932
Honorary Member of the Czechoslovakian Chemistry Seciety, September
24, 1932
Honorary Member of the British Institute of Radiology and Roentgen
Society, London, 1933






