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A Family of Teachers 

Marie Curie took on many roles during her lifetime: wife, mother, research scientist, college 
student, polish patriot, institute director, fundraiser, x-ray technician, mentor and teacher. The 

role of teacher is, perhaps, the least sursprising because Marie was born, on November 7, 
1867, into a family of teachers. Her father, Wladyshaw Sklodowski ran several schools 

including a boys' reformatory during his career as a teacher. He studied biology at the 

University of Warsaw, and with his own children, he never missed a "pedagogical (learning) 

opportunity." He was a man with a vast store of knowledge, and his children thought of him 

as a walking encyclopedia. Marie's grandfather, Jozef Sklodowski, was also a teacher and a 

school principal with strong "republican views." He put his career on the line by encouraging 

children of peasant families to study and allowing them in the same classes with the children 

of the nobility.  

 

Marie's mother, Bronislawa, had an enormous influence on all of her children's lives, but 

especially Marie or Manya as she was called at home. Bronislawa was a working parent: the 



headmistress of one of Warsaw's better girls' schools. For a few years, the family lived in an 

apartment in the rear of the school, in a stately town house on Freta Street. Marie was born in 

this apartment; she was the youngest of five children. Madam Sklodowska often found 

herself overloaded with all the work of running a big household and a school. Sometimes she 

wished she were a still a single woman. Nevertheless, she found time to make all the 

children's shoes by hand. Bronislawa was a republican in her own way, and little Marie 

learned never to look down on manual labor. 

 

To make matters worse, Wladyshaw's brother came to live with them in 1871. They didn't 
know it, but he had a terminal case of tuberculosis. Tuberculosis or TB is a highly infectious 

pathogen or germ which is carried through the air. In the 19th century, TB was a dreaded, 
incurable disease very much like HIV is today. It affected almost every household, infecting 

both rich and poor families alike. Crowded living conditions found in tenements in big cities 
helped to spread the disease. Today, TB can be cured with drugs although there are a few 

strains which are now drug-resistant. 

 

It is very likely that Marie's mother became infected with TB from her brother-in-law or 

perhaps from one of her students. When Marie was a toddler, her mother was often away 

taking a "cure" in a region with a warmer climate like the south of France. She was 

accompanied by Marie's oldest sister, Zosia. When Bronislawa was at home, she was isolated 

in a separate room away from the children. This was the first and most profound tradegy of 

Marie Curie's life. The expensive rest cures did not stop the disease, and Bronislawa died in 

1878 when Marie was nine years old. The little girl could not stop crying over her mother's 

death. She was deeply depressed for some time. Afterwards, Marie and her sisters would 

often play a make-believe game about a genius doctor who finds a miracle cure. Marie's 

dream of science and medicine used for humanitarian purposes would last her entire lifetime. 

The Polish Resistance Movement  

Another important part of Marie Curie's childhood was the Polish resistance movement. In 

the 1790's, Russia, Prussia, and Austria invaded Poland and divided up the country between 

them. Russia occupied the northern section which included the capitol city of Warsaw. There 

were two major uprisings against Russian rule: one in 1864, three years before Marie was 

born, and an earlier attempt in 1830. Marie's grandfather fought in the 1830 revolt, but he was 

allowed to return home after the rebels' defeat. Most of the Polish nobility, what was left of it, 

like Marie's ancestors were moved off of their estates, and they slowly succombed to gentile 

poverty. Russians held most of the government positions, and they controlled the public 
schools. After the defeat of the 1864 uprising, hundreds of thousands of Polish intellectuals 

and professionals went into exile to European cities like Paris. Thousands more of the Polish 
rebels were sent to Siberia to perish on chain gangs. Bronislawa's brother, Henryk, for 

example was sentenced to four years in a Siberian prison. 
 

Marie's father made a conscious decision not to participate in armed revolt, but to employ, 
what is called today, passive resistance. He believed, along with other Polish intellectuals, 

that education was a powerful weapon in creating a social revolution. This philosophy was 

called Polish positivism. Positivists emphasized science education as one way of changing 

the world for the better. Marie's whole family was very involved in this educational resistance 

movement. Even though the schools were closely watched by the Russian authorities, Polish 

teachers found ways to continue teaching the Polish language and Polish history. This could 



be risky. Marie's father, for example, was demoted as principal of his school and a Russian 

was brought in to replace him. 

"You cannot hope to build a better world  

 

without improving individuals." 

 

- Marie Curie 

At the private grammar school that Marie attended, they had a "double curriculum." The 

students and teachers would pretend to study Russian-approved subjects whenever the 

inspector would visit. This was stressful for Marie because she was usually called on to recite 

some passage in Russian for the inspector since she was a top student. When she was around 

10 years old, her father transferred her to the Russian-controlled public schools. The students 

there spoke only Russian in class, and every subject was taught in the politically correct way. 

Despite this, Marie enjoyed school, and her father had very high expectations for all his 

children. Bronia, Jozef, and Helena, Marie's older sisters and brother, had all graduated first 

in their class. Marie was expected to do the same. 

 

Career prospects for educated young men like Maria's brother, Jozef, were limited in 

Russian-controlled Poland. For educated women, however, careers were non-existant, and 

women's education was even more restricted than the men's. For example, women were not 
allowed to enroll in any Polish universities like the University of Warsaw. The most that 

Marie could hope for was to follow in her mother's footsteps as a teacher in a girls' school. 
Both Bronia and Marie wished to study abroard, perhaps in Paris where there were many 

Polish ex-patriots. They knew their father could not afford it. In fact, the family was forced to 
take in student boarders and to run a school there in the apartment when Marie's father lost 

his job in the public schools. However, the girls were persistant; they never gave up on their 
dream. Eventually, they would find an ingenious solution to the financial obstacle. 

A Decision to Study Science 

When Marie Sklodowska graduated from public school at the age of 15, she was awarded a 

gold medal as the Valedictorian of her class. Nevertheless, the five years of intense study had 

taken their toll. She must have been under enormous pressure to do as well as her older 

siblings, Bronia and Jozef. It's not usual for a person to experience a mild depression or let 

down after they have achieved some long-sought after goal. In any case, Marie was 

exhausted, and so her father decided that Marie and her other sister Helena would spend a 

year with her wealthy uncle and his wife at their country estate. There Marie relaxed with 

some horse-back riding, fishing, swinging "hard and high," and rowing on a lake. In the 

winter, they went on several "kuligs" or sleigh rides through the Polish countryside and 

danced sometimes all night at many parties. Famous polish artists and intellectuals would 

often drop by at the manor house for a visit. The experience gave Marie a view of life at the 
top, and it was a needed escape from all the pressure of exams, grades, and school.  

 
Marie was pulled in several different directions as she tried to make important decisions 

about her future. She often felt guilty for leaving her father alone at home in Warsaw, but she 



and Bronia had come up with a plan that would take them both to Paris. First, Marie would 

work as a governess earning enough money to support Bronia in Paris where she would 

attend medical school. Once Bronia had graduated, she would in turn support Marie while she 

studied science at the Sorbonne. The question science historians ask is why Marie chose to 

study physics and chemistry rather than medicine? The answer may be: "the Flying 

University." 

 
Organized in 1882 by Jadwiga Szczasinska-Dawidowa, the Flying University was a secret 

academy for young women wanting to take college-level courses but unable to travel abroad 
for study. Initially about 200 students were involved, but that number grew to 1000 in a few 

years. Marie and her family were involved from the very beginning. The classes were held in 
private residences around the city. They were taught by professional historians, philosophers, 

and scientists. Marie attended science classes at the Museum of Industry and Agriculture, and 
on Saturdays and Sundays, she was allowed to perform lab experiments in physics and 

chemistry on her own. The director of the museum was her cousin Jozef Boguski, and he may 

have encouraged her at this point in her career. Marie enjoyed the lab work even though the 

results were not always what she expected. 

Falling in Love for the First Time 

The years Marie spent working as a governess were frustrating. Sometimes she felt quite 
worthless as if her life was going nowhere. The situation became more difficult when Marie 

fell in love with the son of one her employers, Kazimierz Zorawski. They talked seriously of 
marriage, but ultimately his parents rejected her because of her family's impoverished 

financial situation. Marie had to stay on another year in this position. It was awkward to say 

the least. The hope of marriage to Kazimierz lingered on and then collapsed when Marie went 

back to Warsaw. The experience of rejection toughened Marie and strengthened her resolve 

to keep studying. Marie later wrote, "during those years of isolated work, trying little by little 

to find my real preferences, I finally turned towards mathematics and physics. . ." 

"First principle: never let one's self be beaten  

down by persons or by events." 

 

- Marie Curie, 1888 

 

Prior to this time, Marie and her sisters had had infatuations with boys boarding in their 

home. One young man, in particular, by the name of Withold caused Marie and Helena to 

become rivals. Withold stayed with the Sklodowskis for six years, practically becoming a 
member of the family. After Kazimierz, Marie had another romantic interest in Warsaw 

during her years at the Sorbonne. His name was Lamotte, but little is known about their 

relationship. Marie's main loyalty, however, was to her father who was quite alone and retired 

as a teacher. She imagined herself living with him and supporting herself as a teacher. That 

is, until she met Pierre Curie, a man as dedicated as she was and someone who shared her 

"positivist" vision of science improving the world. 

Her Student Life in Paris 



In 1891, Marie Sklodowska, aged 24, arrived in Paris after a two day journey on a train from 

Poland. She had come a long way geographically and intellectually. For six years she had 

been studying physics and mathematics on her own. After passing a qualifying entry test to 

the School of Sciences, she enrolled in a degree program equivalent to a Masters of Physics 

in the United States. Marie was one of 23 young women out of 1,825 students in the School 

of Science at the Sorbonne. Her plan was to complete the physics degree and then get a 

teaching credential so that she could teach science. 

 

The Sorbonne University 

 

Initially, Marie lived with her sister Bronia in a working class neighborhood one hour's bus 

ride from the University. Bronia had recently gotten married to another physician and Polish 

activist, Kazimierz Dulski who was anything but dull. Their apartment was the center for the 
Polish socialists there in Paris. Political friends of Kazimierz were always dropping by and 

available for a discussion about politics. Marie felt right at home in this atmosphere at least 
for awhile. Kazimierz and Bronia operated their medical practice from their apartment. In the 

afternoons, they saw patients and in the evenings, Kazimierz ran a free clinic for the working 
poor in the neighborhood. After a time, Marie realized she could not study in their busy 

apartment.  

 

Drawing by a Student 

 

At this point in her career, she adopted what might seem like a strange lifestyle, but it is one 

that is perfectly suited to physics majors. Her goal was total immersion in physics. To 

achieve this, she moved into a sixth floor apartment in the Latin Quarter on the left bank of 

Paris. In Parisian society at that time, people who occupied the cheaper top floor apartments 

were not considered quite respectable. This did not bother Marie. Being a foreign student 

who barely spoke French, she felt somehow liberated and more daring than she would have at 

home in Warsaw. She wasn't concerned about the spartan furnishings, or the lack of heat in 

the winter, or the simple meals made on her cheap stove. Like physics graduate students 



down through the ages, she would eat, sleep, and breathe physics for the next two years. And 

she was happy. 

"All that I saw and learned that was new delighted me. It was like  

a new world opened to me, the world of science, which I was  

at last permitted to know at all liberty." - Marie Curie 

 

On most days, Marie would walk from her apartment to class unchaparoned. This was 
another practice that was questionable for a young lady in 1891. Unchaparoned women were 

something new and "American." The student quarter was populated by sex-workers who 
lived openly with male students. Marie must have braved cat calls and wolf whistles from 

obnoxious men and women on the streets near the University. More important to Marie, 
however, was the fact that her professors were part of a very distinguished science faculty. 

The University had recently invested a lot money in modernizing the laboratory rooms, and 
they also built a giant, new amphitheatre for demonstrations and public lectures. Marie's 

timing was impeccable. She was in the right place at the right time in the right subject. A 

revolution was about to take place in physics, and she would be on the cutting edge. 

 

Pursued by Pierre Curie 

In 1893, Marie completed her Masters degree in Physics on schedule, graduating first in her 

class as usual. Student life in Paris must have appealed to her because she continued her 
studies, enrolling next in a Masters program in mathematics. She finished this in one year, 

graduating second in her class. These were wonderful achievements for a student who was 
forced to study on her own for six years attending a secret "university" on and off. But her 

educational triumphs were dimmed somewhat by an even more important event that occured 
a few months before graduation. One spring day, at a friend's apartment, Marie was 

introduced to a dreamy somewhat detached, 35 year-old physicist who had made a name for 
himself, in scientific circles, as the discoverer of piezo-electricity. This would be a turning 

point in both their lives. Pierre Curie was his name, and in a few months, he would propose 

that they spend the rest of the scientific lives together. 

The Curie French 500 Franc 

 
Both of these young physicists had been disappointed in love, and they were both dedicating 

their bachelor lives to physics in all its complexity and beauty. Yet, they were different in 

some obvious ways. Marie was a "go-getter", a woman with tremendous drive and ambition. 

She was a product of the school system, racking up many firsts by the time she met Pierre. 

Pierre, on the other hand, was a school system drop-out. His parents had him home-schooled 

with some capable tutors in the more advanced courses. Like Albert Einstein and Neils Bohr, 



Pierre may have had a learning disability. Nevertheless, he passed his entrance exam for the 

Sorbonne and obtained his masters degree, the licence es sciences, at the age of 18. Working 

with his brother, he began investigating crystals. This research led to the discovery of piezo-

electricity three years later. He published a number of important papers, but his unorthodox 

schooling and his failure to write up his thesis and finish his doctorate virtually barred him 

from positions at all the top schools in France. Pierre was the "ultimate outsider" as one 

biographer has described him.  

"It would be fine thing ... to pass our lives near to each other,  

 

hypnotized by our dreams; your patriotic dream, 

 

our humanitarian dream, and our scientific dream."  

 

Pierre to Marie, in a letter, 1894 

 

When Pierre met Marie, he was working as an instructor at the EPCI, a technical college in 

Paris. His career had been stagnating for several years, but all that was about to change. Once 
he decided to win over Marie and persuade her to marry him, he took steps to make himself a 

viable husband and provider. He wrote up his PhD thesis, for example, and he was awarded 
his doctorate, albeit somewhat late in his career. He hated any type of self-promotion, 

believing that if one were talented, they would rise to the top. The more practical Marie may 
have pushed him to get his doctorate. He also signed several royalty contracts on instruments 

he designed. The royalty fees would add to his modest salary from the EPCI.  
 

Marie still had serious reservations about marrying Pierre. For one thing, she didn't want to 

give up her independence as a single woman. Married to Pierre, she would have to do the 

usual cooking and cleaning, leaving less time for physics. Pierre countered with the 

suggestion that they "live together" in adjacent apartments. Another major obstacle was the 

fact that Pierre was not Polish. If she married him, she would have to give up her patriotic 

dream of returning home to liberate Poland. Pierre then offered to emigrate to Poland and live 

with her there. As the months passed, Marie realized that she and Pierre were compatible, and 

that they shared a postivist political and scientific vision. Slowly, she fell in love with this 

eccentric idealist. They were married in a simple ceremony on July 26, 1895. 

Collaboration on Radioactivity 

The next 14 years spent collaborating with Pierre on radioactive elements would be the most 

thrilling time of Marie Curie's life. Marie assumed the role of chemist, extracting and 
purifying radioactive elements while Pierre focused on the physics of radioactive substances. 

Marie picked her own topic for research: to find more radioactive elements like the Uranium 
discovered by Becquerel one year earlier. Pierre arranged for her to work in a room provided 

by the EPCI on rue Lhomond. It was a drafty, dirty "potato shed" compared to the 
laboratories over at the Sorbonne. Radioactive substances were probably not the best choice 

for a PhD thesis either, but it was a very new phenomenon and that sort of thing would have 
appealed to Pierre. His influence on her research is evident in other ways. For example, Marie 



surveyed a large number of mineral ores similar to the way Pierre surveyed crystals earlier in 

his career. Marie also relied on piezo-electrical instruments invented by Pierre to measure the 

radiative particles emanating from her purifed samples. 

"Errors are notoriously hard to kill, but an error 

which ascribes to a man what was actually the work 

 

of a woman has more lives than a cat." 

 

- Hertha Ayrton 

 
While it may be true that Pierre acted like her thesis advisor, Marie Curie published several 

papers under her own name, during this time, in which she set out her own theories and 
conclusions about the new radioactive elements she believed existed in uranium ore. Critics 

have charged that Pierre came up with all the ideas, and that in the years after he died, she did 
not publish anything important. The fact is that physics is a young persons game, so to speak, 

and most physicists come up with their best ideas while they are graduate students or post-

docs. If they keep meticulous lab notebooks and records, they might actually get credit for 

their theories. Luckily for Marie, she kept very detailed notes in her lab books which now 

reside in the Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris. It is clear from these notebooks that Marie 

contributed some of the most important ideas during the Curies' years of collaboration. The 

most important one was her conclusion that radioactivity is an "atomic" phenomenon, not 

something caused by the molecular structure of the mineral compounds. Around 1900, not all 

scientists were convinced that atoms existed; the physical evidence like Einstein's explanation 

of brownian motion was still very skimpy. It was daring to propose that there are processes 

going on inside atoms causing radioactivity. 

"Marie Curie . . . the one person whom fame has not corrupted." 

- Albert Einstein 

 
Yet, Marie Curie was exactly right. The importance of her "atomic" radioactivity cannot be 

over-estimated. In many ways, it launched the atomic age and what we think of today as 
modern physics. For the next 100 years, physicists would focus their investigations on 

processes and particles inside the atom. Unraveling the mysteries of the atom would 
ultimately lead to the theory of Quantum Mechanics, one of the greatest scientific 

achievements of the twentieth century. In 1903, both Marie and Pierre Curie and Henri 

Becquerel were awarded the Nobel Prize in Physics for their work on radioactivity. 

The Dangerous Beauty of Radium 

The actual process of extracting the radioactive element radium from uranium ore was a 

physically grueling task. It took Marie several years to produce one tenth of a liter of pure 
radium from tons of rock mined out of the earth. She established that one mole of radium had 

a mass of 226 grams. On most days, she worked over a large vat outside her laboratory shed. 
On rainy days, she had to move inside though the lab room was cold and drafty. The latter 



turned out to be a blessing in disguise since noxious radon gas was being produced, and 

everything in the lab was contaminated. One science historian has estimated that Marie was 

exposed to about 1 rem ( a unit of radiation) per week. By today's standard, a much smaller 

amount of .03 rem is considered dangerous. 

"Just at present, the world has run raving mad on the subject of radium,  

 

which has excited our credulity precisely as the apparitions at Lourdes 

 

excited the credulity of Roman Catholics."  

- G.B. Shaw, introduction to his play The Doctor's Dilemma 

After the Curies won their first Nobel Prize, the popular press around the world declared 

radium a miracle drug. Marie kept a glass vial of radium salts on the stand next to her bed at 

home. She was enchanted with the soft, blue glow it produced in the dark. Both Marie and 

Pierre were swept along by all the publicity, and they played down the negative health effects 

they experienced. For example, their finger tips were permanently scarred, hardened, and in 

constant pain from handling radioactive samples. Pierre, Marie, and Becquerel had all 

suffered accidental burns on their skin when they carried samples of radium salts in their 

clothing for a few hours. Marie was always tired "without being exactly ill," and she lost 

more than 15 pounds. Today, it is well-established that fatigue and depression are side-effects 

of radiation over-exposure. The worst tragedy occurred when, after giving birth successfully 

to Irene (her first child), she suffered a miscarriage in her fifth month in1903 probably due to 

radiation exposure. She had not felt well during either pregnancy. Marie was very 
disappointed, and this dampened whatever satisfaction she got from obtaining her doctorate 

earlier in the year. 

 

What the Curies and the world did not know, although the evidence was mounting, is that 

radium and other radioactive substances give off a powerful, invisible light energy called 

gamma rays. These gamma rays are very destructive to animal and human body tissues 

because they can penetrate anything except lead. In December of 1903, neither Pierre or 

Marie felt well enough to travel to Stockholm to receive their Nobel medals in person. Their 

physician, however, could find nothing wrong with them. Marie's lungs were checked for TB, 

and they were clear. Perhaps the Curies had more down-to-earth problems on their minds. 

One of the few things they bought with their Nobel prize money was a modern bathroom with 

a toilet for their home. In 1900, two out of three French residences did not have indoor 

plumbing. 

 

Competition and Cooperation 

After the discovery of radium, the stories in the press emphasized the romance of doing 

physics. The Curies found themselves becoming role models for the next generation of 

physicists. Young women especially were inspired to follow in Marie's footsteps. In 

Germany, for example, Lise Meitner and Ida Tacke began their careers in atomic physics. 

The Curie's main competition was the team of New Zealander Ernest Rutherford and 



Frederick Soddy in England. Rutherford discovered that alpha particle radiation was actually 

a stream of helium nucleii. More important, he proposed that radioactive substances 

"decayed" into different elements in a process the alchemists called "transmutation." The 

Curies complained that other scientists were rushing to conclusions, but the race was 

definitely on to discover the structure of the atom and its internal workings.  

 

Comic Drawing in an English Magazine 

 
Marie and Pierre Curie were still the world's leading experts on radioactivity; in fact, it was 

Marie who invented the term "radioactivity." Public pressure in France prompted the 
government to give the Curies money for research. They continued to produce radium using 

Marie's process for chemical extraction. For awhile they had the only supply of this rare 
element. Generously, the Curies gave away samples to other physicists like Rutherford and 

Soddy. Soon private chemical manufacturers wrote to the Curies asking for more information 
about how to produce radium. The Curies decided not to patent their extraction process, but 

to give it to the private sector for free. If they had sold it, they would have been millionaires 
many times over. Radium was in great demand. 

The Death of Pierre Curie 

In 1906, after many years of daily contact with radioactive substances, Pierre was slowing 

down from radiation poisoning. He had been suffering severe pains in his back and in his 
legs. He confided to Marie that he didn't think he could come into work at the lab any more. 

Marie was not as sick as Pierre, but she had the constitution of a horse. She was also spending 
less time at the lab, taking care of her second child, Eve. On one rainy afternoon, Pierre was 

walking alone in the Latin Quarter near rue Dauphine. With his vision limited by his open 
umbrella, he stepped off the curb near the busy intersection of pont neuf, and walked right 

into an on-coming, horse-drawn wagon. He was instantly trampled to death. Marie was 

devastated; she had lost not only a husband but a research partner. The University appointed 

Marie to take Pierre's place as professor of Physics at the Sorbonne. She becomes the first 

woman in France to hold this high position. In 1909, she began construction on a new lab that 

had been promised to Pierre: The Radium Institute. 

 

In the years following Pierre's death, Marie Curie was pre-occupied with many things besides 

her research. Like many single mothers in today's world, she had to stop everything when 



Eve became sick and went into the hospital with some mysterious ailment. Then Pierre's 

father, who was living with them, required constant care at home as he weakened and 

eventually died. Irene and Eve suffered a great loss at his passing. Marie then had to make 

other childcare arrangements after Grand Pere was gone. She found a young, Polish woman 

to live with them as their governess. But like many parents today, she was worried about her 

children's education. She didn't like the French school system especially for Irene who was 

like Pierre in temperment. So she organized a school for some of the professor's children. 
Each professor taught informally in their living rooms at home, very much like the Flying 

University. 

The Langevin Affair 

In the summer of 1910, Marie Curie began a love affair with fellow physicist Paul Langevin. 

Today, their "youthful indiscretion" is all but forgotten by the general public, but it nearly 

destroyed Marie's career and her public standing. Marie and Paul's lives intersected at several 

points. Langevin had been a former student of Pierre's, and he admired him tremendously. He 

would later develop the basic concept of sonar from Pierre's earlier work with crystals. Marie 
and Paul also taught science at the same private girls' school outside Paris. It was well known 

that Paul's marriage to Jeanne Langevin was at times a volitile one. Shortly after they 
married, Jeanne threatened him with divorce. Apparently, Paul was very sexist and a 

philanderer. One day he arrived at his lab with welts and bruises all over his face; his wife, 
mother-in-law, and sister-in-law had beat him up. During the peaceful periods, the Langevins 

managed to produce four children.  
 

Marie was a woman who needed male companionship, and Paul Langevin filled this empty 

void in her life. Marie wrote to Paul, suggesting that he separate from his wife. Jeanne was 

already suspicious and jealous of Marie. She intercepted this letter and others from Marie. 

Jeanne's brother was an editor of a newspaper in Paris. During the following year, Jeanne's 

family blackmailed Marie and Paul threatening to publish her letters. Marie "loaned" about 

5,000 francs to Paul Langevin. Eventually, portions of the letters were published, and angry 

mobs gathered around Marie's house and the lab. In France at that time, certain political 

factions were very xenophobic (against foreigners), and some conservative newspapers 

launched a campaign to destroy Marie Curie and run her out of the country. Paul Langevin 

challenged the editor of one newspaper to a duel with pistols. No one fired their weapons and 

no one was hurt. 

"I believe that there is no connection between my scientific work and the facts  

of private life . . . I cannot accept the idea in principle that the appreciation 

of the value of scientific work should be influenced by libel and slander  

concerning private life." Marie Curie, 1911 

When the scandal broke, the physics community did not rush in to support Marie. They could 

have defended her by pointing out that the reaction to the affair was much too extreme and 

way out of proportion to whatever had taken place. Instead, they kept silent. Only the 

engineer Hertha Aryton in England gave Marie a place to stay to avoid the reporters and the 

mobs. Earlier in the year, the Swedish Academy informed Marie that she would again be the 

recipient of the Nobel Prize, this time for the discovery of the radium and polonium. After the 

letters were published, however, they notified her that they did not want her to come to the 

public ceremony in Stockholm. Marie defied the Academy's wishes, and she attended the 

ceremony anyway. This was her most courageous act. If she had retreated from the public 



spectacle at Stockholm, her career would have been over. She did not leave France, and 

eventually, her reputation and her honor would be restored. 

 

Raising the Girls Alone 

After the scandal, Marie underwent a kidney operation during which she almost died on the 

table. Her kidneys had been scarred from exposure to TB, and they became infected years 

later. Her convalesence took about a year, and she rarely saw her daughters, Irene and Eve. 

Marie's critics have charged that she neglected her children while they were young; and it's 

true that in the early years of research, Irene and Eve saw very little of their parents. Marie 

and Pierre were always teaching or working in the lab. But the blame for this must fall 

equally on both Pierre and Marie. According to most childcare experts, Grand Pere, being a 

close family member, was the next best substitute for the parents. Irene was very close to 

him, and much of his anti-religion and socialist philosophy rubbed off on her. Everyone in 

the family agreed, however, that Irene took after Pierre. She had his features, and her thinking 

processes were focused and non-verbal like his. Marie started to groom Irene for a scientific 

career. Eve, on the other hand, was very gifted in music, picking out many tunes on the piano 

by the age of three. 

 
After Pierre and Grand Pere died and the scandal subsided, the girls and their mother formed 

a very tight knit family, emotionally insulated from a hostile world. Irene took over Pierre's 
role in many ways, working with Marie in physics. Eve handled the domestic side of things, 

running the household. During World War I, Marie and Irene volunteered to X-ray wounded 
soldiers on the front. Together, they visited over 300 hospitals in France and Belgium, trying 

to educate military surgeons how to locate bullets and shrapnel in soldier's wounds. They 
trained x-ray technicians and supervised over one million x-rays. Traveling in the "Petit 

Curie" (a van with all their equipment) out in the field, Irene and Marie lived like soldiers. 

They formed a closeness which went beyond the friendship of adult children and their 

parents. Irene was exposed to a huge amount of radiation from the x-rays. This ruined her 

health in later years and caused her death from leukemia at age 59. 

 

Throughout their childhoods, Marie emphasized that the girls should become independent 

and able to support themselves. Eve did not have much interest in math, but Marie taught 

Irene advanced mathematics and physics. She encouraged them in outdoor activities and 

sports. Irene loved dancing, swimming, backpacking in the mountains, and skiing. Irene was 

also very sensitive to the discrimination her mother experienced. At a young age, she became 

an ardent feminist. When, in 1925, she obtained her doctorate in physics, Irene gave an 

interview to the The New York Times, saying: "I believe that men's and women's scientific 

aptitudes are exactly the same...A woman of science should renounce all worldly 
obligations."  

Women at the Radium Institute 

Irene was so advanced in math and atomic physics, that she threatened some of the staff at 

The Radium Institute. When Marie found research money for Irene to study the radioactivity 

of polonium, of course there were some people who resented the "Crown Princess." Irene, 

however, did not always act like a princess, and she could be blunt with those whom she 

thought wasted her time. Marie's health was deteriorating as she got older, and she brought 



into the lab younger scientists to continue the atomic research she had pioneered. While other 

labs investigated the structure of the atom, Marie continued with a search for more 

radioactive substances. She hired a number of talented women physicists like Ellen Gleditsch, 

May Leslie, and Marguerite Perey. Perey started at the lab as a test tube washer, and later she 

discovered a new radioactive element she named francium. Marie was especially sympathetic 

with and inclined to hire young scientists who had suffered discrimination by the male 

scientific establishment. 
 

In her fifties and sixties, Marie Curie was in a very unique position among women scientists. 
She had a full professorship at a time when most universities would not hire women. She was 

the director of her own multi-million dollar research institute. Other women researchers like 
Lise Meitner were not paid even a salary. Marie had won two Nobel Prizes while other 

women scientists like Meitner, Noether, Wu, Bell, and the list goes on, were passed over 
completely for the Nobel Prize. Marie also had a monopoly, on radioactive materials like 

radium and polonium necessary for atomic research. Lastly, there never has been a mother-

daughter team of physicists in the history of science except Marie and Irene. When Irene was 

28, she married a young physicist by the name of Frederick Joliot. The two began a lifetime 

of physics research together much like Marie and Pierre hoped for when they first were 

married. The Curie-Joliots won the Nobel Prize in 1935 for their discovery of artificial 

radioactivity. After World War II, Joliot became the architect of France's nuclear power 

program which now supplies 80% of the power in France. 

 

The atmosphere at Marie's Radium Institute was relaxed and informal, and she thought of the 

staff as her extended family. Even though she was in considerable pain, she reserved 

whatever warmth and encouragment she could muster for her researchers. She would visit 

each one making her rounds every day. She would check on their progress and give them 

advice. When they made a break-through, her face would brighten with a smile. To the rest of 
the world, she presented an icy, cold reserve. She developed cataracts on her eyes requiring 

surgery. She suffered from tintinitus, a constant ringing and humming in her ears. She came 
down with the severe pains that Pierre and other researchers had suffered as the radiation 

poisoning got worse. Marie had been exposed to more radiation than anyone else in the lab. 
Despite all this, she made two fund-raising trips to the United States. On the last trip in 1932 , 

two years before her death, she and the girls visited the Grand Canyon and took the mule 
train down to the bottom. Irene captured a raccoon which she kept in her room. Marie, who 

never owned jewelry, not even a wedding ring, bought some Native American jewelry. She 

was still interested in dispossessed people and their problems.  

 
 

Marie Curie traveled a great distance over her 67 years: from teenage girl to wife and mother; 

from science student to college professor; from anonymous student idealist to a world famous 

celebrity. From a healthy, robust gibson girl in her youth to a woman in constant pain with 

cataracts, tintinitus, and finally leukemia. In 1995, Marie's travels ended. The woman who 

was never at rest found a final resting place when her ashes were buried in a crypt in the 

Pantheon, France's great monument to its heros and now, heroines.  

 


