
16 THE BENT               WINTER 2022

At some time and in some fashion, 
virtually everyone hears about — and 
probably uses — the units for voltage, 
current, and power. Most people have 
experience with 120 volt outlets, 20 
ampere fuses, and 100 watt light bulbs. I 
would wager, however, that relatively few 
people—even engineers and scientists— 
have much contact with the units of 
radiation. Quick! What’s the unit for 
measuring radioactivity? If you are one 
of the few who answered “bequerel,” you 
would be correct. � at is the unit for 
radioactivity in the International System 
of Units (SI).  It would be reasonable, 
then, for us to spend some time
exploring the history of Antoine Henri 
Bequerel, for whom the unit is named. 
And in the future, we might do that. But 
bequerel is not the only correct response. 

You might also have answered, “curie” 
and would still be correct because the 
curie is used extensively in the United
States and some other countries for 
measuring radioactivity. So, since March 
is Women’s History Month and since 
Marie Curie is probably the most
famous female scientist in history, let’s 
talk about the Curies, instead.
While Marie is certainly the most 
famous Curie, we need to include the 
rest of this very talented family in our 
history. Indeed, there is evidence that 
the curie unit was named not for Marie, 
but for her husband Pierre. I will keep 
him — and their daughters — in mind 
but will concentrate on Marie in this 
narrative.

We o� en think that Madame Curie was 
French and, indeed, she did spend most 
of her life in France. � at is where she 
received most of her higher education, 
married, and did important scienti� c 
work. Actually, she was Polish. Marie 
was born and grew up in Poland, and 
never lost her a� ection for the country. 
She was born Maria Salomea Skłodowska
on November 7, 1867, in Warsaw in 
what was then the Kingdom of Poland. 
Both of her parents were teachers, as was 
her paternal grandfather.  
At that time in its tortured history, 
Poland was part of the Russian Empire 
and Russians controlled many aspects 
of life in the country. Maria’s father was 
� red from his teaching position and 
lost much of his property for harboring 
pro-Polish-independence sentiments. 
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The Russians also determined edu-
cational standards; for instance, they 
eliminated the teaching of laboratories 
in Polish schools. Maria’s father took 
advantage of this by bringing the labora-
tory equipment home, where he used it 
to teach his daughters. 
After receiving a basic education 
through gymnasium (high school), 
Maria wanted to attend a regular uni-
versity, but could not because only men 
were allowed access to higher education. 
She could, however, enroll in the “Flying 
University.” This was an underground 
institution that, unlike the regular 
universities, accepted women as students 
and taught uncensored Polish history. 
It existed through much of the late 19th

century and was reestablished during 
the Russian occupation following World 
War II. 
In the late 1880s, Maria’s sister, Broni-
slawa, moved to Paris to pursue medical 
studies. Maria helped to support her by 
working as a governess and tutor while 
she continued her own studies in chem-
istry. In 1891, Maria joined her sister 
in Paris and commenced her studies at 
the University of Paris. She also became 
“Marie,” the French version of her given 
name. During her student years, she was 
“on short rations,” working as a tutor 
for enough income to support her spare 
lifestyle. 
In 1893, Marie received a degree in 
physics, followed by a second degree in 
1894. Degrees in hand, she went to work 
in an industrial laboratory where she 
met Pierre Curie, a science instructor at 
a Paris educational institute. Pierre pro-
vided support for Marie as she pursued 
her career and, in due course, he began 
to pursue Marie. During their court-
ship, Marie applied for a position at the 
University of Krakow but was denied 
because, of course, she was a woman. 
Marie and Pierre were married in July 
1895.
In that same year of 1895 (the year my 
father was born, incidentally), a German 
physicist named Wilhelm Conrad 
Röntgen discovered that a cathode ray 

tube emitted a high frequency electro-
magnet radiation that could penetrate 
flesh and other light materials. He 
named that radiation “X-ray,” since then, 
as now, X was the traditional symbol for 
an unknown. The next year, the afore-
mentioned Henri Bequerel observed 
that uranium salts emitted similar radia-
tion spontaneously, i.e., with no addition 
of external energy. Intrigued by these 
results, Marie Curie decided to pursue 
this field of study for her doctoral thesis.
Using an electrometer developed by 
her husband, she first sought to under-
stand the nature of the rays emitted by 
uranium and the effects they caused. She 
discovered, for instance, that radiation 
caused air to conduct electricity, 
suggesting that something was changed 
in the molecules or atoms of air. She also 
suspected that the radiation was caused 
by some change in the uranium atom 
which suggested that the atom, hitherto 
considered indivisible, could, in some 
way, be changed.
As part of her investigation, she studied 
two minerals that contained uranium 
as well as other elements. Indeed, these 
minerals, pitchblende and torbernite, 
proved to emit more radiation than 
uranium alone, indicating that other 
elements contained in the minerals must 
be even more radioactive than uranium. 
One such element, she discovered, was 
thorium. There were others, however, 

including some not yet discovered. In 
1898, Marie and Pierre (who decided 
to join her in studying radioactivity) 
announced their discovery of two new 
radioactive elements, polonium and 
radium. Polonium was named in honor 
of Marie’s native country and radium in 
recognition of its ray-emitting property.
In her forty-year career, Marie made 
many scientific contributions; far too 
many to describe in this short article. 
Among her many honors are two Nobel 
Prizes — one in physics, shared with 
her husband Pierre and Henri Bequerel 
(1903), and one in chemistry (1911). She 
was the first person to win two Nobel 
Prizes and only she and Linus C. Paul-
ing, OR A 1922, have won the prize in 
two different fields. Throughout her 
career, she experienced discrimination 
because she was a woman. For instance, 
she was denied membership in the 
French Academy of Sciences in the same 
year she won her second Nobel Prize. 
No woman was admitted to the 
academy until 1962.
Marie was a consummate, dedicated 
scientist, but she also had a life. She 
gave birth to two daughters, Irène in 
1897 and Ève in 1904. (Irène and her 
husband, Frédéric Joliot-Curie won 
the Nobel Prize in chemistry in 1935.) 
Marie endured the loss of her husband 
to a tragic accident in 1906 and raised 
her daughters alone. In 1911, it was 
revealed that she was having an affair 
with physicist Paul Langevin and was 
accused of being a homewrecker, even 
though Langevin was estranged from 
his wife.
Marie Curie died on July 4, 1934, of 
anemia, probably caused by her extensive 
exposure to radiation whose deleterious 
effects were just being discovered during 
her lifetime. She and Pierre are interred 
in lead-lined coffins in the Pantheon in 
Paris and their papers are preserved in 
lead-shielded storage. She was honored 
as a scientist and discriminated against 
as a woman and contributed immensely 
to the understanding of radiation. And 
that’s why we call a curie a curie.

Pierre (left) and Marie (right) Curie.




