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Marie Sktodowska-Curie’s extraordinary talent
and ability were obvious from her earliest days.
However, her true genius revealed itself when she
took up scientific research

Marie Sktodowska graduated top of her class from the
gymnasium she attended in Warsaw, and two years after
her arrival in Paris she was awarded a degree in physics
from the Sorbonne (1893), once again coming top in her
year. She also received the best results in her 1896 exam
permitting her to teach at middle school level.

The young scientist's tempus mirabile

Henri Becquerel discovered the radioactivity of ura-
nium by accident in late February 1896, when he was
studying changes to photographic plates exposed to ra-
diation. This subjective and highly unreliable method led
Becquerel to the mistaken conclusion that the radiation
emitted by uranium is subject to reflection, refraction
and polarization - that it exhibits the same properties
as light, even though it is invisible to the naked eye. As
a result, uranium radiation became widely regarded as a
type of penetrating invisible light, not dissimilar to UV
and infrared light - also invisible to the naked eye - both
of which were already known by then. As far as physi-
cists were concerned, studying the mysterious X-rays
discovered by Wilhelm Roentgen was of far greater
interest than uranium. Becquerel himself abandoned
his research in mid-1896, and spent the next two years
studying the Zeeman effect.

Sktodowska-Curie was a young aspiring scientist at
the time; she gave birth to her first daughter, Iréne, on
12 August 1897, and celebrated her own 30th birthday
on 7 November the same year. 27 December saw the
publication of her first scientific paper on the magnetic
properties of hardened steel. It was a standard work com-
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missioned by the industry; however, the results were of
sufficient interest to be presented at the meeting of the
French Academy of Sciences and published in its pro-
ceedings (Comptes Rendus).

This inspired Sktodowska-Curie to continue with her
research career on top of her new family responsibilities.
“I finally decided on the topic of my doctoral dissertation.
I became intrigued by the fascinating results of Henri
Becquerel’s research into the salts of the rare metal ura-
nium,” she later wrote in her autobiography.

She started getting significant results after just a
few months of intensive work. Sktodowska-Curie’s ar-
ticle, presented by Gabriel Lippmann at the Academy of

Marie Sktodowska-Curie with her daughters Iréne and Eve, their English
governess, and Albert Einstein with his son Hans in the Swiss Alps, 1913











