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Sadly, Marie couldn't share in her daughter’s triumph. At the
time, no one knew how deadly it was to be exposed to radioactive
chemicals. Because of her intense contact with these chemicals
in her research, Marie died of leukemia one year before Iréne’s
Nobel Prize was awarded.

After her mother’s death, Irene took over the Radium Institute,
and Fredéric started work as a scientist at the College de France.
Iréne joined several women’s rights groups, speaking out in favour of
a woman’s right to hold a job and raise a family. In 1936, she became
one of the first woman cabinet members in France when she was
named as the under secretary of state for scientific research. She
resigned from her office after only a few months, however, because
politics took too much time away from her science.

Irene continued her research, and in 1938 she conducted another
groundbreaking experiment. Although she considered her conclusions
useless because they did not support what she was working on, later
scientists repeated her experiment and realized that Irene had
actually discovered nuclear fission (the splitting apart of atoms).

Her results were analysed by nuclear physicists and laid the crucial
foundation for this important area of study.

Irene dedicated her life to her research and continued working
in the laboratory until her death in 1956. Like her mother, she
also died of leukemia, giving her life for her work. The French
government organized a national funeral to honour the life of this
great scientist who made some of the most significant scientific
discoveries of her time.

1. RESPONDING TO THE PROFILE
With your class, list some of Iréne's scientific accomplishments during
the 1920s and 1930s.
What career and personal advice did Iréne Joliot-Curie receive from her
mother? Do you think this helped her achieve great success?
What is so unusual about Iréne’s actions for someone of her age?
Do you think it would have been easy or difficult for her to convince
the medical teams and soldiers to use the Xray machine? Explain.
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A young girl dedicates

-]
ber life 1o science,
and discovers some
of the most important
technologies of our lime. E t t o

PROFILE BY AMELIE WELDEN

réne was surrounded by army doctors, medical equipment, and
wounded soldiers. Blood was everywhere, and she could hear the
battle raging in the distance over the cries of the sick and dying
men around her. But eighteen-year-old Iréne Curie was used to these
horrifying distractions and focussed her attention on setting up the
new machine. The French doctors and nurses at the
army hospital wondered what young Iréne’s
mysterious contraption was all about
When she finished setting up, Irene
asked for a patient to volunteer. The
doctors and nurses gasped in amazement
as the soldier’s leg bone magically
appeared on the screen before them.
They could see completely inside his
leg—through the skin, the blood, and
the muscle—right to the bone. And they
could see exactly where the bone was
broken. Iréne was showing them the
radioactive technology she and her mother

had been working on—the groundbreaking
X-ray machine!

GOALS AT A GLANCE

W Write an opening anecdote.
W Use a dictionary to check the meaning of words.
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Iréne Curie was born to Nobel Prize-winning scientists Pierre and
Marie Curie on September 12, 1897, in Paris. Her parents spent
much of their time working, so she and her younger sister were
largely raised by their grandfather, especially after Pierre’s death in
1906. Iréne was tall for her age and very athletic. Her favourite sports
were biking, skiing, horseback riding, and mountain climbing, all

of which she continued throughout her life. She was a quict and
thoughtful child who loved nature, poetry, and reading, but most

of all, science. Although many girls were discouraged from studying
math and science at the time, Marie Curie strongly supported her
daughters’ education in these subjects.
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