Who was Maria Sktodowska-Curie?

Adistinguished scholar, dis-
coverer of the radioactive
elements polonium and
radium, the first woman
toreceive the Nobel Prize
(twice, in two different
fields), and first woman to
become atitled Sorbonne
professor. She was also
the first woman born out-
side France to beinterredin
the Parisian Pantheon.
Her pioneering achievements
have been well-describedin
official biographies. Yet should your
interestrun deeper, thereis no better place to get to know
this amazing woman than her birthplace of Warsaw. Here
you can learn more about Maria’s vocation, her childhood,
and the history of her family.
Exploring her Warsaw venues and the stories they tell, you
willunexpectedly discover something quite fascinating.
The statuesque Maria Sktodowska-Curie is overshadowed
by a girlwhose character had been moulded by her family
and the times shelivedin-but also by the tragic turns and
twists of fate she had been forced to face.
You are warmly invited to meet Maria in Warsa —the place
of heryouth.

DID YOUKNOW?

The bicycle was Maria Sktodows-
ka-Curie’s favourite means of
transportation. Youcangoto
one ofthe Veturilo stations, rent
abike, and followin her path.

1867 - 7 November -
Maria Sktodowska
is born in Warsaw

1895 - Maria marries
Pierre Curie

1883 - Maria graduates from
Grammar School for Girls

The Birthplace - Maria Sktodowska-Curie

Museum in Warsaw (Dom urodzenia - Muzeum
Marii Sktodowskiej-Curie w Warszawie)

In all probability, this New Town tenement house would
have been unremarkable, one of the many, were it not for
an eventthat securedit a permanent place onthe map of
key Warsaw venues. Maria Sktodowska was born here on 7
November 1867. The building housed a finishing school for
girls run by Maria’s mother Marianna Bronistawa. Her fa-
ther, Wtadystaw Sktodowski, was a wellknown mathemat-
ics and physics teacherin Warsaw’s secondary schools.
When he was appointed sub-inspector at a grammar
school for boys—one year after his youngest daughter had
been born-the family moved house.

At No. 16 Freta Street, a biographical museum was estab-
lished, the only such facility worldwide dedicated inits
entirety to Maria Sktodowska-Curie. At the exhibition de-
voted to the life and work of the great scientist you will see
authentic equipment and objects belonging to the Nobel
Prize winner such as Marie’s personal and professional
correspondence, herlast desk, her father’s gold watch,

1903 - Maria receives the Nobel Prize
in physics jointly with husband Pierre
Curie and Antoine Henri Becquerel

1934 - 4 July - Maria
dies in Sancellemoz,
1911 - Maria receives the  France
Nobel Prize in chemistry

1891 - Maria leaves
for Paris to study at
university

1878 - Maria’s mother
Bronistawa Sktodowska
(née Boguska) dies

1897- daughter
Irena is born

r1e

1906 - Pierre dies

1904 - daughter
Ewa is born

1995 - Maria and
Pierre’s remains are
transferred to the
Pantheon

1932 - the Radium Institute
in Warsaw is established

numerous photographs of the scientist from various stag-
es of herlife, as well as laboratory measuring instruments
used by the Curies. Pay attention to the
elephant donated to Maria by Presi-
dent Herbert Hoover and the leather
purse in which she received the money

to setup the Radium Institute.
» ul. Freta 16, www.mmsc.waw.pl

Church of the Visitation of the blessed

Virgin Mary (Kosciét Nawiedzenia Najswietszej
Marii Panny)

. Oneoftheoldesttem-
plesin Warsaw, this
was the parish church
of the Sktodowski fam-
ily. Thisis where baby
Maria was baptised,
as—inall probabili-
ty —were her siblings.
i Maria’s baptism certif-
icate has been pre-
served until this day.
Mania, as she was
| called athome,was

== the youngest of Mr.and

= — Mrs. Sktodowski’s five

children.In her childhood years, she was extremely close
to her eldest sister Zofia, who took care of her and kept her
company. Mariaremained close to Jézef, Bronistawa, and
Helena throughout herlife,and many a time, herimmedi-
ate family provided her with invaluable support.
The Church of the Visitation of the Blessed Virgin Mary
was erected in the early 15th century, as word has it,on
grounds formerly occupied by a pagan temple. The dis-
tinctive Gothic-style tower was added one hundred years
later;itis flanked by a terrace with a picturesque view of
the Vistula River and the right-bank side of the city.
* ul. Przyrynek 2

DID YOU KNOW? | Maria’s father strug-

gled with moneyissues,
and could not afford to secure expensive
higher education for all his children. Given the
circumstances, Maria made a kind of deal
with her sister Bronia. She began working as
agoverness with allherearnings going to her
sisterfor afew years, makingit possible for
Broniato study atthe Sorbonne. The dealhad
been for Broniato laterreturn the favour.

The Vistula escarpment (Skarpa wislana)

Warsaw is a city of true architectonic jewels, which have fortunate-
ly survived, and are constantly beautified. There is a picturesque
Old Town [...] The Vistula River flows nearby, with a wide boulevard
uponit. The neighbourhood has many spacious parks, green
squares, and private gardens.

- excerpt from Mariad’s letter to daughter Irene, 6 October 1921

Mariaretained vivid childhood memories of the Vistula es-
carpment-one of her favourite locations for leisurely walks,
and she droppedinonitduring herlast visit to Warsaw in
1932. Thisriver holds inexplicable charm

forme—-shewrote.

Inthe second half of the 19th century, the Vistula escarp-
ment area was densely developed, life thriving on the river-
bank: breweries, transportation companies, women coming
to draw water and wash clothes; the Vistula’s two banks
were bound by a newly erected Alexandrian bridge, dubbed
the Kierbedz Bridge in homage toits constructor.

Today, theriverside landscape is nowhere near to what Ma-
ria once saw. While the Vistula’s banks are full of life, during
the summer seasonin particular, itis chiefly used forrecre-
ation. Urban beaches, numerous bars, open-air concerts
and Multimedia Fountain Park evening shows attract local
residents and tourists alike. At the top of the slope, in the
place she loved so much, stands a monument to the Nobel
Prize winner.

St. Hyacinth’s Church (Kosciétsw. Jacka)

It was at this church, but

a few steps away from
Maria’s birthplace, that
the girlreceived her First
Communion. Sherecalled
the event as one which had
affected her greatly.

Little did she expectthat
future events would truly
put her faith to the test.
Her beloved sister Zosia
contracted typhoid fever
and died at fifteen. During that same period, Maria’s
motherwas in a grave battle with swiftly progressing tu-
berculosis. Expensive treatment and the family’s devout
prayers to no avail, she passed away. The girl was eleven
atthetime.

The 18th-century church was erected outside city walls
forthe Dominican order. During the Warsaw Rising of
1944, it housed afield infirmary, but paying no heed, the
Nazis bombed it, killing over 1,000 wounded and hospital
staff. The church was rebuiltin 1968.

* ul.Freta 10

Central Agricultural Library (Centralna
Biblioteka Rolnicza)

4

Thisis where the Museum of Industry and Agriculture stog
—an educational and scientific research facility. The outbuild-
ing at the back of the building housed a physics and chemis-
try room and laboratory where Maria—-thanks to the gracious
assistance of her cousin who managed the facility —could
perform her experiments. Had they not taught me chemical
analysis wellin Warsaw [...] | could not have separated out
radium - she confessed yearslater.

Today, the buildingis home to the Central Agricultural Library,

holder and custodian of valuable old prints and 19thcentury
historical Polish books and writings on agriculture and natu-
ral sciences. Today, the outbuilding where the physics labora-
tory had been houses guest rooms offering marvellous views
ofthe garden andthe eastern bank of the Vistula River.

« ul. Krakowskie Przedmiescie 66, www.cbr.edu.pl

Though Mariareceived her second Nobel
Prize in 1911 for the discovery of polonium
andradium, she was a self-taught chemist. She read key works in
the field allon her own upon graduation fromm grammar school, to
then engagein experiments at the Krakowskie Przedmiescie labo-
ratory. She studied mathematics and physics at the Sorbonne.

DID YOUKNOW? |

Bristol Hotel

When Maria visited Warsaw in 1913 after having received
hersecond Nobel Prize, Warsaw elites welcomed her with
greatreverence. Abanquet was held in the Malinowa Room
ofthe Bristol Hotel in the great scholar’s honour. Thisis how
Marid’s sister Helena Szalay described the ceremony: Lis-
tening to interventions by many speakers, Maria took an oc-
casional note in her notebook. At the end of the ceremony,
she thanked everyone for their words of appreciation. As it
turned out, she was notlistening to
the speeches-she wasworkingon
amaths problem. AndIwas happy,
because | solved it-she concluded.
Bristolwasthen Warsaw’s most
modern hotel. It had its own power
plant, central heating,and a
cutglass lift. It survived World War

Il with slight damage only, and
underwent majorrenovationinthe -
late 1980s and early 1990s.

Political leaders and stars of culture have stayed at the
Bristol. The impressive guestlistincludes Edvard Grieg,
Pablo Picasso, Marlene Dietrich, Woody Allen, and Martin
Scorsese.

« ul. Krakowskie Przedmiescie 42/44

Maria’s original notebook
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DID YOUKNOW?

Maria Sktodowska-Curie was one of the first women to get a driv-
er’'slicence. She took classes during World War |, to be able to drive
vans fitted with X-ray machines. This is how the “small Curies”, as
the vehicles Maria designed were dubbed, reached the front to
X-ray wounded soldiers.

University of Warsaw
(Uniwersytet Warszawski)

Dearest Ewunia,

[...]My journey was fine — | reached Warsaw on time, to find flowers
and university delegations waiting for me at the railway station -
excerpt from aletterto Ewa Curie, 4 October 1921.

The scholarhad arrived to attend the inauguration of the
academicyear1921/1922. Two years before, she had been
offered the position of Chair of Experimental Physics,

and although she refused, Maria keptin touch with the
university.

When she visited the Institute of Physics in 1925, crowds of
people tried to enter the lecture hall to listen to her speak
aboutradioactivity research. The University awarded
Maria the title of Honorary Professor of the Philosophy
Department.

Inthe 19th century, women who wanted to study had to
fight against stereotypes concerning their role. Few uni-
versities accepted female students, who were frequently
ignored and patronised by their male colleagues.

The University of Warsaw is the largest and one of the
best Polish universities.

JabtonowskiPalace

(Patac Jabtonowskich)

Before the outbreak of World War I, the palace housed
Warsaw'’s City Hall.

In 1924, Maria Sktodowska-Curie was presented with
the Diploma of Honorary Citizen of Warsaw at the
palace. The founding act for an association which was
toresultinthe establishing of the Radium Institute in
Warsaw was proclaimed at the ceremony which took
place one year later, Maria having made every effort for
the facility to be launched. The evening closed with a
banquetin honour of the scholar.

While Maria was never to return to Poland permanently,
she visited the country frequently, referring to Warsaw
was “my dear little Warsaw”. She named the element
she had discovered “polonium” in honour of her home-
land.

Damaged during the Warsaw Rising in 1944, the palace
was dismantled after the war. Its contemporary form s
the result of renovation works in the 1990s.

* ul. Senatorska 14/16

DID YOUKNOW?

Maria disliked official parties and
banquets heldin her honour, and
tried to avoid acclaim. Her friend
Albert Einstein said:

Mrs. Curie is the only personinthe
world who has remained unspoilt
by fame.

Warsaw University of Technology
(Politechnika Warszawska)

Whenthe scholar visited the University in 1925, she was
received by all the professors with great reverence,and one
year later, the Physics Department awarded her theirhonorary
doctorate.

In2005,a monument to Maria
Sktodowska-Curie sculpted by Mak-
symilian Biskupskiwas erectedinthe |
hall of the University’s Main Building. :

|

The Warsaw University of Technologyis
one ofthe best technical universitiesin
Poland.Itsimpressive Main Building was
erected atthe turn ofthe 19th c.;con-
struction works took a mere twoyears.
Crowned with aglassroof,ithousesa
wondrous cloistered courtyard.

* plac Politechniki 1, www.pw.edu.pl

Radiological laboratory

(Pracowniaradiologiczna)

Inthe year 1912, had the opportunity to join forces with War-
saw'’s Scientific Society for purposes of developing a radiological
laboratory. | was entrusted with its chairmanship. Although I could
notleave France and return to Poland, | was more than willing to
engage in the process of organising research works at the new
facility —Maria wrote in her autobiography, describing the
Warsaw Radiological Laboratory, which openedin 1913 as
the first facility of its kind in Polish history.

Theinstitution remained in operation with great scientific
success until the outbreak of World War Two. Today the
building houses the Institute of Mathematics of the Polish

DIDYOUKNOW? | Mariaandherhus-

band Pierre Curie did
not apply for a patent for their radium
acquisition method. They believed that
scientificaccomplishments should
benefit everyone, and they had no wish to
make any profit on their discoveries.

The Radium Institute (Maria Sktodowska-
-Curie National Institute of Oncology)

Maria made every effort to open this facility, which was to
engagein physics and chemistry research, andin tre-
ating theill with the use of radium and its properties.

The first Radium Institute opened in Parisin 1914, and

its twinin Warsaw in 1932, two years before the scholar’s
death.

Maria presented the Institute with a gift of 1 gram of radium,
purchased with funds received from representatives of the
Polish community in the United States of America. While
theinstitute had also been operating during wartime, the
Nazis attacked the facility with great cruelty in 1944.

Today, the Maria Sktodowska-
-Curie National Institute of
Oncology operates here, with a
tree planted by Maria growing
inthe garden adjacent to the
building.

A small streetimmediately
outside the fence of the former
Institute was named after Ma-
ria Sktodowska-Curie, the scho- g
lar herselfimmortalised by a
monument closerto the centre

MARIA
SKEODOWSKA-CURIE

Academy of Sciences. A plaque mounted on the building’s
facade tells the story of its past.
- ul. Sniadeckich 8 (formerly Kaliksta 8)

ofthe tiny local park. @@

Warsaw 2025. Free copy
+ ul. Wawelska 15, nio.gov.pl.

+ ul. Krakowskie Przedmiescie 26/28, www.uw.edu.pl
go2warsaw.pl Z
’ 2 S




