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Biography is the most popular form
of history. However, the high drama
found in the lives of the powerful, the
rich or the famous is not usually pre-
sent in scientists’ lives. Susan Quinn
discovered an exception in Marie Cu-
rie; the life she portrays in Marie Cu-
rie: A Life is filled with passionate
commitment to causes (Polish nation-
alism), people (husband, children, stu-
dents) and to work.

As in Greek drama, the passion
that sustained Curie through poverty,
delayed education and grueling scien-
tific labor betrayed her. Devastated
by the death of her husband, Pierre,
in 1907, Marie Curie recovered with
the help of an affair with Paul Lan-
gevin. This became a public scandal
as Langevin’s marriage collapsed. Cu-
" rie restored herself to her social place
in France by working at military field
hospitals, developing and then bring-
ing to the French WWI wounded the
diagnostic help of x rays. From the
death of her husband onward, al-
though constantly ill (partly from her
continued exposure to radium), Curie
ultimately oversaw, administered, se-
cured funds for and led her own insti-
tute in Paris.

A new Marie Curie emerges from
this biography. Its strengths are in
the author’s understanding of Curie’s
psychological complexities and interac-
tions with her husband and children.
Curie both loved and at times ne-
glected her family. Although she was
a woman in a field dominated by
men, Curie was not quite a lone out-
sider forcing the male scientific world
to take notice; she belonged to a group
of other science outsiders, whose re-
search lay beyond mainstream French
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physics and chemistry.

All in the group suffered from ne-
glect that fell short of outright rejec-
tion, doing their research in badly
equipped laboratories, teaching in in-
stitutions of no consequence. They be-
longed to an international community
of researchers working on similar prob-
lems, and Marie Curie became an
early and formidable authority in that
community. But, whereas the Nobel
Prize she shared with Pierre in 1903
led to his promotion and election to
the Académie des Sciences, she never
made the Académie. Nor did she suc-
ceed to his title at the Sorbonne, even
though she functioned as his succes-
sor. Where it mattered, however, Cu-
rie had her supporters inside and out-
side the mainstream. Her second No-
bel Prize, in chemistry, was awarded
at the height of the Langevin scandal.

This is a popular biography; as
such it skims the surface of her work
on radioactivity and radiochemistry.
Lack of detail becomes irritating: We
are told that the canard of Marie Cu-
rie being only an assistant to her hus-
band is indeed a canard, but the evi-
dence given is not compelling. This
would have required a technical dis-
cussion to distinguish what each did.
While her work in isolating radium
and polonium is described several
times as a combination of grueling
physical labor and excruciatingly ex-
act measurement, we have to take it
largely on faith. By contrast, we
learn too much of her family and of
the privileged life of the Polish gentry
to which she belonged. And we cer-
tainly get too full an account of the
French press’s assault on her during
the Langevin scandal. Here there is
a plethora of data.

The author has used the personal
papers of Curie and her family well,
but much of the historical information,
especially the history of physics, is
taken from too few sources. This im-
poverishes the narrative to the point
where Curie’s work is trivialized.
Quinn takes on faith descriptions of the
political situation in Poland, depending
largely on the political commitment of
Curie’s family—as reflected in the fam-
ily papers—hardly a reliable account.

The notes also constitute an annoy-
ance. Some sources are listed merely
as “an historian of science.” Some
easily accessible references are not
used.

Susan Quinn knows the tastes of
her audience: scandal with a dash of
nationalist history and a light once-
over for the intellectually demanding
aspects of Curie’s life. This approach
excises the very reason Curie was promi-
nent enough to prompt a biography in
the first place. Being a physicist is be-
side the point in this narrative.
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“Science’s most basic value [is]: All
ideas are subject to testing by experi-
ence and to challenge by critical ra-
tional thought.” This core idea under-
lies Art Hobson’s Physics: Concepts
and Connections, an engaging, con-
cept-focused book for nonscience col-
lege students, the structure of which
makes it easy for the teacher to mix
and match from a menu of Newto-
nian physics, modern physics, the phi-
losophy of science and societal issues.

The book’s technical execution is
excellent. Hobson uses mks units
throughout. There are many sidebars
with wonderful quotations—although
I do wish the sources had been in-
cluded to help students who might
wish to explore further. One such
sidebar juxtaposes the totally incom-
patible views on plutonium and the
future of nuclear power of Robert Wil-
liams, Harold Feiveson and Amory
Lovins with the incomprehensibly un-
restrained optimism of Wolf Haefele
and Bernard Cohen. Apt cartoons,
many by a favorite of scientists, Sid-
ney Harris, add levity throughout.

I was surprised and pleased to find
sections on extraterrestrial intelligence,
astrology and creationism, all used to il-
luminate what one does and does not
mean by “science.” A particularly good
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