
The skeletal muscle got geared up to work with a smile on his face;
The benign adipose tissue regained his old poise and grace.
The islets of Langerhans of the pancreas heaved a huge sigh of relief;
They had all been retrieved from the jaws of death and eternal grief.
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Marie Curie—An Unusual Image
Marek H. Dominiczak*

Maria Skłodowska (1867–1934) was born in Warsaw at
a time when Poland had temporarily vanished from the
map of Europe, after having been divided between Rus-
sia, Prussia, and Austria. Her upbringing was marked
by resistance to the attempts to blot out Polish culture
in the Russia-occupied territory. Partly because of that,
she received a well-rounded basic education in both the
humanities and science, and became fascinated by the
latter. In 1891, she left for Paris to pursue university
studies and earned degrees in mathematics and physics
from the Sorbonne. In 1895 she married a physicist
Pierre Curie, with whom she worked until his tragic
death in 1906. She became known as Marie Curie, ex-
cept in her native Poland, where Curie-Skłodowska is
always used.

The turn of the 20th century was a fascinating time
to be a physicist. In 1895, Wilhelm Conrad Roentgen
had published a paper on the discovery of X-rays.
Henri Becquerel had observed new “uranium rays.”
The Curies were apparently inspired to study these
phenomena by the subsequent experiments of Lord
Kelvin, and their work eventually led to the discovery

of 2 new elements: polonium and radium. The discov-
ery of radium quickly became clinically important be-
cause of the effect of radioactivity on rapidly reproduc-
ing cells, and radium, at the time, was the only available
source of such radiation. Thus, Institut du Radium was
built in Paris (1912–1914), where it housed both re-
search and clinical groups (the latter led by Claudius
Regaud). Later, in 1932, a Radium Institute was also
founded in Warsaw.

Marie Curie’s life became one of the true-life leg-
ends of science. Her monumental scientific legacy
spans physics and chemistry. She received her first No-
bel Prize in 1903, together with Becquerel and Pierre
Curie, for the discovery of radioactivity. The second
one, in 1911, of which she was the sole recipient, was
for the discovery of radium and polonium. Equally im-
portant was that her success in the male-dominated
world of high-flying research became a triumphal ex-
ample of what a woman could achieve.

The beginning of the 20th century was also one of
the most interesting periods in the European arts. The
avant-garde artists had moved from the impressionist
representation of the nuances of nature and light to the
Postimpressionist emphasis on the representation of
emotions and things spiritual. Forms, colors, and com-
position became means of such representation.

German Expressionism is represented by painters
such as Ernst L. Kirchner, Karl Schmidt-Rottluff, Os-
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kar Kokoschka, Emil Nolde, and, later, Max Beck-
mann, to name only a few. It was sparked by the for-
mation of 2 artist groups: one, called Die Brücke (The
Bridge), beginning in 1905 in Dresden and the other,
known as Der Blaue Reiter (The Blue Rider), in Mu-
nich. The predecessor of The Blue Rider group was
another group, Neue Künstlervereinigung München
(NKVM, the New Artists Group Munich), which ex-
isted between 1909 and 1913.

Alexei von Jawlensky (1864 –1941), who painted
the portrait of Madame Curie shown here, was born in
Torzhok, Russia. He abandoned a military career to
study art in Saint Petersburg under Ilya Repin (1844 –
1930), the most important Russian realist painter. In
1896 he moved to Munich, a city then developing into
one of the most important art centers in Europe. There
he met another Russian artist, Wassily Kandinsky, with
whom he remained associated for many years. While
studying in Munich, Jawlensky traveled extensively,
mostly to France. Around 1903, he discovered van
Gogh and Gauguin. In Paris in 1905, he exhibited at the
Salon d’Automne (Autumn Salon), where artists, in-
cluding Matisse, Derain, and Vlaminck, created much
controversy and were famously branded the Fauves
(Wild Beasts) because of their expressive use of non-
naturalistic color. Jawlensky became a proponent of
these new trends and in 1907 worked briefly with

Matisse. In 1909, he founded NVKM together with
Kandinsky and Gabriele Münter.

When Jawlensky painted the portrait of Madame
Curie in 1905, he was still searching for artistic direc-
tion. The image is surprisingly realistic, a reminder of
his former training, but the short brush strokes remind
one of van Gogh’s technique. He brightens the effect of
the dark dress by introducing bright red, white, and
yellow into the background, and the crowded colors,
together with a painting hanging on the wall behind
Madame Curie, provide an impression of opulence,
making this image very different from the rather severe
photographs of her we are used to.

The context is that in 1905, after the award of the
Nobel Prize, the Curies achieved a sort of celebrity sta-
tus in France. The portrait was probably painted at the
height of their popularity. The Marie Curie biographies
celebrate her efforts and achievements but at the same
time make a rather severe impression. Her initial pov-
erty, sacrifice, and incessant hard work, not to mention
the later tragedy of Pierre Curie’s death, tend to dom-
inate her image. Here, refreshingly, we have a glimpse
of something different: a portrait created by a trendy
young artist. Apparently, the Curies, while detesting
excessive publicity, did manage to find some time dur-
ing this period for theater and contacts with the art
world, such as visits to Rodin’s studio. We know little
about these pursuits, and thus this piece of art adds
something to the dominant narrative of her life filled by
chemistry and physics.
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awarded to Antoine Henri Becquerel, Pierre Curie,
and Marie Curie.
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