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Radium and the New Concepts
in Chemistry

Marie Curie

Some 15 years ago the radiation of uranium was dis-
covered by Henri Becquerel, and two years later the
study of this phenomenon was extended to other sub-
stances, first by me, and then by Pierre Curie and my-
self. This study rapidly led us to the discovery of new el-
ements, the radiation of which, while being analogous
with that of uranium, was far more intense. All the ele-
ments emitting such radiation I have termed radioactive,
and the new property of matter revealed in this emission
has thus received the name radioactivity. Thanks to this
discovery of new, very powerful radioactive substances,
particularly radium, the study of radioactivity progressed
with marvellous rapidity. Discoveries followed each other
in rapid succession, and it was obvious that a new sci-
ence was in course of development. The Swedish Acade-
my of Sciences was kind enough to celebrate the birth of
this science by awarding the Nobel Prize for Physics to
the first workers in the field, Henri Becquerel, Pierre
Curie and Marie Curie (1903).

From that time onward numerous scientists devoted
themselves to the study of radioactivity. Allow me to
recall to you one of them who, hy the certainty of his
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judgement, and the boldness of his hypotheses and
through the many investigations carried out by him and
his pupils, has succeeded not only in increasing our
knowledge but also in classifying it with great clarity; he
has provided a backbone for the new science, in the form
of a very precise theory admirably suited to the study of

the phenomena. I am happy to recall that Rutherford
 came to Stockholm in 1908 to receive the Nobel Prize as
a well-deserved reward for his work.

Far from halting, the development of the new sci-
ence has constantly continued to follow an upward
course. And now, only 15 years after Becquerel’s dis-
covery, we are face to face with a whole world of new
phenomena belonging to a field which, despite its close
connexion with the fields of physics and chemistry, is
particularly well-defined. In this field the importance of
radium from the viewpoint of general theories has been
decisive, The history of the discovery and the isolation of
this substance has fumished proof of my hypothesis that
radioactivity is an atomic property of matter and can pro-
vide a means of seeking new elements. This hypothesis
has led to present-day theories of radioactivity, according
to which we can predict with certainty the existence of
about 30 new elements which we cannot generally either
isolate or characterize by chemical methods. We also as-
sume that these elements undergo atomic transformations,
and the most direct proof in favour of this theory is
provided by the experimental fact of the formation of the
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chemically-defined element helium starting from the
chemically-defined element radium.

Viewing the subject from this angle, it can be said
that the task of isolating radium is the corner-stone of the
edifice of the science of radioactivity. Moreover, radium
remains the most useful and powerful tool in radicactivity
laboratories. I believe that it is because of these consi-
derations that the Swedish Academy of Sciences has done
me the very great honour of awarding me this year’s No-
bel Prize for Chemistry.

It is therefore my task to present to you radium in
particular as a new chemical element, and to leave aside
the description of the many radioactive phenomena which
have already been described in the Nobel Lectures of H.
Becquerel, P. Curie and E. Rutherford.

Before broaching the subject of this lecture, I
should like to recall that the discoveries of radium and of
polonium were made by Pierre Curie in collaboration with
me. We are also indebted to Pierre Curie for basic re-
search in the field of radioactivity, which has been car-
ried out either alone, in collaboration with his pupils.

The chemical work aimed at isolating radium in the
state of the pure salt, and at characterizing it as a new
element, was carried out specially by me, but it is inti-
mately connected with our common work. [ thus feel that
I interpret correctly the intention of the Academy of Sci-
ences in assuming that the award of this high distinction
to me is motivated by this common work and thus pays
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