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Concealed Craftswomen 
of Physics
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In physics, only 21% 
of bachelor’s 

degrees & 20% of 
doctorates were 

received by women 
in 2018.
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Representation of women scientists in the media also 
plays an important role in shaping girls’ and women’s 

ideas of what they can be.
- Jess Wade, columnist,  research fellow at Imperial College 
London, Queen’s Birthday Honours for services to gender 
diversity in science

Studies have consistently shown that a lack of role 
models dissuades students from underrepresented 

groups from choosing a STEM major.
- Alexander L. Rudolph, professor of physics and astronomy, 
director of the Cal-Bridge program, Physics Today



Summer Timeline

Research Teaching 
Guides Outreach
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- Grades K-5
- Biography, activities, worksheets, 

extension activities, supplementary 
materials, Common Core Standards

– AIP History Newsletter articles
– Ex Libris Universum library & 

archives blog post
– APS essay competition
– AIP_History Twitter/Facebook
– Wikipedia additions
– AAPT and CUWiP presentations

- Émilie Du Châtelet
- Katherine Clerk Maxwell 



Katherine Clerk Maxwell

▣ Assisted her husband, James Clerk 
Maxwell, with many of his experiments

○ Color vision & gas viscosity

▣ Records of her role as a technician 
involved in his work seem to be lost to 
history; she is completely uncredited

▣ Her involvement is only revealed in 
James’ personal correspondence with 
close friends

Further reading: AIP History Newsletter & Ex Libris 
Universum Articles 5

Katherine Clerk Maxwell (right) with her 
husband James Clerk Maxwell (left) and their 
dog Tobi.



6 Page taken from “On the Theory of Compound Colours, and the 
Relations of the Colors of the Spectrum,” James Maxwell, 1860

“observer (K.)” = Katherine, unnamed

“observer J. (myself)”
= James, named 
specifically as himself
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J ames Clerk Maxwell’s letter to Peter Guthrie Tait:

“My better 1/2, who did all the real work 
of the kinetic theory is at present 
engaged in other researches. When she 
is done I will let you know her answer to 
your enquiry.”

Page taken from “The Scientific letters and Papers of James Clerk Maxwell,” 
edited by P. M. Harman  

Written in J ames Maxwell’s biography, by two of 
his close friends, Lewis Campbell and William 
Garnett:

“Mrs. Maxwell acted as stoker, which 
was very exhausting work when 
maintained for several consecutive 
hours.”

Page taken from “The Life of James Clerk Maxwell” by Lewis Campbell and 
William Garnett.



Gabrielle-Émilie Le Tonnelier de Breteuil,
Marquise du Châtelet

▣ Scientist and intellectual: outstanding 
contributions to 1700s physics, math, philosophy

▣ Worked with revolutionaries of her time: 
Voltaire, Pierre Louis de Maupertuis, Alexis-
Claude Clairaut, Samuel Koenig, the Bernoulli 
family, etc

▣ Advocated for her education despite resistance

▣ Translated and explained many complicated 
cornerstone works; Newton’s Philosophiæ 
Naturalis Principia Mathematica

▣ Reduced to ‘Voltaire’s mistress’ by history

Further reading: AIP Essay & Ex Libris Universum Articles8 Portrait of Émilie du Châtelet
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It is unusual for a woman to know simple geometry, let alone the 
sophisticated mathematics needed to understand the ideas in Newton's 
immortal work.  Clearly, Mme la Marquise du Châtelet has mastered the 

teaching of that great man.  We have seen two miracles:  one, that 
Newton wrote this work in the first place; the other, that a lady has 

translated and explained it… Mme du Châtelet has rendered a double 
service to future generations of scholars…

- Voltaire’s preface to du Châtelet’s translation of Newton’s Philosophiæ 
Naturalis Principia Mathematica
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I feel the full weight of the prejudice which so universally 
excludes [women] from the sciences.

Women have a right to speak out for their education… I 
confess that if I were king… I would correct this abuse that 

has cut short a full half of the human race.  I would get 
women to participate in all the privileges of humanity, 

especially those of the mind.
- Émilie du Châtelet, 1735 preface of her translation of 

Mandeville’s Fable of the Bees, a philosophy and ethics 
piece



Spe cial Thanks!

Any questions?
Find me at:

egoulet@aip.org    |    emmagoulet1@gmail.com

Find my work & more information on:
Ex Libris Universum |  AIP History Newsletter  | AIP Teaching Guides 

APS Essay  |  aip_history Twitter/Facebook  |  Wikipedia |  AAPT  |  CUWiP 

Joanna Behrman
Center for History of Physics

Audrey Lengel
Niels Bohr Library & Archives

Corinne Mona
Niels Bohr Library & Archives

The entire Center for History of 
Physics and Niels Bohr Library & 
Archives staff: 
everyone has been absolutely 
wonderful and generous throughout 
this process!

Brad Conrad
Kayla Stephens

& all of the Society of Physics Students 
National Office!

The American Institute of Physics staff 
and Foundation 

All of the interns 
(who better keep in touch)

Mikayla Cleaver
Andrew Zeidell
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