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Foreword 
For as long as humans have existed, we’ve been improving. People from all over the 

world have worked tirelessly in pursuit of a brighter tomorrow. Unfortunately, for a 
significant portion of history, much of that work could only be carried out by men, not 
because women were any less enthusiastic about the fields of science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics (STEM), but because we were barred from participating in 
them. But despite the restrictions placed on us, women have always been at the forefront of 
scientific achievement. This book chronicles the accomplishments of ten such women – 
women who fought against others’ expectations of them and made the world better for it. It 
was made possible by the hard work and dedication of several talented artists and writers. 
Today, STEM fields are open to all who are interested in them. Furthermore, there is no 
reason why any girl – including you – can’t make history.   



HYPATIA 

Mathematician and Philosopher 

Hypatia, also known as Hypatia of Alexandria, was born around the year 370 C.E. in 
Alexandria, Egypt—a place known as the center of classical learning. She was educated by 
her father, Theon, the last-known head of the museum at Alexandria. The museum was 
made up of several schools and public auditoriums and held the famous Library of 
Alexandria. Scholars came to this museum from all over the globe. 

Hypatia went on to become a teacher, being appointed the director of Alexandria’s 
Neoplatonic School in 400 C.E. She became esteemed due to her lively lectures and went on 
to write multiple books on math and other subjects. She also wrote criticisms of 
philosophical and mathematical concepts, and commentaries on the works of important 
scientists. This included Diophantus, a Greek mathematician who introduced symbolism 
into algebra. Hypatia explained Diophantus’s works, becoming the reason we understand 
the basis of algebra today. She also wrote on the Conics of Apollonius of Perga, which 
included the most advanced, difficult Greek geometry. Hypatia corresponded with many 
distinguished scholars; letters to her have survived to this day and testify to her brilliance. 

Hypatia is believed to have invented or helped invent the plane astrolabe. The 
astrolabe was used by Greek astronomers to determine the position of the sun and stars. It 
was later developed by Synesius of Cyrene, who attended Hypatia’s classes. He sent 
Hypatia a letter asking for advice on the astrolabe’s construction. Synesius also 
collaborated with Hypatia on a graduated brass hydrometer. 

Despite her brilliance and contributions to advancements in math and science, 
Hypatia was hated by many, especially early Christians. They felt threatened by her 
independence and her teachings; to them, she was associated with paganism. On March 1, 
415 C.E., Hypatia was brutally murdered by a Christian mob. The mob burned the library, 
destroying the entire collection of her works. 

Hypatia remains regarded throughout history as the first woman ever known to 
teach and analyze advance math. She is the only famous female scholar of ancient times. 

As told by Helena Khuri  



Illustration by Caroline Crowder 

 
 
  



MARIA SIBYLLA MERIAN 

Naturalist 

 In the middle of the 17th century, a family of painters welcomed a little girl into their 
lives. Her name was Maria Sibylla Merian, and she would grow up to push the limits of 
what women of her time could do, combining her studies of biology with her artistic talent. 

 Maria’s upbringing in a family of painters and engravers meant that she learned 
how to paint flowers at a young age. She was taught by her stepfather, who took care of her 
education and encouraged her interest in insects. At the time, this interest was not seen as 
fit for a woman, and even her mother discouraged her study of bugs, but that wouldn’t stop 
Maria.  

 When she was 14, Maria went away to study under two famous artists, and 7 years 
later, she would marry one of those artists, Johann Graff. They had two daughters, but the 
marriage didn’t last. Maria moved to Amsterdam with her daughters, where she made her 
living as an artist. She painted, embroidered, and taught young women.  

 Eventually Maria made enough money to be able to travel to the Dutch colony of 
Surinam in order to study insects. It was a dangerous journey that took her and her 
daughter Dorothea three months to complete. While In the colony, Maria studied not only 
insects but also local customs, and attempted to find an economic use for some of the plant 
life there.  

 Even after surviving a case of malaria during her two-year trip, Maria understood 
that her health was getting too fragile for Surinam, so she returned to Amsterdam. She 
would spend the next four years of her life putting together a book on the metamorphosis of 
the insects she studied on her trip. Her completed book, Metamorphosis Insectorum 
Surinamensium, included engravings done after her paintings of the insects she described. 
It was the first record of such observations and it caused a sensation. 

 Maria’s final work, The Wonderful Transformation of Caterpillars and their 
Singular Plant Nourishment, made a great impact on the scientific community. It 
revolutionized zoology and botany, and serves as an incredible example of Maria’s 
contributions to both science and art.  

As told by Lily Sitton  
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WANG ZHENYI 

Astronomer and Mathematician 

Wang Zhenyi was born in 1768 to a wealthy family known for their intelligence. She 
was a very bright child and her father and grandfather encouraged her to read and explore 
libraries, even though at that time, girls were not supposed to read or learn.  

When she was 11 years old her grandfather passed, but she continued her studies in 
Jilin while living with her grandmother. She studied literature and science and even 
learned archery and horseback riding! Although the society she grew up in didn’t believe 
she was capable of being intelligent, she continued to exceed the standards set for her and 
defy what was expected of women. 

When Wang was 16, she and her father set out on a long journey through China. 
They explored much of the south and she got to see incredible things. One of her favorite 
activities was writing, especially poetry. She wrote about all kinds of subjects like her 
adventures with her father and the importance of women’s equality.  

Later on, her poems became very famous. As well as poetry, she made great strides 
in the math and science fields. She proved that the Earth was a sphere, improved weather 
forecasts for farmers, popularized math books, and advocated for the solar calendar.  

At the time, girls were forced to get married young and often did not get to choose 
who they married. Because Wang grew up in a supportive household, she fell in love and 
got married much later in life. Unfortunately, she died young due to illness, but her work 
was saved by her best friend Qian Yuling. Although her accomplishments were initially 
ignored because she was a woman, she was eventually recognized for her achievements. 

As told by Lucy Adams 
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SOPHIE GERMAIN 

Mathematician 

Once upon a time there lived a brave young French girl named Sophie Germain who 
was enchanted by mathematics. She ignored the French Revolution – which went on during 
most of her childhood – and pursued this passion even when deprived of food and heat.  

Sophie taught herself Latin to read the works of Isaac Newton and Leonhard Euler 
as well as algebra, geometry, and calculus. Eventually, she was able to obtain lecture notes 
from the center of French mathematics, the Ecole Polytechnique. Since classrooms at the 
time excluded women, she used the name of a male student and offered comments on the 
lectures. The professor soon found out Sophie was a woman but was so impressed with her 
insight he allowed and even encouraged her to continue.  

Sophie’s first contribution to the world of math occurred when she started to take 
interest in number theory and created a general strategy for many cases. Nowadays, prime 
numbers that are placed in an expression leading to another prime number are even called 
“Sophie Germain primes”.  

Through Sophie’s passion, she won the Institut de France’s Gold Medal Prix 
Extrodinaire; her entries to the competition helped found the theory of elasticity. She was 
also the first woman to attend sessions offered by the French Academy of Sciences. Despite 
facing inequality as a woman and not receiving a degree or formal education, Sophie 
Germain’s courage shined through. Her persistent efforts in mathematics led to huge 
advancements in number theory and the foundation of the theory of elasticity. 

As told by Alicia Lyon   
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ADA LOVELACE 

Computer Scientist 

A passion for math and science allows for women to do amazing things. Ada 
Lovelace is one of these gifted women.  

Ada grew up in London where she was educated in math and science from a young 
age. She was surrounded by many talented scientists as she was presented at the Royal 
Court of King William IV and was invited to many parties and balls. 

She learned from Charles Babbage, a gifted scientist living in London, which 
intensified her study of math and science. 

As she grew older, Ada married and longed for a professional life in math and 
science. Thankfully, she was presented with the opportunity to translate an account of a 
new analytical engine made by Babbage. She soon showed Babbage her translation and was 
asked to add notes to the document. Ada had found her scientific niche, giving her immense 
success. Following this, her health failed, and she passed in 1852.  

Ada Lovelace’s name lives on today through US Department of Defense, which 
named one of its computer programming languages “Ada” in her honor. She also wrote the 
step-by-step instructions necessary to make an analytical machine carry its computation, 
making her the world’s first programmer. 

As told by Brooke Blanton  



Illustration by Olivia Watson 

  



ZELIA NUTTALL 

Archeologist 
 

Archeology is one of the most important ways of discovering the past and the history 
of a place. There was once a woman named Zelia Nuttall, and she was one of the most 
famous archeologists ever. Her father was a doctor, so Zelia and her five siblings had a very 
nice childhood. She received an education better than what most girls her age had access 
to.  

When she was 27 years old, Zelia took a trip to Mexico. It was there that she 
discovered her passion for archeology. Although archeology was considered a male-
dominated subject, Zelia pushed through barriers and kept persisting. She found some 
small artifacts during this trip and after writing a paper about what they were, people 
started to see her as one of the foremost archeologists in the world.  

Now that she was accredited, Zelia moved from San Francisco to Germany with her 
young daughter. While she was there, Zelia spent her time travelling and pursuing work 
that interested her. She wrote a book called The Fundamental Principles of New and Old 
World Civilizations. It went on to be her most famous work and is still seen as an important 
archeological book. Later, she discovered ancient texts from Mexico that had been taken by 
Europe and then forgotten.  

After living in Germany for a while, Zelia moved to Mexico with her daughter. She 
fought against the stereotype of ancient Mexico being an uncivilized and savage place. Zelia 
nowadays is considered to be one of the most influential archeologists to live, after her work 
changed the way people perceived Mexico. Her most lasting discovery, that of an ancient 
codex filled with Mexican pictographs, helped people to understand ancient Mexico and life 
there. Zelia Nuttall persisted through the barriers of becoming an influential archeologist 
and historian, and it’s because of her efforts that Mexico City celebrated Aztec New Year for 
the first time in over 400 years. She truly showed what a woman can accomplish when she 
is passionate about something. 

As told by Bella Goldstein  



Illustration by Lala Mouille 

  



RUKHMABAI 

Doctor 

Many years ago, it was commonplace for women to be forced into unwanted 
marriages at an early age. Instead of learning to follow their hearts, girls were taught to 
always obey their husbands. Luckily, there lived a passionate, courageous young girl who 
would change that. That girl’s name was Rukhmabai, and what she wanted more than 
anything in the world was to become a doctor.  

When Rukhmabai was eleven years old, her parents gave her away as part of an 
arranged marriage. Her husband was eight years older than her. In time, she would be 
expected to leave her home and go live with him.  

Growing up, Rukhmabai received an education from her stepfather. She decided 
that she wanted to be a doctor, just like him. Unfortunately, her husband did not approve of 
Rukhmabai’s ambitions. He insisted that her responsibility as a wife was to support him.  

Determined to pursue a career in medicine, Rukhmabai refused, and her husband 
accused her of breaking the law. After a long trial, the court sided with him. Set on 
pursuing her dream, Rukhmabai wrote a letter to Queen Victoria, who ruled India at the 
time, asking her to overturn the decision. The Queen granted her request and dissolved 
Rukhmabai’s marriage.  

Free to become a doctor, Rukhmabai traveled to England to earn a degree in 
medicine. During the course of her education, she obtained qualifications from all over 
Great Britain. Thus began an illustrious career in medicine. 

Rukhmabai is recognized as the first practicing lady doctor in India. Initially 
working all around the country, she eventually settled down and served as the Chief 
Medical Officer at Rajkot’s Zenana state hospital for 35 years. Her determination and 
professional ability are a testament to the lengths women have traveled in pursuit of 
scientific greatness. 

As told by Sarah Elisa Diaz Perdomo 
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CHIEN-SHIUNG WU 

Physicist 

In the early 1900s, it was often frowned upon for women to receive higher education 
and go into scientific fields. However, Chein-Shiung Wu, one of the most famous and 
exceptional physicists of the 20th century, wanted to learn as much as she could from a very 
young age, and sought out the best education she could get in order to become an incredible 
physicist. 

Wu was born in Liu Ho, China, in 1912, when it was rarer for women to do advanced 
academic work. Her father encouraged her to seek an advanced education, and she 
persisted in studying physics and mathematics until she eventually went to the United 
States to obtain her Ph.D. She embarked on that new adventure in 1936, emboldened by 
love of her work and excitement for a new experience. 

After receiving her Ph.D, Wu taught college courses at Smith College, but found 
herself limited in research opportunities. She was mostly restricted to teaching, while her 
real passion was in physics research, and she eventually took a different teaching job so she 
could do what she loved.  

Wu did extensive research into beta decay, a subject she would become one of the 
leading experts in, and with two co-workers, published the results of a study that disproved 
what had previously been thought of as a law of physics. Wu was very proud of this work 
and her discovery revolutionized the field of physics. Her colleagues, who were both men, 
were awarded with a Nobel Prize in Physics for their work, but Wu was not recognized for 
her work until much later.  

Wu became one of the best physicists of her time and was one of the most persistent 
women in science. Additionally, she also became an advocate for women in STEM. Her 
scientific success, her activism, and her intellect earned her the title “Queen of Nuclear 
Research” which attests to the incredible potential of women in STEM and the marvelous 
achievements women are capable of.   

As told by Elizabeth Bush-Peel  



Illustration by Rose Barry 

  



ROSALIND FRANKLIN 

Chemist 

 Just a century ago, an incredible woman was born—a woman who would push the 
boundaries of science and conduct research that would lead to a major breakthrough in the 
field of genetics. Unfortunately, she was faced with harsh criticism and many obstacles 
throughout this journey. How she perservered inspires women in STEM fields even to this 
day. This woman was Rosalind Franklin. 

 As a young woman in 20th-century London, Rosalind’s family was reluctant to accept 
her chosen career path: science. Rosalind was expected to be a “good wife” and dedicate her 
life to a family and marriage, not pursue a career in Chemistry. However, Rosalind decided 
against marriage and instead studied Chemistry at Cambridge University in London.  

 Rosalind Franklin reached new heights in her incredible career. In 1947 she moved 
to Paris and took a job at Laboratoire Central des Services Chimiques de l”Etat where her 
research became crucual to 21st century Carbon-fiber technology. Almost three years later, 
she moved back to London and was hired as a part of the Medical Research Council (MCR) 
at King’s College. There, she worked intensively on the structure of DNA and published her 
findings in Nature. The research found in this article was crucial to James D. Watson’s and 
Francis H. C. Crick’s conlusion that DNA has a double helical structure. 

 Unfortunately, Rosalind Franklin was not awarded a Nobel Prize as she died just 
before they were handed out. Since the award can only be given to someone living, the prize 
went to James Watson and Francis Crick. However, instead of commending Rosalind, 
Watson pushed her around in his autobiography, calling her the “key obstacle” to their 
“hunt for a helical interpretation of DNA”—a view that Crick opposed. Despite the 
adversity that she faced during her lifetime and even after, Rosalind remains an inspiration 
for all women in STEM fields to this day.  

As told by Julia Rushton  
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MAE C. JEMISON 

Doctor and Engineer 

 Many years back, women were generally limited to jobs such as teaching, clerical 
work, and being store clerks. Most women did not stray from these occupations – partly 
because that was the way everyone had always lived. Then came a girl who wanted to do 
more with her life, to reach outside the norm. Her name is Mae Carol Jemison.  

 Within the first three years of her life, Mae moved from Decatur, Alabama to 
Chicago. As a young girl in kindergarten, Mae told her teachers that she wanted to be a 
scientist, which was not something they often heard from young girls.  

 While growing up in Chicago, Mae was often surrounded by gangs and witnessed the 
Chicago riots of 1968. At ten years old, her family moved into a predominantly white 
neighborhood. Despite all the obstacles and struggles she faced; Mae continued to follow her 
dreams to pursue science. 

 During her time in high school, she began studying sickle-cell anemia, later 
graduating at the age of 15. Jemison attended Stanford University where she faced racist 
professors who ignored and underestimated her abilities. To their surprise, Jemison 
graduated Stanford in 1977 with a degree in chemical engineering and African and Afro-
American studies, later moving on to Cornell University Medical College, where she got her 
medical degree. 

  As an undergraduate Mae joined the Peace Corps, serving as an officer in Liberia 
and Sierra Leone. In 1985 she returned to the United States to work in medicine. In June 
1987, she was accepted into NASA, becoming the first African American woman to become 
an astronaut.  Mae worked in launch support at the Kennedy Space Center and computer 
software.  

In 1993, Jemison was inducted into the National Women’s Hall of Fame and in 2012 
she won a bid to lead a NASA project that wanted to make human travel beyond the solar 
system a reality. Mae Carol Jemison continues to act as a role model for women around the 
world through her work in medical research, computer science, and engineering.  

As told by Alyssa Balderas  



Illustration by Emma Ambrose 
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