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Finding
Inspiration

s a child, Sophie Germain often had to resort to
extremes to follow her passion. On frosty winter

nights near the end of the eighteenth century, she
frequently rose from her bed and wrapped herself in blan-
kets. While the rest of her family slept soundly in their
beds, she huddled over a desk and worked on math prob-
lems. Sophie was forced to conduct her studies at night and
in secret because her parents did everything they could to
discourage her from delving into mathematics. At the time,
it was believed that females did not possess the mental fac-
ulties necessary to understand the intricacies of complicated
subjects such as math and science, and these subjects were
considered inappropriate for girls. But Sophie had a burn-
ing desire to learn.

Without a teacher or tutor, recalled her friend Gugliclmo
Libri, shetoiled in her father’s library, overcoming ““all obstacles

Sophie Germain
(Courtesy of Archives Charmet/The Bridgeman Art Library)
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