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Hypatia of Alexandria, a female philosopher and mathematician in Egypt, once said, “Reserve your right to think, for even to think wrongly is better than not to think at all.” Today, this well-respected Pagan is best known for helping her father, Theon, with some of his works, including a well-known version of the Elements of Euclid. However, Hypatia‘s impact on society was far larger than this, for she taught multiple students and made her own discoveries. In fact, twelve pupils have been confirmed to study under Hypatia of Alexandria, including Synesius, a well-known inventor and philosopher of the time (Dzielska 29-34). Unfortunately, though no one can be quite sure of when or how, Hypatia was dragged from her carriage and murdered in 415 C.E. This paper will describe some of her more famous students, and why they studied with her even though she was a Pagan; discuss conflicting ideas on her murder; and talk about some of her most major contributions. Hypatia of Alexandria was an extraordinary philosopher whose life, death and teachings made her infamous.

Hypatia of Alexandria was originally thought to have been born in 370 C.E., though evidence proves she had students studying under her in the 390s. This same data suggests Hypatia had begun forming a name for herself by the end of the 380s (Dzielska 27).  Thus the first discrepancy of Hypatia’s life is unearthed: many historians argue that students of that time would not have wanted to study under a woman, especially if she was of their own age; therefore, she must have been born before 370 (McAlister 4). Regardless of when she was born, her most favored pupil, Synesius of Cyrene, is expected to have first studied under her between 390-393 CE. Maria Dzielska, author of Hypatia of Alexandria, claims, “[Synesius’] contact with Hypatia never ceased… Synesius retained his admiration and respect for Hypatia, sending her his works and looking forward to letters from her” (Dzielska 29). He is noted to have returned from 401-404, in 407, 410, and 411, during which time he visited his teacher and conversed with other students of Hypatia, including his close friend Herculianus (Dzielska 28-29). One of the few letters found about Hypatia came from Synesius, to his friend Herculinus. In the letter, he described Hypatia as, “a person so renowned, her reputation seem[s] literally incredible. We have seen and heard for ourselves she who honorably presides over the mysteries of philosophy” (Waithe 173). Though little is known about Herculianus, he is clearly noted to have studied under Hypatia for many years, even after Synesius had departed, with other students, such as Olympius and Ision (Dzielska 32-34). Other students expected to have studied under Hypatia are Syrus, Petrus, Hesychius, Theotecnus, Athanasius, Theodosius, Gaius and Auxentius, but little is known about these students, since, unlike Synesius, none of their letters between they and Hypatia have been found (Dzielska 34-37). Though a Pagan, believing in a religion on the decline, she managed to find a place in society as a prominent teacher and genius philosopher. Maria Dzielska, describes Hypatia as “blessed with charisma that enables her to teach others, and [ability to fulfill] her vocation with devotion, as if god himself has called her to this purpose. Zealously disclosing to her students the ‘sacred’ sense of philosophic inquiry, she is regarded as a genuine guide in the mysteries of philosophy” (Dzielska 137). Clearly, Hypatia of Alexandria’s teachings did more than show her student’s insight into the world; she showed them insight into themselves. 

Unfortunately, due to her pagan beliefs in a period of Christian zealotry, Hypatia was brutally murdered in the early 400s. Though scholars have argued over the details of her death for years, they agree that she was pulled from her chariot in 415 by Christian extremists and executed (Deakin 73, Dzielska 93). Maria Dzielska concludes Hypatia of Alexandra was brought to a former emperor cult church, where “they tore off her clothes and killed her with broken bits of pottery. Then they hauled her body outside the city to a place called Kinaron, to burn it on a pyre of sticks” (Dzielska 93). However, Michael Deakin, author of Hypatia of Alexandria: Mathematician and Martyr, describes Hypatia being dragged “into a church where [Christian zealots] stripped her naked and battered her to death with roofing tiles. This done, they continued their frenzy by tearing her corpse limb from limb… transporting her body through the church portals and burning its fragments” (Deakin 73). Whichever the case, the gruesome death of Hypatia has been attributed mainly to her pagan beliefs. At the time of Hypatia’s life, Christian supremacy was beginning to grow strong as Paganism began to diminish (Marcus 170). A common belief of the time stated that the gods of paganism were intimidated by the Jesus Christ, for he was a much more powerful God than pagan gods (Carpenter 19). This belief was furthered by Cyril of Alexandria, a Christian who later became a bishop, who was noted for his power to “commend…resources to diminish rival religion[s] by force” (Deakin 69). To that end, he used a subtle propaganda to sway Alexandrians to believe Hypatia was “an abominable messenger of hell, ‘devoted at all times to magic, astrolabes, and instruments of music’” (Dzielska 91). Though Hypatia of Alexandria’s life was brought to a regrettable end much too early, her contributions to the mathematical and philosophical world during her life were immense. 

Cyril of Alexandria’s negative propaganda against Hypatia seems especially harsh considering Hypatia did not take part in pagan rituals, for she was too devoted to her own perception of Paganism and her work. Apparently, she did not attend ritual practices, nor did she practice magic or divination like many pagans of the time (Dzielska 83). In fact, according to Maria Dzielska, nobody “harassed her … or commented on her way of life, which was known to everybody.” Dzielska also claims Hypatia’s “political independence, which manifested itself openly in public places, was respected” (Dzielska, 88). She never forced her beliefs onto her students, but instead allowed them to engage in their surroundings and determine their beliefs for themselves (McAlister 8). Cyril’s campaign against Hypatia was a cruel way to end the life of a prosperous woman with many accomplishments, something unique for her time, in which women were marginalized (Marcus 193). Many scholars attribute Hypatia’s major successes to be those from her students, for she was the primary educator of most of them. For example, Synesius created “The Astrolabe” and “The Hydroscope”, a machine that determined how the sun moved through the twelve zodiac houses, and a machine that could calculate density, respectively. From the letters found between Hypatia and Synesius, scholars have come to the conclusion that though Synesius created the devices, he sent them to Hypatia for her approval and feedback (Dzielska 103-105). However, Hypatia did more than just teach; she wrote as well. She has three noted commentaries: a commentary on Diophantus, on the astronomical Canon, and one on Appollonius’s Conics (Dzielska 89). In all three works, Hypatia is noted for complicating the problems in order to yield more accurate results. She used values in her commentary usually considered unrelated to the problems, such as indeterminate values, which in return provided more astute results (Marcus 177-185). In a long monologue of text within Linda McAlister’s book Hypatia’s Daughters, Hypatia is described as someone who “doesn’t play the role of the brilliant scholar, who is too knowledgeable to complete her proofs” like her father and other philosophers of the time, and “she is not satisfied with approximations and rounding-off.” He later goes on to state she “[achieves] greater accuracy which improves the predictability of astronomical calculations” by “[playing] with theories, [and] extending computations to many additional place values” (McAlister 7). Hypatia was much more than just a teacher; her acuteness for detail expressed her true desire for philosophical contribution to her society beyond just the classroom.

In truth, McAlister is correct in his description of Hypatia. Though one of the most brilliant minds of her time, Hypatia still found time to teach, (even people who may have been her age!), write, edit, theorize and calculate. Hypatia took no shortcuts in the procedures that she meticulously carried out, nor did she refuse former students time and thought on their developments. Perhaps this is why her students thought of her as, “Plato’s successor… blessed with charisma that enables her to teach others… [fulfilling] her vocation with devotion, as if god himself has called her to this purpose” (Dzielska 47). Though she may have been viciously murdered, her contributions to mathematics and philosophy, while ignored for about 1500 years after being published, have shown the world today some of the advances Alexandria contributed. No one quite knows how different the world might be today had Hypatia not been murdered, but considering Hypatia was an advocate for freethinking and personal intellectual stimulation, we can assume our society would be more advanced, for she believed “even to think wrongly is better than not to think at all.”
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