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Hypatia of Alexandria


Hypatia was a mathematician, teacher, and philosopher who lived in Alexandria, Egypt during the fifth century A.D.  She was one of only a few women scholars we know who lived during that age, one in which females were barely considered human, let alone beings capable of any intellectual prowess.  Hypatia is especially well known because of her brutal murder.  She was a very intelligent woman who possessed knowledge that conflicted with the commonly accepted theories and beliefs of the time, and who was persecuted because she refused to surrender to the obstinate leaders of the Christian world in antiquity.


Hypatia of Alexandria was born in either 355 or 370 A.D., years still disputed by scientists and historians today. At the time of her birth, the Roman Empire was in the process of converting to Christianity under Valens and then Theodosius.  Theon, her father, was an astronomer and mathematician who taught at the Museum of Alexandria, a great university of antiquity.  Theon taught his daughter the value of a good education and took great care to ensure that she was properly schooled.  Hypatia was extremely well traveled for the time, as she took trips with her father to Greece and Italy. This also contributed to her vast intellect. 

When she returned to Alexandria, Hypatia began to teach at the Museum. She edited the work On the Conics of Apollonius, which developed the ideas of various conic sections.
  Hypatia wrote a thirteen-book commentary on the Arithmetica of Diophantus, one of the canons of algebra at the time. She is also believed to have worked on an edition of Euclid’s Elements with her father, Theon.  In addition, Hypatia developed tables for the movement of various astrological bodies, which, compiled, became the Astrological Canon.  According to a professor at the University of California at Santa Cruz, she even “developed an apparatus for distilling water, and instrument for measuring the level of water, and a graduated brass hydrometer for determining the specific gravity (density) of a liquid.”
  
Though education had recently been divided so that Jews, pagans, and Christians were educated separately, Hypatia taught students with various religious beliefs.
  Many of her students became well-known thinkers themselves.  One of these was Synesius, an astronomer whose writings credited Hypatia with the invention of the astrolabe and who later developed his own version of the instrument.  He became an accomplished writer and, later, though he was originally a pagan, bishop of Ptolemais in Cyrene.
  Another was Orestes, who went on to become the Roman Prefect of Egypt 
 Hypatia was extremely well respected by every person she taught.  Her students’ “relationship with their teacher was one of long-lasting attachment and affection, and of constant devotion.”
  Despite her austere background and though she related largely with a small private circle of intellectuals, she was a roving lecturer within Alexandria on the philosophies of Plato and Aristotle, for she believed that the general public should have opportunities to acquire new knowledge, and was greatly admired for this quality. 
  She was also an extraordinarily just and civil woman, and though she was very beautiful and sought after, she adhered to a life of chastity and virtue.

Hypatia of Alexandria was one of many Neo-Platonist thinkers in Alexandria in the fourth century.  This philosophy dealt with certain “ideals” in mathematics but also in beauty, truth, good and evil, etc.  These ideals are inferred, but they are always more perfect than the actual experiences from which we infer them, and beyond them is a deeper, more true reality which the Neo-Platonists called the “One”.  The “One” was not, in theory, very different from the Judeo-Christian concept of God, but because scientists of the time were thought to practice “divination” and wizardry, they experienced tremendous adversity in the face of the newly Christian Roman Empire.  Therefore, it was extremely dangerous for a Greek-minded, rational pagan scientist like Hypatia to live among fanatical Christian politicians and authorities.  

One of these, Cyril, became the Patriarch of Alexandria in 412. 
  He was the archenemy of Orestes, Hypatia’s close friend, former student, and the civil governor of Alexandria.  Cyril held hostilities for Hypatia because of her relationship with Orestes.  Furthermore, Hypatia had become a very important and influential among the Alexandrians as a result of her practice of public speaking.  Therefore, Cyril especially envied her influence as a political figure in the city of which he was supposed to be the supreme authority.  

Soon after he came to power and blatantly against Orestes’ advice, Cyril began to banish all non-Christians, including the Neo-Platonists. 
  Though it is unsure whether or not St. Cyril
 ordered that Hypatia be murdered, he created such political turmoil in Alexandria that an atrocity such as a mob murder would go unpunished.  In March of 415, Hypatia was dragged from her chariot, mutilated, and cremated. According to a professor at the University of California at Santa Cruz, “Hypatia’s murderers were Parabolans, fanatical monks of the Church of St Cyril of Jerusalem, possibly aided by Nitrian monks.”  Following her death, Orestes attempted to bring this injustice to light.  However, because Cyril possessed so much power, he was able to convince the public that Hypatia had fled to Athens and, in this matter, rid the people of Alexandria of any suspicions.

Hypatia’s death marked the end of an philosophical era of mathematical and scientific progression, an age of great Greco-Roman thinkers and their students and followers.  It would be centuries before eloquent speakers and affecting writers and researchers would once again be considered influential members of the Western world.  However, Hypatia’s legacy carried on to great minds such as Descartes, Newton, and Leibniz.
  In her life and death, she proved that though fear and ignorance can lead people to inhumanity and close-mindedness, having firm convictions, even if they go against the popular opinion, can have an enormous impact on the world. 
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