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The Life and Times of Hypatia of Alexandria


Hypatia of Alexandria was a 4th century mathematician and scientist who is famed for being one of the first females involved in the sciences, and one of the last philosophers of the golden age of Greek philosophy and antiquity. She is credited with creating the astrolabe, and even editing the works of famous mathematicians; including Euclid and Apollonius. Hypatia attracted students from all over the Roman Empire, and her school and teachings were host to revolutionary ideas and concepts that helped to drive scientific and intellectual research. By all accounts she was a charismatic and understanding teacher, who was greatly revered and respected by all she taught. Unfortunately, the beacon of learning and knowledge that was Hypatia was put out by Christian mobs in Alexandria that resented her scientific studies and discoveries. In 415 C.E., she was brutally murdered and her death has been regarded by many as the end of the influences of Greek philosophers and scientists. (Light-science 6) Hypatia lived a very interesting and useful life, one that led to better understanding in many complicated areas of math.
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Scientists have long disputed the date of Hypatia’s birth; some maintain that she was around 60 when she died; others think she was much younger. (Adair 2) Hypatia was born in either 355 C.E. or 370 C.E. in Alexandria, Egypt. (Adair 2) Her father was Theon, he was considered to be one of the most educated men in Alexandria. (Adair 1) He was a distinguished mathematician and astronomer working at the Museum of Alexandria. (Light-science 2) In accordance with being a great, learned man of the city, and a great scientist, Theon took it upon himself to raise the “perfect human.” (Adair 3) Theon taught Hypatia all that he knew, and did his best to impart all of his knowledge upon her. However, this was not the only way that he prepared her for life and the outside world. In addition to raising her in a learning and thought-provoking environment, Theon also challenged her physically. (Adair 3) Hypatia’s father educated her in all areas, including the different religions of the world, as well as the art of rhetoric and persuasion, which she used to great avail in her many years as a teacher. (Adair 4) Her childhood was marked with continual learning and studying beside her father, whom she became very close with. (Adair 3) By her early years, Hypatia was well on her way to a life full of knowledge and understanding.

Hypatia is sometimes thought of as the first woman recognized as a mathematician and scientist since the recording of history. (Light-science 1) Even at as a child she began to show signs of this; at a very young age Hypatia surpassed her father’s knowledge, and only continued to study and become one of the most learned women history. (Adair 4) From studying with her father, Hypatia became extremely interested in astronomy, astrology and mathematics. (Adair 3) After her initial schooling and studying 
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in Alexandria, Hypatia traveled to Athens and Italy to study abroad. (Light-science 2) Several years after returning to Alexandria, in 400, she became the leader of the Neoplatonic School in the city. (Light-science 3) The school was the last one dedicated to the philosophy of Plato, and she held the post of leader until her death. (Light-science 3) There Hypatia taught the philosophical teachings of Plotinus, which was that there is an ultimate reality which is beyond the reach of thought or language. (O’Connor 3) In addition, her area of expertise came in when she edited and refined works done by other mathematicians, including helping her father to produce a new version of Euclid’s Elements. (O’Connor 9) This then became the basis for later editions of the Elements. (O’Connor 9) Hypatia also undertook other tasks of rewriting and revising works done by other great mathematicians, however, no evidence exists that she undertook original mathematical research. (O’Connor 9) Besides revising Euclid’s Elements, Hypatia assisted her father with writing the eleven-part commentary on Ptolemy’s Almagest. (O’Connor 9) She also refined the algebraic equations of Diophantus and wrote on several other philosophy and astronomy papers. (Light-science 4) She was able to have a profound impact on the survival of early thought in mathematics through her work on editing the ideas of conic sections introduced by Apollonius. (Adair 7) Through revising Apollonius’s book, On the Conics of Apollonius, Hypatia helped to make the concepts of hyperbolas, parabolas, and ellipses easier to understand; something to continues to give us a better understanding of conic sections today. (Adair 7) One can see that Hypatia was a very accomplished woman, who did much for the world of mathematics in a time when 
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these ideas and concepts were hard to grasp by an increasingly Christian and spiritually oriented world. 


Famous for her teaching mathematics and philosophy at the Neo-Platonist school in Alexandria, by all accounts, Hypatia was a very skilled, effective teacher. Her father taught her rhetoric and persuasion and she used these skills in teaching her students. Hypatia mainly taught in the areas of astronomy, astrology, and mathematics, and was revered by all of the students at her school. (Adair 5) Hypatia attracted many people to the school in Alexandra because of her legendary teaching skills. (Light-science 3) Her students revered her for her skill, including one of her most famous pupils, Synesius of Cyrene. (O’Connor 4) Synesius was a prominent Christian who later became the Bishop of Ptolemais. (O’Connor 4) After leaving Hypatia’s school and Alexandria, during the time that he was bishop, Synesius continued to write to her and ask for her advice. (O’Connor 4) This is testament to her efficiency as a teacher, because while Synesius was a Christian, Hypatia came to symbolize learning and science, which early Christians more often then not associated with paganism. (O’Connor 4) Synesius also credits Hypatia with the invention of the astrolabe; a device used to study the constellations of astronomy. (Adair 6) While scientists who maintain that the astrolabe had already been around for at least a century dispute this claim, many sources still advocate Hypatia as the inventor of the astrolabe. (Adair 6) 


Sadly, in 415 C.E., Hypatia’s life of learning, studying, teaching, and advancing the concepts of mathematics and so many other subjects was cut short by Christian mobs that began to associate her with paganism. While most sources differ on how she was 
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killed, and by whom, one thing is certain: Hypatia died a very brutal, horrible death and no mercy was shown to such a woman the world had not yet scene. Christianity had been steadily growing and gathering followers in the Roman Empire ever since Emperor Constantine converted to the religion on his deathbed. Alexandria was not exempt from this. (Adair 8) The Christians began to scorn what they believed was a center for paganism, as the Library and schools and teachers there all stood for the old world and the science and learning that was the enemy of Christianity. Starting in 390, riots began to break out all over the city and the civil governor, Orestes, could not control them. (Adair 8) Cyril, the Bishop of Alexandria and leader of the Christians, was a known enemy of Orestes and the two rarely saw eye-to-eye on how the situation should be dealt with. (Adair 8) Hypatia had a notable connection to Orestes, and Cyril saw her as an enemy as well, and began to spread negative rumors about her extreme paganism. (Adair 8) Her connection to Orestes then made her a target of Christian mobs and vandalism. (Adair 8) It was in 415, while walking home from the school to her home in Alexandria, that she was brutally murdered by a Christian mob. (Adair 8) There are differing ideas on whether or not the mob was ordered by Cyril himself, or Peter the Reader. Another source claims that it might have been a group of Nitrian monks, a fanatical sect of Christians fiercely loyal to Cyril. (O’Connor 7) All the sources agree that the mob was made up of Christians who felt threatened by her teachings. (O’Connor 7) Thus her relationship with Orestes was significant because it may have ultimately led to her death. (Light-science 5)
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Hypatia of Alexandria was crucial in the preservation of mathematical gains made during the period of antiquity; she continued the Greek tradition of legendary philosophy, and symbolized science and knowledge when the increasingly Christian population of Alexandria frowned both upon. Her life’s work was very important, and Descartes, Newton, and Gottfried Leibniz expanded on her work. (Adair 9) She was great woman who died before her time, and her knowledge and excellent teaching skills knew no bounds. (Adair 9) Hypatia was an extraordinary compiler, editor, and preserver of earlier mathematical works. (O’Connor 12) Many regard her death as the end of the influences of Greek philosophers and scientists. (Light-science 6) Hypatia lived a fruitful and profound life, one that was crucial for mathematicians, scientists and philosophers around the world.
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