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Hypatia’s death by Charles 
William Mitchell (1885) 

Ypatia 

Ypatia (born c. 350–370; died 415 AD) was 

a Hellenistic Neoplatonist philosopher, 

astronomer, and mathematician, who lived 

in Alexandria, Egypt, then part of the 

Eastern Roman Empire. 

She was the head of the Neoplatonic school 

at Alexandria, where she taught philosophy and astronomy. She 

is the first female mathematician whose life is reasonably well 

recorded. 

Her actions were considered dangerous for the 

spread of Christianity, and because of this a 

negative climate was cultivated against her, 

which led to her violent killing by the mob or 

by groups of fanatic monks. Hypatia was 

assassinated in 415 AD and her death 

transformed her into a "martyr for philosophy".  

In her honor, a very large main-belt asteroid 

that was discovered by Russian astronomer Viktor Knorre on 

July 1, 1884, in Berlin was named 238 Hypatia.  

 Her life and her work  

A sketch of Ypatia drawn by 

the pupil Lida Oikonomopoulou 
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A romanticised portrait of 
Hypatia, drawn by Jules 

Maurice. 

 

She was the daughter of the mathematician and astronomer 

Theon, who wanted his daughter to be a "perfect human being" 

he taught Hypatia mathematics, philosophy, and astronomy, 

trained her in the art of rhetoric, had her read classical literature, 

and devised a physical exercise routine involving running, 

hiking, horseback riding, rowing, and swimming to keep her 

physically fit. For further study, he sent her to Italy and Athens. 

After returning to Alexandria, Hypatia 

lectured and wrote about mathematics, 

astronomy, philosophy, and mechanics. 

She was a mathematics and philosophy 

instructor at the Neoplatonist school in 

Alexandria and, in around 400, she became 

the director of the school. 

She became a pole of attraction for the 

intellectuals of the time. Unfortunately, none of her works are 

saved. Evidence of the life and work of Hypatia can be found in 

various historical texts, such as the works of the ecclesiastic 

historian Socrates of Scholasticus or Socrates of Constantinople, 

in the correspondence he held with the Bishop of Kyrenia 

Synesius, in the Greek (Byzantine) dictionary (or byzantine 

encyclopedia) Souda or Souida written in the 10
th

 century as 

well as in reports by Damascus (neoplatonic philosopher). 
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 The mathematician 

According to the Souda or Souida dictionary, 

Hypatia wrote comments on the series of books 

called Arithmetic of Diophantus of Alexandria 

(solving algebraic equations) and an eight-

volume popularization of Apollonius of Perga's work (theory of 

conic sections). Most scientists today recognize that Hypatia 

must have been one of the top mathematicians of her days, 

considering that particular mathematical skills are required to 

comment on Diophantus algebraic works and Apollonius cones 

(which laid the foundations for projective geometry). The two 

projects face representations of higher order equations and due 

to the fact that Apollonius' approach was arithmetic and 

Diophantus approach was a geometric one, we understand that 

Hypatia was familiar with both algebraic and geometric 

representations of higher order equations. 

 The Engineer – Astronomer 

The Souda dictionary reveals that Hypatia created an 

"Astronomical Canon", a set of tables describing the movements 

of the heavenly bodies. This is believed to have been 

commentary on Almagest by the Alexandrian Ptolemy.  

    Conic section  
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An idea of how Hypatia might have looked. 

From The Mysterious Fayum Portraits: 

Faces from Ancient Egypt by Euphrosyne 
Doxiadis (1995). 

 

One of Synesius's letters describes Hypatia as having taught 

him how to construct a silver plane astrolabe as a gift for an 

official (the plane astrolabe is known to have been in use at least 

500 years before Hypatia was born). In another letter, Synesius 

requests Hypatia to construct him a "hydroscope", a device now 

known as a hydrometer, to determine the density of liquids. 

 

• The philosopher 

When she was in Athens Ypatia 

studied Plotinian Neoplatonism, under 

Plutarch of Athens and his daughter 

Asclepigenia. After returning to 

Alexandria, Hypatia according to the 

Neoplatonist historian Damascius, she 

lectured on the writings of Plato and 

Aristotle. He also states that she 

walked through Alexandria in a 

philosopher's cloak, giving impromptu public lectures. She was 

a Neoplatonist, but, like her father, embraced the original 

Neoplatonism formulated by Plotinus. 

Alexandrian school was renowned at the time for its 

philosophy and Alexandria was regarded as second only to 

Athens as the philosophical capital of the Greco-Roman world. 
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 The teacher 

The eloquence of Hypatia, her rare modesty and beauty, 

combined with her remarkable spiritual gifts, attracted a large 

number of students from all over the Mediterranean. She 

influenced the lords of Alexandria as well as the ones of the 

Mediterranean. 

Among her pupils were the fetters of the most powerful 

families of Alexandria and the Mediterranean who later became 

extremely powerful like the Bishop of Kyrenia Synesius and the 

Roman Archbishop of Alexandria Orestes. 
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