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Abstract 

Hypatia has gone down in history as the female philosopher who was 

murdered by the angry fanatical Christian mob in Alexandria and sig-

naled the end of the free thinking and expression of the ancient world, 

including the philosophical and scientific activities. This article aims at 

the reconstruction of this quasi-mythical quasi-historical woman based on 

the available information of the philosophical material of her famous stu-

dent Synesius, as well as on the works of her contemporary astronomers 

and mathematicians. The texts used are the Commentary of her father 

and collaborator, Theon, on the Almagest of Claudius Ptolemy, the work 

Arithmetica of Diopantus and the Commentary of Eutocius on the Conics 
of Apollonius of Perga. After the study of the recent research of historians 

of science, I present here my suggestion concerning the unknown onto-

logical system of Hypatia as well as a working hypothesis about the pos-

sible presence of Hypatia’s ideas in the later published Commentary of 

Eutocius. Lastly, I conclude to a philosophical and scientific profile of 

Hypatia and I give some comments regarding the widely accepted anti-

christian and feminist profile of her. 

Keywords: Hypatia, Synesius, Almagest, Diophantus, Eutocius, Conics, 
Apollonius of Perga 
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1. Introduction  

 

 
This article is devoted to all the women of the past who have not been 

recognized for their work due to the male-dominated ideology and also to 
all the women of the present in various places in the Earth who are not 

allowed to exercise their basic rights in education.  

 

 

ven only the utterance of the name of the great phi-

losopher and scientist of the late Antiquity triggers a 

lot of reactions to most of the people from the period of En-

lightenment until now, since she has become a widespread 

feminine symbol of the independence of thought against the 

despotic power of theocracy. Such a perception of Hypatia, 

though correct in general terms, is simplistic, since it is neces-

sary for a comprehensive picture of her to take into account a 

lot of parameters which affected that period, the boundary 

between two diametrical epochs.  

Are we right if we relate her with the contemporary femi-

nist theories? Was her gender one of the parameters which 

affected her tragic end? Was Hypatia a typical representative 

of the ancient pagan way of life in opposition to the already 

dominant Christian atmosphere of belief and allegiance? 

Which were those elements of the character and behavior of 

Hypatia that irritated the great attack against her? 

In this article I try to present in juxtaposition the two pro-

files of Hypatia (350/370–415), her profile entailed by the few 

real evidences available to us and the other profile as it has 

been formulated by her reception in the period after the En-

lightenment until now. Lastly, I end up with some conclu-

sions about the distance or proximity between these two fig-

ures of a woman who unambiguously dared to work in an 

environment which proved to be dangerous for free expres-

sion of ideas and theories. 

In Chapter 2, I present the image of Hypatia as it was con-

structed by the psychological and conceptual needs of a Eu-

ropean society striving to face the conservatism of the Chris-

tian church, the usual target of the liberal Enlightenment 

E 
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scholars. The form of Hypatia was further cast in the 20th 

century by the feminist groups so that she appears as a sym-

bol of the endeavor of the women to find their rightful posi-

tion in the society. 

In Chapter 3 I present the philosopher Hypatia through 

the epistles and the hymns of her great student Synesius, the 

later bishop of Cyrene, whose works indicate his intense in-

fluence from both the Neoplatonic doctrines and the so-called 

Chaldean Oracles. Since he has not referred to any other 

teacher except Hypatia, the respectful Lady, it is reasonable to 

rely on the extensive ontological and cosmological descrip-

tions of Synesius in order to reconstruct the unknown Hypa-

tia’s system. 

In Chapter 4 I present the scientist Hypatia as she emerges 

from the main astronomical and mathematical texts related to 

the titles of works survived in Suda. Another important foot-

print in our research is the commentaries of her father Theon 

whose she was the main supporter and collaborator. In this 

way I will try to make visible her possible involvement in 

scientific activities and extant commentaries under the names 

of other authors. In this regard, I give a synoptic presentation 

of her astronomical and algebraic activities based on the ex-

isting literature and lastly, I give my own contribution to a 

possible involvement of Hypatia in the Commentary of Euto-

cius on the Conics of Apollonius of Perga, based on a number 

of passages of the commentaries of Theon on the Almagest of 

Claudius Ptolemy and on the Elements of Euclid.  

 

 

2. The reception of Hypatia in the Enlightenment and af-

terwards 

 

The period of Renaissance signified the return of the inte-

grated ancient scientific and philosophical thought on the 

stage after centuries of a dominant theocratic system, Catholi-

cism in the West and Orthodoxy in the East. Indeed, in Me-

dieval Times the relative activities had to be exhibited in 

forms that would not appear hostile to the religious frame-

work. In spite of the restrictive environment, important Me-
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dieval philosophers and scientists (either in Byzantium or 

later in the West) managed to present innovative works but 

they could not question the entire ideological structure. 

Scholars as Nicephorus Gregoras in Byzantium and the Fran-

ciscan philosophers of science in England prepared the great 

revolution of thought of the Renaissance. The contribution of 

Pletho and the Greek scholars exiled later from Constantino-

ple is also unambiguous1. In the end of Renaissance the his-

torical science is revived, Platonic views have come into light 

in balance to the scholastic Aristotelian views and a new par-

adigm emerged concerning the nature of motion and the he-

liocentric system2. This was the first phase of the great 

change in the European thought, integrated in the Enlight-

enment. 

According to Dzielska (1997), Enlightenment is the period 

of the re-emergence of Hypatia in the texts of the philoso-

phers and the books of the novelists. Indeed, she was the 

most suitable personality to support the new ideological 

schema, without the necessity of resorting to the historical 

details of her life or her works. The title of the historical es-

say of the Irish freethinker John Toland (1670-1722) Hypatia 
or the History of a most beautiful, most virtuous, most 
learned and in every way accomplished lady, who was torn 
to pieces by the clergy of Alexandria to gratify the pride, 
emulation and cruelty of the archbishop commonly but un-
deservedly titled St Cyril (1720) is eloquent about his opinion 

concerning the Christian Church of Alexandria as the prede-

cessor of the corrupted Catholic Church. He narrates in this 

work that the male humans have been stigmatized irrepara-

bly through this abominable crime3. We can mine from these 

words the very early relation of the killing of Hypatia to her 

sex, an approach, which will become more intense in the 20th 

century narratives. 

 
1 Wilson N. G., From Byzantium to Italy: Greek Studies in the Italian 

Renaissance, 2016. 
2 Koyre, From the closed world to the infinite universe, 1968. 
3 Dzielska M., Hypatia of Alexandria, Trnsl. Kousounelos G., Enalios, 

1997, p.18. 
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Within this context, Voltaire (1694-1778) writes in his 

work Examen important de Milord Bolingbroke ou le tom-
beau du fanatism (1736) that “this brutal murder was execut-

ed by the dogs of Cyril followed by a fanatic gang”. She was 

murdered, Voltaire says, because she believed in the Greek 

gods and in the capabilities of the human spirit without im-

posed doctrines4. For Voltaire, the murder was the result of 

the great fight between the violence of the religious fanati-

cism and the nobility and independence of the Greek spirit.   

Edward Gibbon (1737-1794) in his work The History of 
the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire says that Hypatia 

was killed due to her belief in the Greek religion. The organ-

ization of the slaughter by Cyril, according to Gibbon, is an 

additional evidence of the development of Christianity as the 

critical cause of the decline and fall of the ancient world5. 

Later, in the second half of the 19th century, the English 

physician, protestant and anti-Catholic philosopher John Wil-

liam Draper (1811-1882) deals with the relationship between 

religion and science. His book History of the Conflict between 
Religion and Science (1874) examines the possibility of coex-

istence between religion and science. He dismisses at last any 

possibility of their harmonization and he presents the history 

of science as the “narrative of the conflict of two contending 

powers, the expansive force of the human intellect on the one 

side, and the compression arising from traditional faith and 

human interests on the other”. For Draper the development 

of Christianity is the main cause of the repression of science6. 

“The Greek philosophy is represented by Hypatia, while the 

ambitions of the Church by Cyril… After the murder of Hy-

patia the position of philosophy in the intellectual metropolis 

of the world was determined; henceforth science must sink 

into obscurity and subordination. Its public existence will no 

 
4 Ibid, p.19. 
5 Ibid, p.22. 
6 Reuben J. A. The Making of the Modern University: Intellectual 

Transformation and the Marginalization of Morality, 1996, p. 34. 
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longer be tolerated. Indeed, it may be said that from this pe-

riod for some centuries it altogether disappeared”7. 

Additionally, Bertrand Russell, in his Work History of 
Western Philosophy (1946), remarks that “the chief claim of 

St. Cyril to fame is the lynching of Hypatia, a distinguished 

lady who, in an age of bigotry, adhered to the Neoplatonic 

philosophy and devoted her talents to mathematics… After 

this, Alexandria was no longer troubled by philosophers”8. 

We see that Russell follows the perception of the typical con-

trariety between the religious obscurantism and the scientific 

domain which can operate only under the freedom of think-

ing.  

The popularity of Hypatia was increased during the 19th 

century due to literature. She becomes the central heroine in 

the poetry of Charles Leconte de Lisle (1818-1894). In his 

drama Hypatie et Cyrille (1857), Cyril declares: “My daugh-

ter, wake up, the Lord invites you./ Your gods are dead, their 

impure worship is rejected:/ Confess at last the one and only 

holy truth”. Hypatia answers: “Souls are guided toward the 

unique ideal:/ I have not forgotten Timaeus and the Phaedo;/ 

Did not John speak as Plato once did?/ The words differ lit-

tle, the meaning is the same./ We both confess the supreme 

hope,/ And the God of Cyril, respected in my heart,/ Like the 

Attic Bee, spoke the truth.” He refers in his poem Hypatie 
(1874) that the deceitful Galilean (implying Jesus Christ) con-

demned her and that after her fall the body of Venus and the 

spirit of Plato returned to the blue sky of Greece. We can 

perceive a slight drift in the thought of Leconte. We can ob-

serve at first in his drama the panhuman vision of Hypatia, 

as she includes in her cosmological system all the religions, 

even that of the Christian God of Cyril and John the evange-

list who in fact inherits the Platonic truths. Later in his poem 

Leconte calls Jesus deceitful in obvious hostility to the Platon-

ic philosophy and the Greek mythology.  

 
7 Draper J.W., History of the Intellectual Development of Europe, 1869, 

pp.324-325. 
8 Russell B., History of Western Philosophy and its Connection with 

Political and Social Circumstances from the Earliest Times to the Present 
Day, (1946), p. 387. 



RECONSTRUCTING HYPATIA 

15 

Diodata Saluzzo Roero (1774–1840) in her poem Ipazia 
ovvero delle filosofie (1827) gives a quite unhistorical tale 

about Hypatia who concludes to convert to Christianity per-

suaded by Cyril and killed at last by a fanatic priest. We can 

see here another attempt of the Italian poet playwright and 

author, member of the Accademia degli Arcadi, to reconcile 

the late antiquity philosopher with Christianity. The affinity 

of the feminist movements to the personality of Hypatia con-

tinues in the 20th century: The author Carlo Pascal (1886-

1926) in his work Figure e Caratteri (1908) notices that the 

murder of Hypatia was an anti-feminist act which marks the 

beginning of a change in the treatment of women, as well as 

the decline of the ancient civilization in general9.  

The English feminist and social campaigner Dora Russell 

(1894-1986) published a book on the inadequate education 

of women and inequality with the title Hypatia or Woman 
and Knowledge (1925)10. Russell remarks in the Preface of 

the book: “Hypatia was a University lecturer denounced by 

Church dignitaries and torn to pieces by Christians. Such will 

be probably the fate of this book: therefore it bears her name. 

What I Have written here I believe, and shall not retract or 

change for similar episcopal denunciations”11. She mentions 

in the beginning of her book that there is indeed a sex war in 

all the ages: “I cannot bring myself to look upon Medea as 

some elemental being from a dark and outrageous past. As 

for Jason he never did appear to anybody as other than an 

ordinary male”12. Apparently the choice of the name of Hy-

patia for the title of Russell’s book comes from the fact that 

Hypatia was a philosopher persecuted by the people of 

Church due to her courage that in spite of being a female she 

continued to teach philosophy, astronomy and mathematics. 

Hypatia became through her unbelievable end the symbol of 

a woman, who did not hesitate to accomplish her educating 

work within an environment which did not endure the free 

expression of philosophy and science, often identified with 

 
9 Booth C., Hypatia: Mathematician, Philosopher, Myth, 2017, p. 25.  
10 Ibid, p. 26-7. 
11 Russell D., Hypatia or Woman and Knowledge, 1923, Preface. 
12 Ibid, p.1. 
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magic. Hypatia was the last link in the chain of free educa-

tion and she was a female link; similarly, in the times of Rus-

sell, females were trying to be accepted in free education 

mainly impeded by the conservative powers of the Church. 

Hypatia was the most appropriate person to signal the recov-

ery of the natural way of life, which stopped violently with 

the slaughter of the Greek philosopher. 

 

 

3. Hypatia as a philosopher  

 

Hypatia's philosophical orientation, the curriculum she 

used in her lectures and the theoretical or experiential char-

acter of her ‘school’ are greatly disputed. Some support that 

she preferred the rationalistic approach of Porphyry, and 

others the theurgic paradigm of Iamblichus. Hypatia was a 

very capable mathematician and astronomer, as well as a phi-

losopher keen on dialectics, head of a School of Neoplatonic 

orientation, following the Platonic doctrines as enriched by 

the Neoplatonic interpretation and commentaries. At the 

same time she was aware of the theories and the method of 

Aristotle, as well as the sayings of other philosophers. He was 

a famous teacher offering courses in public, according to 

Damascius’ Vitae Isidori reliquiae. Damascius admires her 

mainly as mathematician, remarking that her mathematical 

achievements were highly esteemed in the beginning of the 

6th century13. Socrates Scholasticus (380-440) records in his 

work Ecclesiastical History that she undertook the philosoph-

ical School of Plotinus14. This information is valuable con-

cerning her philosophical system. She is positioned clearly in 

the Neoplatonic movement established by Plotinus (c.204-

270) and continued by Porphyry (c.234-c.305) and 

Iamblichus (250-325). We know that the Neoplatonists were 

 
13 Dzielska M., Hypatia of Alexandria, Trnsl. Kousounelos G., Enalios, 

1997, p.109. 
14 Ibid, p.109. 
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trisected in the School of Athens15, School of Pergamum16 and 

School of Alexandria17 of Hypatia.  

The Neoplatonic School after Iamblichus operated in a 

mixed fashion, on the one hand through philosophical rea-

soning and on the other hand in terms of apocryphal practic-

es and theurgy. Another factor to be taken also into account 

for the understanding of the spiritual atmosphere of that pe-

riod is the diffusion of an apocryphal text, the Chaldean Ora-
cles or Words, appeared in the end of 2nd century A.D. at-

tributed to two shady figures, Julian the Chaldean and his 

son Julian the Theurgist. They have affected greatly all the 

consequent Neoplatonic thought, especially Iamblichus, Pro-

clus and Damascius. It is reasonable to suppose that the Ora-
cles had been studied by Hypatia, based on an additional 

supporting evidence: the terms and descriptions in the hymns 

of Synesius are very similar to the extant fragments of the 

Oracles.  
Moreover, the influence of the personality of Theon, father 

of Hypatia and head of the Museum of Alexandria and great 

commentator of Euclid and Claudius Ptolemy on her daugh-

ter was inevitable. Among Theon's lost works are those men-

 
15 It was founded by Plutarch the Athenian (350-430) who refounded 

the Platonic Academy. The next leaders were Syrianus (-437), Proclus 

(412-485). The last seven Neoplatonists were the schoolmaster Damascius 

(458-550), Isidore of Gaza, Hermeias and Diogenes from Phoenicia, Pris-

cianus from Lydia, Eulamius from Phrygia and Simplicius from Cilicia, 

who were compelled by Justinian to close the School and go to the Per-

sian court of Khosroe I. Asclepigenia (-485) daughter of Plutarch, was a 

prominent teacher of Proclus. 
16 It was founded by Aidesius (d. 355) student of Iamblichus and 

teacher of Maximus of Ephesus, Chrysanthius of Sardis, Eusebius of 

Myndus, Priscus and Julian the Great. Sosipatra (c. 1st half of 4th centu-

ry) was initially wife of the philosopher Eustathius of Cappadocia (stu-

dent of Iamblichus and Aedesius) and later of Aedesius. Her son Antoni-

nus was a philosopher and theurgist in Canopus, Egypt, contemporary of 

Hypatia. 
17 After Hypatia, there were some important philosophers in Alexan-

dria, who worked not in public and taking more precautions after the 

crime against Hypatia. Among them: Ammonius of Hermiae (440-

517/536), son of Aedesia and teacher of Simplicius (c.480-c.540), Damas-

cius, Olympiodorus the Younger (495/505 – d. 565) and John Philoponus 

(490-c. 570), Isidore of Alexandria (c. 450-520) teacher of Damascius. 
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tioned by Suda: On Signs and Observation of Birds and the 
Sound of Crows, On the Rising of the Dog-Star (Sirius) and 

On the Inundation of the Nile, being indicators of a man who 

is not simply an astronomer but he also believes in the astro-

logical influence of the stars on the Nile as well as in the sci-

ence of omens. Theon is also recorded in the Anthologia Pa-
latina as the author of poems of astrological content. Theon's 

name also appears in the Catalogue of Codices of Greek As-
trologers18. Therefore the influence of Theon on Hypatia was 

possibly not only scientific but also apocryphal or we could 

better say that the science in Hellenistic times in Alexandria 

included the apocryphal sector.  

Since none philosophical text of Hypatia herself has sur-

vived, the only way to get a sense of the theories developed, 

the methods used, the possible ceremonies held in her school  

is through the texts of her students. The most famous of her 

students is Synesius, a prominent person of the society of Cy-

rene. Synesius was a man prolific in writing and he is often 

very confessional about the behavior and relations of his as-

sociates in the School of Hypatia, where he attended from 

390 until 396 and afterwards in the years 401-402, 404, 407 

and 410-41219. Synesius is the author of a number of books, 

as Dio, On dreams, On an astrolabe, as well as of 159 epistles 

and 10 hymns. The hymns are richest in philosophical con-

cepts of Neoplatonic scent, sometimes in Christian guise. The 

epistles capture with utmost clarity the events of his time, 

such as the everyday life of the people and the public rela-

tions between prominent persons mainly aiming at mutual 

support. They also include valuable information about vari-

ous philosophical ideas and ritual acts. Synesius appears 

through these letters as an emotional, spontaneous, enthusias-

tic man, dedicated to his revered teacher, whom he considers 

a spiritual summit. He is also bound by bonds of spiritual 

love with his partners as shown by the worshipful way in 

which he addresses them. He is a model of a man who com-

bines inner study with outer action, since he is a member of 

 
18 Dzielska M., Hypatia of Alexandria, Trnsl. Kousounelos G., Enalios, 

1997, pp. 141-5. 
19 Ibid, p. 62. 
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Hypatia's circle, delving into philosophy, astronomy and con-

struction of scientific instruments, while he is also an official 

of Cyrene (an embassy envoy to Constantinople, with requests 

for tax relief concerning his region) and subsequently a spir-

itual representative of the Christian community of his country 

as bishop of Cyrene. 

Synesius in his Epistle 137 to his associate Herculian refers 

to their teacher characterized as the leader of the philosophi-

cal rituals (ὄργια); in this regard, she is considered as a high 

priestess of rituals through which the student of philosophy 

is led to the final stage, that of theurgy, where he becomes 

initiate in an absolute union with the divine. He describes 

their course of philosophy offered by Hypatia as the tool for 

digging up their spiritual eye20. Additionally, in his Epistle 

143 to Herculian he begs him not to reveal the rituals they 

shared in the School, a clear indicator that there was a secret 

course of lessons and rituals offered only to the prepared21.  

This information, combined with the information about pub-

lic teaching (δημοσίᾳ ἐξηγεῖτο) of Hypatia mentioned by 

Damascius, lead us to suppose reasonably of a mixed system 

 
20 “We have seen with our eye, we have heard with our ears the lady 

who legitimately presides over the mysteries of philosophy. And if human 

interests join those who share them in a bond of union, so a divine law 

demands of us who are united in mind, which is the best part of us, to 

honor each other's qualities... Goodbye then, study philosophy, and go on 

digging up the eye that is buried within us.” (Livius.org) 
21 “You have not kept your promise, my dear friend, the promise 

which you made that you would not reveal those things which ought to 

remain hidden. I have just listened to people who have come from you. 

They remembered some of your expressions and begged me to reveal the 

meaning of them. But according to my custom I did not pretend to them 

that I understood the writings in question, nor did I say that I knew 

them. You no longer need any warning from me, my dear Herculian, for 

it would not be enough to convince you. Rather look up the letter which 

Lysis the Pythagorean addressed to Hipparchus, and when you have 

found it, oblige me by reading it frequently. Perhaps you will then expe-

rience a complete change of mind in regard to you uncalled-for revela-

tion. ‘To explain philosophy to the mob,’ as Lysis says in his somewhat 

Dorian dialect, ‘is only to awaken amongst men a great contempt for 

things divine.’ How often have I met, time and time again, people who, 

because they had rashly listened to some stately little phrases, refused to 

believe themselves the laymen that they really were!” (Livius.org). 
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of lessons like in the School of Pythagoras, where there were 

two classes of students, one for the listeners and the other for 

the mathematicians. The presence of rituals apart from theo-

retical analysis does also show the double method of Hypatia, 

as the head of the School in Alexandria. In this regard, she 

seems to be a theurgist philosopher, as was later the case of 

Proclus, who also combined dialectics with mystical experi-

ence. 

Synesius in his Epistle 4 to his brother Euoptius expresses 

his enormous respect for their teacher Hypatia and to the 

whole chorus of companions who enjoyed hearing her divine 

voice22. 

The other indirect evidence about the philosophical con-

cepts involved in the courses offered by Hypatia are the 10 

hymns of Synesius. We can locate in them many descriptions 

found previously in the Oracles and later in the detailed 

analysis of Proclus in his Platonic Theology and his Com-

mentaries on the Platonic dialogues. Obviously, it is not an 

undue supposition to consider that the main influence on 

those parts of Synesius’ philosophical and mystical works is 

Hypatia’s lectures and initiatory ceremonies; thus we can 

conclude that her courses of lessons were full of special onto-

logical truths with a characteristic Neoplatonic scent.  

In Hymn 123, Synesius addresses to the God, calling him a 

father and a principle moved by itself (a view reminiscent of 

the Platonic soul as a self-moving being) and also a distribu-

tive principle of beings, endowing to each category of them 

features and functions. God is also the most pure unity (he-

nad) of all unities, the first monad of the monads, the ele-

ment that bridges the extremes through its henadic nature of 

each of them. It is reasonable to suppose that this description 

of the nature of the One was a part of the main body of the 

Neoplatonic system of Hypatia, which appears in similar 

 
22 “…give my regards to the Most Reverent and God-loving philoso-

pher, and to the blessed circle who enjoy her divine voice; and above all, 

to the most holy father Theotecnus and our companion Athanasius" (my 

own translation). 
23 Dzielska M., Hypatia of Alexandria, Trnsl. Kousounelos G., Enalios, 

1997, pp.61-63. 
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terms later in the ontology of Proclus. Then he speaks of a 

hierarchy of intellects under the one intellect, of the descent 

of the intellect into the matter, but also of the peculiar state 

of the intellect which, though it is an indestructible begetter, 

has in a sense been entrapped in matter and divided from 

the rest of the divine rulers. What distinguishes the intellect 

in relation to the other begetters is its unity and completeness 

(wholeness); it is a whole in every way, it lacks nothing, it is 

a whole diffused within the whole. Then he addresses to his 

soul and speaks of the final union to the father in terms of a 

chorus, like a chorus of the god within the god, an image 

very close to the chorus of the students of Hypatia described 

before in Epistle 4. 

In hymn 224, an interesting cosmology is offered by Syne-

sius, which, in my opinion, indicates relevant views of Hypa-

tia’s cosmological system: the ether reaches the fire and the 

moon constitutes the limit of the world. Beyond the eighth 

spheres, some stars move in the opposite direction, clearly 

implying the reverse movement of the unmoving stars, where 

is the territory of the great intellect, which, through its wings, 

delimits the ends of the ruler of the world. After the beget-

ters, the ageless angels follow, who occupy the middle posi-

tion, looking both towards the intellect from which they 

grasp the principle of good and towards the ends of every-

thing. In the depths of the world, nature gives birth to a 

noisy and thoughtful multitude of demons. From this race of 

demons, come the heroes but also the breath that animates 

the earth with its multifaceted forms. 

Then a significant description of God follows, as both fa-

ther and mother, male and female at the same time, a ‘femi-

nist’ concept compatible with the Neoplatonic circles where 

the woman had an equal share with man in matters of wis-

dom and spiritual leadership25. God is also described as the 

 
24 Dendrinos M., Hypatia, Astronomy, Mathematics and Philosophy in 

the Twilight of the Ancient World, Armos, 2021, pp.67-69. 
25 Sosipatra was the head of the School of Pergamum, Asclepigenia, 

daughter of Plutarch of Athens, was the teacher of Proclus, and Aidesia, 

wife of Hermes and mother of Ammonius, was a famous person of the 

time. 
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aion26 of aions, showing here the embodiment of the more 

general Mediterranean perception of aions, of those beings 

who shape time and govern various cosmic levels, a term al-

ready used in Gnosticism. God is also the center of beings 

and the unit of immortal numbers, the pre-inessential (προα-
νούσιοι), that is, those that precede the non-essence that is 

the source of essence, thus introducing an ontological sugges-

tion about numbers quite original; in my opinion, this theory 

about the ontological structure of numbers could be the tip of 

the ‘iceberg’ of a Neopythagorean system developed by Hy-

patia based on Pythagorean ideas circulated in Alexandria. 

Such a system seems to complete the current scientific-

mathematical image of Hypatia as a commentator on Dio-

phantus’ Arithmetic and Conics of Apollonius of Perga, to be 

discussed later. 

The hymn proceeds with a wish for the soul to stay away 

from indelicate passions (within the framework of Platonic 

prudence) so that it does not weigh down its feathers, remi-

niscent of the image of the winged soul of the Platonic Phae-
drus. The end of the hymn is again marked by an orgiastic 

dance among the shoots of the God on the earth. 

The 3rd hymn27 is the longest of Synesius, constituting es-

sentially an extensive teaching. There is a reference to the 

four-elementary structure of the world from earth, water, air 

and ether. Later he speaks of the demonic elements of matter 

(a train of snakes, a winged serpent, a demon of matter, a 

cloud of the soul) from which he asks to be protected. The 

system described by Synesius can be attributed, in the major 

part, to his teacher, Hypatia. It is clearly a polytheistic system 

as can be deduced from his continuous reference to a number 

of gods and demons. The torches in the hymn represent the 

central fire, the inner core of the divine, which not even the 

gods have the authority to gaze upon. The intellect descends 

into matter and, although it reaches the bottomless pit, it fix-

es its gaze on the unprecedented species, possibly referring to 

the good.  

 
26 Aion (αιών) is a Greek name for the entities of time. 
27 Dendrinos M., Hypatia, Astronomy, Mathematics and Philosophy in 

the Twilight of the Ancient World, Armos, 2021, pp.80-87. 
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God is characterized as father of all fathers, father of him-

self (αὐτοπάτωρ), fatherless (ἀπάτωρ), the one that is prior 

to the one, the seed of beings, the center of all things, the 

pre-inessential intellect. God is also characterized as an intel-

lect covered by its own rays, the root of the worlds, the light 

that shines both upwards and downwards, the eye of itself, 

that beyond the gods, that beyond the intellects, an intellect 

that bears the intelligibles, the guide of flows, the source of 

sources, the principle of principles, the root of roots, the 

monad of monads, the number of numbers, unit and number, 

intellect and intellectual, the intelligible and the pre-

intelligible, the one and everything, the one through all, the 

one before all, the seed of all, the female and the male –as in 

the previous hymn– and finally a dancer in the ineffable 

depths. It is also called the giver of birth and the birth, the 

illuminant and the illuminated, the nature of natures, re-

minding of the Aristotelian characterization of God as an in-

tellect that thinks of itself. It is also the manifest and the 

hidden, that which has been divided but remains undivided, 

recalling the Pythagorean opposite pairs. 

The hymn then refers to the birth of a child by the father 

and to the creation by the will of this child of an ineffable 

intermediate nature which is a pre-essential being, that is, a 

being that precedes every essence (προούσιον ὂν). The child 

reminds us of Christ in the Christian theology, but it is more 

compatible to the first and second intellect in Proclus (Platon-
ic Theology 5:5) and also to the paternal intellect (frr. 

37,39,49,108,109), the second intellect (fr.7) and the intellect 

from intellect (fr.5) in the Oracles.  Synesius’ triadic reference 

of the father, the child and the intermediate nature should 

not be confused with the corresponding Christian ‘persons’ of 

the Triadic God, since they are placed more meaningfully in 

the philosophical context of Neoplatonism, where the triads 

play a central role in Iamblichus and later in Proclus. The 

ontological system of Proclus28 includes indeed a triad of or-

 
28 Cf. Dendrinos M., “Integrated dialectic in Plato’s Parmenides: a 

comparative analysis of Proclus’ and Ficino’s Commentaries on Parmeni-

des”, Dia-noesis: A Journal of Philosophy, 16, 2024, pp. 189-210. 

https://doi.org/10.12681/dia.39539 
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ders of the higher beings: intelligibles–intelligibles and intel-

lectuals–intellectuals, where the second order is a mediator 

between the two extremes and each of them also triadic, as 

well as a lower triad of orders of beings: supermundane–

supermundane and mundane–mundane, where again there is 

a mediator connecting the two extremes. Synesius insists in 

the monad-triad or the triad-monad. He praises both the 

monad and the triad since the monad exists as triad and the 

triad exists as monad. Synesius’ triad, obviously Neoplatonic 

in nature, can reasonably be considered to originate from his 

teacher’s system, and thus we can contend that the triad is a 

prominent feature of Hypatia’s ontological system too. 

The hymn then describes a primordial birth of the child, 

in which some beings, called aions, take part. Neither the 

time with its deep flow did see this birth, indicating that the 

time existed even before the appearance of being, since the 

will of the conceived child created the pre-essential being. 

This primordial time, the old aion, did not discern this child 

at the moment it emerged from its swaddling clothes, and 

then a new aion is born. This contrast between deep-flowing 

time (the old aion) and the new aion is very interesting, as it 

sheds additional light on the ontologically indeterminate time 

in which the one-being of the second hypothesis of the Pla-

tonic Parmenides participates (Plato, Parm., 151e-152a). 

The father to whom Synesius addresses is the father of the 

worlds, the father of the aions and the creator of the gods. 

He is praised by the guides of the worlds, the intellects under 

the form of the stars, the beings around the world, the beings 

within the world, the beings of the zones (ζωναῖοι), those 

outside the zones, those who direct the parts of the world 

and the thresholds, but also the heroes and finally the soul 

itself and all the plants and animals of the earth. The father, 

according to Synesius, undertakes the genesis of mortal 

things as images of ideas, up to the ultimate part of the 

world; this theory, maybe formulated under the influence of 

his teacher, is obviously of Platonic origin. Besides, the next 

two references show in the most eloquent way his Greek ed-

ucation, which is in complete contrast to the dominant Chris-

tian concepts: (1) regarding the issue of evil, it is clearly stat-
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ed that it is not lawful –that is, it is outside the divine law– 

that different parts of being could be in conflict with each 

other, (2) regarding the issue of the duration of the world, he 

follows the Greek cyclical concept of time, according to which 

the world is eternal, far from the eschatological Judeo-

Christian concepts of the end of the world. Are these posi-

tions perceptions also of Hypatia about the evil and the dura-

tion of the world? It is quite reasonable, since both concepts 

are consistent to the general ancient Greek view. Also, Syne-

sius' reference to the active gods who have undertaken the 

protection of the town of Chalcedon shows the continuation 

of the classical Greek concept of protective gods. 

The hymn of Synesius closes with interesting descriptions 

of the origin, nature and operations of the human soul, 

which could reasonably indicate the continuity of Platonic 

concepts within the School of Hypatia, whose Synesius was a 

member: God the Father placed the soul in the world and 

through the soul sowed the intellect in the body. Within the 

sensible world, the soul, instead of its actual nature as a serv-

ant of the divine will, became a slave, as it succumbed to the 

magical arts of matter. The soul tries to save itself from this 

entrapment by opening its twin wings, the appropriate gifts 

for escaping from matter. That is why the soul turns to God, 

asking for hollow wings to use them to fly, aiming at cutting 

the bond that holds it in the earth and loosening the buckle 

that holds the twin passions29 (perhaps of anger and mad-

ness) with which the cunning nature bends souls to the 

earth. The best for the soul is to avoid the fate of the body 

and with a huge leap to return to its source, but there is also 

another possibility for the soul: to be preserved for a time as 

bodily shadow in Hades until it returns again in some new 

body. Synesius, living amidst material cares and pains, asks 

in the end, to unite with the light and not to enter again into 

the destruction of earthly things, implying his liberation from 

the cycle of reincarnations. But as long as his soul remains in 

the bonds of the earth, may the fate of gentleness accompany 

 
29 The twin passions: maybe the anger and the unwiseness corre-

sponding to the spirited and appetitive parts of the Platonic soul. 
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it. All these wishes seem to be a part of ceremony used in 

Hypatia’s School and directed by his beloved teacher. 

In hymn 430, the father god is characterized by additional 

references: good of goods, star of stars, world of worlds, idea 

of ideas, thus constituting the innermost core and nature of 

the worlds, stars, goods and ideas. Then the father of the 

aions and the noetic worlds is declared as the source of a 

breath that drips like ambrosia on the masses (ὄγκοι) of bod-

ies and lights up a second world. The term masses reminds 

us of the structure of the sensible world in the form of mass-

es referred to in the 7th hypothesis of the Platonic Parmeni-
des31. The worlds in the Neoplatonic context are distinct lev-

els of existence flowing from the absolute One. In this con-

text, the second world is the soul between intellect and mat-

ter.   

Of particular interest is then the deep philosophical inter-

pretation of the unprecedented and primitive glorious off-

spring. It seems to be the Christian Son but, taking into ac-

count the series of the other terms and functions, is more re-

lated to the Orphic Phanes Erikepaios. This intermediate 

principle is described on the one hand masculine as a kouros, 
and on the other hand feminine as a mother or a daughter or 

a sister, who has been extracted from the hidden root. This 

offspring is logos (the word or the cause) born to the begetter 

father, a feature dominant in both Heraclitean ontology32 and 

Christian theology. It inherits the basic property of the beget-

ter, its generative nature, since the begetter father as the seed 

of all things makes his offspring also a begetter. It is an onto-

logical principle that allows all three natures, and the corre-

sponding worlds, the highest, the middle and the youngest, 

 
30 Dendrinos M., Hypatia, Astronomy, Mathematics and Philosophy in 

the Twilight of the Ancient World, Armos, 2021, pp. 91-94. 
31 “Such masses of others would be others of each other, if others exist 

and one does not exist.” “Certainly.” “There will, then, be many masses, 

each of which appears to be one, but is not one, if one does not exist?” 

“Yes.” (Parm., 164d). 
32 Cf. Vertzagia, D, “Anthony A. Long. Selfhood and Rationality in Ancient Greek 
Philosophy: From Heraclitus to Plotinus. New York: Oxford University Press, 2022”. 
Conatus - Journal of Philosophy, 8 (1), 2023, pp. 339–353. 
https://doi.org/10.12681/cjp.34784  
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to enjoy the good gifts and the fruitful life that poured out by 

the father god. It is this seed that gives movement to the ce-

lestial spheres, just as in the Timaeus the soul of the world, 

torn like a chi33, activates the two opposing spheres of the 

planets and the unmoving stars. Similarly, in the hymn the 

glorious offsping of the father flows in two opposing direc-

tions, holding together the celestial cavity and the inde-

structible path of the aions. It also gives life and distributes 

the different works to all categories of beings, the celestial, 

the aerial, the epichthonian and the subchthonian. The off-

spring of the father is the master and regulator not only of 

the animate but also of the inanimate. It is also characterized 

as a second sun and the generator of an afterglow, referring 

to the sun of the Platonic Republic, where the sensible sun is 

the image of the true Sun, the absolute Good. It is also intel-

lect of the intellect, soul of the soul, and nature of natures.  

We can see in the above described cosmological system the 

triadic nature of the Neoplatonic orders as well as the triadic 

structure (empyrean, ethereal and material) of the world 

(fr.203) in the Oracles, while a class of entities, called Iynges, 

are meant  as summits of fire, ether and matter (fr.76). If we 

relate this system to Synesius’ teacher, Hypatia, we can sug-

gest that she has been deeply influenced from the Oracles, as 
Iamblichus and later Proclus.   

In hymn 934, Titan appears, an entity enriched with very 

interesting properties. Titan (supposedly the Saturn-Kronos 
related to time-chronos) is a being that got to know the off-

spring of the god, in juxtaposition to the old aion (in hymn 

3), who had not seen the primordial birth. When the father's 

offspring was manifested and spread, it had such power that 

it created ‘spaces’ where neither Titan nor the corrupting 

forces of matter had access. Nevertheless, Titan had the im-

portant role of distributing the ‘spaces’ where the gods re-

side. We can take Titan either as a comprehensive term in-

cluding all the order of Titans or as the superior Titan, that 

is, Saturn. Saturn plays a critical role in the Platonic Theolo-

 
33 Letter X of the Greek alphabet. 
34 Dendrinos M., Hypatia, Astronomy, Mathematics and Philosophy in 

the Twilight of the Ancient World, Armos, 2021, pp. 98-99. 
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gy of Proclus, representing the summit of the intellectuals. It 

is also interesting that a millennium later the Titans and es-

pecially the couple of Saturn and Venus play a central part in 

Plethos’ cosmology. Apart from the supercelestial gods, ac-

cording to Pletho35, there is the order of Titans, who are the 

illegitimate children of Poseidon; they are not inferior to the 

previous ones in substance differing only in the aim, since 

Titans, with Saturn as the head, are assigned the creation of 

the mortal beings. Between the supercelestial gods (intellects) 

and the irrational species of the universe (entirely dependent 

on matter) is the rational soul including the stars, the demons 

and the human souls. Human beings uniting immortal and 

mortal nature are created through Saturn and Venus, with 

their immortal part guided by the Olympian Pluto. How can 

we explain that the Synesius’ Titan, a being aware of the 

primordial birth and privileged by distributive powers con-

cerning the gods, acquires again, a million years later in 

Pletho, special generative powers under the supervision of 

Saturn and Venus? The importance of Saturn as a reverent 

god in Proclus is foreshadowed in Synesius privileged with 

the observance of the first birth and getting a more decisive 

position later in Pletho. If we attribute the narration of Syne-

sius’ hymn 9 to his teacher Hypatia, could we suggest the 

existence of a possible closed tradition with scattered clues, 

which included the Chaldean wisdom appeared in the Ora-
cles, the Neoplatonic philosophy of Iamblichus, Plutarch of 

Athens, Syrianus, Hypatia, Proclus, Damascius and later 

Psellus and Pletho?  This suggestion is intensified by the 

characterization of Hypatia by Psellus as the ‘Egyptian wise 

woman’.   

 

 

4. Hypatia as a scientist 

 

In the 10th century Suda Lexicon, Hesychius’ 6th century 

material about Hypatia refers: “She wrote a Commentary on 

Diophantus, the Canon of Astronomy and a Commentary on 

the Conics of Apollonius”. This information from Suda, the 
 

35 Pletho, Traité des lois, pp. 106-8. 
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Epistle 15 of Synesius about a scientific instrument and his 

work On an Astrolabe are the only recorded evidence for the 

scientific activities of Hypatia. Therefore, what follows is an 

attempt to reconstruct her as a scientist based on the above 

titles, the texts of Synesius and a number of ancient commen-

taries of other authors, where we suppose with high possibil-

ity that she has been involved. 

Researchers who have contributed essentially on ancient 

mathematics and the possible contributions of Hypatia are 

Waithe (1987) and Cameron (1990) on the Commentary of 

Theon on the Almagest, and Heath (1910) and Deakin (1994) 

on Diophantus’ Arithmetica. Besides, McKinney (2010) has 

studied extensively the Comments of Theon on the Euclid’s 

Elements and on the Almagest, as well the Comments of Eu-

tocius on the Conics of Apollonius of Perga. 

 

 

Synesius’ works 

 

In Synesius’ Epistle 15 to his teacher Hypatia he describes 

a densimeter, an instrument used to measure the density of 

liquids. The description, offered in detail, is the first record of 

such an instrument. Synesius asks Hypatia to order the cast-

ing of copper for the instrument, so that he can then pur-

chase it. Since Synesius addresses Hypatia indicates her defi-

nite involvement not only in theoretical philosophy but also 

in the technology of physical instruments36. 

In his Essay on an astrolabe Synesius writes to the person 

receiving that gift: “I am therefore offering you a gift most 

befitting for me to give, and for you to receive. It is a work of 

my own devising, including all that she, my most reverent 

teacher (Hypatia), helped to contribute, and it was executed 

by the best hand to be found in our country in the art of the 

silversmiths” (Livius.org, trnsl. by A. Fitzgerald). Synesius 

says explicitly that he designed the astrolabe with the help of 

Hypatia. Therefore, it is certain that all of Theon's astronomi-

 
36 Dendrinos M., Hypatia, Astronomy, Mathematics and Philosophy in 

the Twilight of the Ancient World, Armos, 2021, pp. 25-26. 
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cal knowledge about the astrolabes was passed on to his 

daughter and from her to her student37. 

 

 

Hypatia’s Canon of Astronomy and the Commentary of 

Theon on the Almagest of Claudius Ptolemy  

 

Hypatia was the main collaborator of her father Theon 

concerning astronomy and mathematics. It seems that she 

helped her father a lot in his great commentaries on the Al-
magest of Claudius Ptolemy, on the Elements of Euclid, as 

well as on the Conics of Apollonius of Perga. There are also 

definite indications that Theon studied the  work of Dio-

phantus38, something which fits to the information of Suda 
that Hypatia had commented on Diophantus. 

The mentioned in Suda work of Hypatia Canon of Astron-
omy is probably related to Theon's Commentaries on Ptole-

my's Draft Canon, and may have been written by Theon in 

collaboration with his daughter, without excluding the possi-

bility that it is another work by Hypatia herself, now lost39. 

According to Waithe40, Theon was already working on his 

Commentaries on the Almagest when he asked Hypatia to 

review the manuscript. Hypatia then realized that her father's 

comments on Book III raised many conceptual, methodologi-

cal and mathematical issues that neither Theon nor even 

Ptolemy had noticed. To clarify these issues, Hypatia recalcu-

lated the mathematical values of astronomical events de-

scribed by ancient astronomers, including Ptolemy. The As-
tronomical Tables offered by Theon as the Draft Tables of 

Ptolemy are, according to Waithe, the work of Hypatia Canon 

 
37 Ibid, p. 135. 
38 Christianidis J., and Skoura I., “Solving problems by algebra in late 

antiquity: New evidence from an unpublished fragment of Theon’s com-

mentary on the Almagest”, SCIAMVS (14), 2013, 41-57. 
39 Dendrinos, Markos, Hypatia, Astronomy, Mathematics and Philoso-

phy in the Twilight of the Ancient World, Armos, 2021, pp. 134-135. 
40 Waithe, Mary Ellen, Ancient Women Philosophers: 600 B.C.–500 

A.D, 1, Dordrecht, The Netherlands: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers. 

[Commentary to Book III of Ptolemy’s Syntaxis Mathematica], 1987, pp. 

184-5. 
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of Astronomy. Working on the mathematical and astronomi-

cal issues of Theon's initial Commentaries, the final form of 

the Commentaries in Book III was created, which, according 

to Waithe, should be considered as work of Hypatia. Waithe 

does not rule out that something similar happened with the 

final composition of Theon's Commentaries concerning also 

the remaining books of Ptolemy. 

After the study of the conflicting views concerning the 

identity of the author of the Commentaries of Theon on Ptol-

emy’s Almagest (Mathematical Syntax), my opinion is that 

we must pay serious attention to the significant change in the 

headings of the Commentaries in Books I, II, III and IV. The 

headings in Books I and II of Theon's Commentaries are: “Of 

Theon of Alexandria, a memorandum to the first (second) 

book of the Syntax of Ptolemy, of his own edition”. The 

heading in Book III is: "Of Theon of Alexandria, a memo-

randum to the third book of the Mathematical Syntax of 

Ptolemy, of an edition subsidiarily read by my daughter Hy-

patia, the philosopher". The heading to Book IV is: “Of The-

on of Alexandria, a memorandum to the fourth book of the 

Mathematical Syntax of Ptolemy”. The distinction between 

the terms edition [έκδοσις] (compilation and presentation of 

a text by someone) and commentary [υπόμνημα] is particu-

larly important. According to Rome, these headings distin-

guish Theon’s original edition from an edition after the in-

volvement of Hypatia.   

Let us look now that part of Almagest which, based on the 

suggestions of Knorr (Cameron41), constitutes the most likely 

active intervention of Hypatia in Ptolemy's commentary. This 

is the part of Book III, Chapter 1, where the total number of 

degrees of the celestial circle (360°) is divided by some sexa-

gesimal number: 365 days, 14 minutes and 48 seconds [τξε 

ιδ' μη"]. Divisions with a sexagesimal number as a divisor are 

also found in various places in the commentaries on the re-

maining books of the Almagest, an indication that Hypatia 

has possibly left her mark there as well. 

 
41 Cameron A., “Isidore of Miletus and Hypatia: On the Editing of 

Mathematical Texts”, Greek, Roman and Byzantine Studies 31, 1990, 103-

127, p. 108. 
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Arithmetica of Diophantus 

 

We know from Suda that Hypatia has written a Commen-

tary on the work of Diophantus. Hypatia's commentaries on 

Diophantus' Arithmetica probably extend throughout the 

work. According to Heath (1910), there are notes, observa-

tions, and interpolations in the various versions of manu-

scripts that may have also included comments of Hypatia. 

Based mainly on Heath and his analysis of problems of the 

book II (1-7, 17, 18), considered as inserted passages that 

probably belong to Hypatia, but also on Deakin’s analysis, 

who speaks of the insertion of two student exercises at the 

beginning of Book II (these are problems 6 and 7), we could 

suggest that the problems II. 1-7, 17, and 18 are some of the 

problems introduced by the great mathematician. We must 

not forget that these are speculations of researchers based on 

similarities and differences among the various manuscripts, 

since no work entitled as hers has survived. 

If we look at these problems one by one, as they appear in 

a standard edition of Diophantus' Arithmetica42, we can read 

that the problems 1-7 and 17 of Book II are listed as spuri-

ous, another indication that they are part of the creative in-

tervention of the possibly first commentator; that is Hypatia. 

An additional indication of the connection of problem 7 with 

Hypatia is, according to Deakin43, that a 9-word phrase in the 

Greek text is identical to a corresponding one in Euclid's Da-
ta, the publication of which was undertaken by Theon, with 

whom his daughter collaborated closely. 

 
 
Commentary of Eutocius on the Conics of Apollonius of 

Perga 

 

No attempt has been made so far to assess the possible 

commentaries of Hypatia on the Conics, until my presentation 

(Dendrinos, 2021) of a hypothesis based on a common pas-

 
42 Diophantini Alexandrini, 1843. 
43 Deakin M., “Hypatia and Her Mathematics”, The American Mathe-

matical Monthly, Volume 101, Number 3, 1994, 234–243, p. 240. 
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sage concerning the so-called compounded ratio (συγκείμενος 
λόγος) in Eutocius’ Commentaries on Conics, Theon's Com-

mentaries on Euclid's Elements, and Theon's Commentaries 

on the Almagest. 
As McKinney44 points out, the concept of compounded ra-

tios appears twice in Euclid's Elements VI.23 and VIII.5. In-

deed, in the VI.23 it is proved that equiangular parallelo-

grams are to one another in the ratio compounded out of the 

ratios of the corresponding sides, whereas in the VIII.5 there 

is an analogous proposition for the case of numbers.  Thus, 

the idea of compounded ratios could be regarded as a gener-

alization of the duplicate and triplicate ratios.  

McKinney observes that the definition of the compounded 

ratio in Eutocius’ Commentary on the Conics is the same as 

the definition 5 of the Book VI of Euclid’s Elements45, add-

ing that this definition is not included in the typical editions 

of Euclid’s Elements but only in the edition of Theon, which 

obviously includes also comments and additions of Theon. 

For McKinney the specific definition seems disappointing and 

deficient46 and he refers that the integrated definition of the 

consisted fraction is found only in the Comments of Theon 

on the Almagest47. The mentioned passage (the translation is 

mine) is as follows: "A ratio is said to be compounded of two 

or more ratios, when the quotients of the ratios multiplied 

together form a certain quotient of ratio. Let AB to DG have 

a given ratio, and DG to EZ another ratio; I say that the ratio 

of AB to EZ is compounded of the ratio of AB to DG and the 

ratio of DG to EZ if the quotient of the ratio of AB to DG 

multiplied by the quotient of the ratio of DG to EZ forms the 

quotient of the ratio of AB to EZ"48. 

 
44 McKinney C. B. P. Conjugate diameters: Apollonius of Perga and 

Eutocius of Ascalon, Ph. D. dissertation, University of Iowa, 2010, p. 96. 
45 The definition VI.5 exists in Theon’s Comments on Elements, edi-

tion of Heiberg but in the edition of Green Lion (McKinney, 2010, p. 100-

101). 
46 McKinney C. B. P. Conjugate diameters: Apollonius of Perga and 

Eutocius of Ascalon, Ph. D. dissertation, University of Iowa, 2010,  p.101. 
47 Ibid, p.105. 
48 Commentaires de Pappus et de Theon d' Alexandrie sur l' Alma-

geste (1967-1984) Λῆμμα, pp. 532-535. 
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At this point I start to develop my theoretical assumption 

aiming at locating the possible intervention of Hypatia in the 

Commentary of Eutocius on the Conics. At first we have to 

take into account the known research collaboration of Hypa-

tia with her father Theon on the Almagest, as well as on the 

mathematical issues concerning the Elements of Euclid. The-

on wrote, as we saw previously, his Commentaries on the 

Almagest with Hypatia as a collaborator and additionally as 

editor especially concerning the Commentaries on Book III of 

the Almagest. In the context of the 11th proposition of Apol-

lonius' Conics, Apollonius introduces the term compounded 
ratio, following the terminology of Euclid's Elements, since he 

was a famous student of Euclid. The issue of compounded 
ratio is therefore an issue that begins (from the sources we 

have) with Euclid and then proceeds to Apollonius' Conics, 
then to Ptolemy's Almagest, then to Theon's Commentaries 

on the Almagest and finally to Theon's Commentaries on Eu-

clid's Elements. However, the definition of the compounded 
ratio is not found in the standard editions of the Elements 
but only in Theon's Commentaries on the Elements, as well 

as in Theon's Commentaries on the Almagest. When does the 

same definition reappear? In Eutocius’ Commentaries on 

Apollonius' Conics. It seems, therefore, that Eutocius used 

Theon's Commentaries on these two works, as these defini-

tions do not appear in the other surviving editions of Euclid's 

Elements, but only in Theon's both Commentaries on the El-
ements and Commentaries on the Almagest. We also know 

for certain, as we saw through Hesychius' reference in Suda, 
that Hypatia also wrote Commentaries on Apollonius’ Conics, 
thus before Eutocius. It was also common in antiquity for 

commentators to use the texts of earlier commentators on the 

same subject. It is therefore reasonable that Eutocius consult-

ed and used Hypatia's earlier Commentary for his own 

Commentary, or, in other words, Hypatia's Commentary was 

possibly revived through Eutocius Commentary. Hypatia's 

study may be scattered throughout the extant Commentary of 

Eutocius, but we could assume with a high degree of proba-

bility that the parts of Eutocius’ Commentary that refer to the 

compounded ratio echo or are the same as some correspond-



RECONSTRUCTING HYPATIA 

35 

ing passages of Hypatia's Commentaries on the issue of com-
pounded ratio, a concept first defined by Theon, and which 

his collaborator and daughter would have been informed or 

even contributed to a large extent. 

 

 

5. Conclusions 

 

Who was Hypatia and what does she represent? Was she 

the brave person who dared to turn against the dark powers 

of illiteracy imposed by the Church? Was she a dispassionate 

philosopher who was not afraid of any threat, determined to 

integrate her work of illuminating any apprentice oriented 

towards her independently of their religious faith? Was she a 

martyr for the sake of science and freedom of thinking or a 

martyr for the sake of Hellenism dishonestly attacked by the 

emerging Christianity? Who persecuted her, the official 

Church or a violent mob without the authorization of the epi-

scope?  

After the presentation of her numerous activities and the 

reactions to her work we can answer calmly and unaffected, 

as much as possible, by the great crime against her.  

I think that she did not have this end exclusively due to 

her gender, but we can reasonably argue that her gender in-

creased the rage of her opponents. The Christian fathers had 

introduced another standard for the right woman, as a serv-

ant of the Church and also as a follower of the male mem-

bers who were the legal representatives of the new religion. 

The role of the female priest recognized in the ancient cere-

monies and mysteries49 as well as in the gnostic movements 

was rejected by the Orthodox, leading some women who 

needed a close relation to the divine to the ascetic and mon-

astery life. The ascetic ideal was not alien to the pagan way 

of thinking and it was widely used in the Neopythagorean 

cycles. Hypatia possibly embraced this style of life as we can 

conclude if we take into account that she never married and 

she never was involved in erotic relations, based also on the 

 
49 Cf. Griva A., Aphrodites: Aspects and Cults of the Goddess Aphro-

dite during the Archaic Period with Sappho as a Guide, Smili, 2022. 
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occurrence of her abrupt rejection of the man who fell in love 

with her. She is referred persistently as the most beautiful 

and clever woman of her times. Charles William Mitchell 

(1885) has painted her naked in a position full of sexual at-

traction but we may doubt that this erotic connotation has a 

correspondence in reality since it is more reasonable to imag-

ine her covered in her white garment, the characteristic cloth 

of a philosopher. The paintings are a good source for taking 

information about the way of the reception of the historical 

persons in different times and not so much about the real 

appearance of them in their time, as we see also in the fa-

mous Academy of Athens of Raphael with the various phi-

losophers of the antiquity. We cannot answer with certainty 

if she would be killed in this way by the Christian mob in 

the case she was male. The rage of the attack indicates, in my 

opinion, the anger and the violence of a male crowd against a 

female who dared to share her theories with a male audience, 

giving the impression of the despicable, for them, implied su-

periority of women versus men. 

History is a branch which has often suffered from interpre-

tations taken for granted as they were facts. This is more in-

tense in cases where the historical evidence is poor and the 

personality under study is specifically attractive as a novel 

character, as Hypatia. Therefore, we must be very careful and 

precise in our assessments following a balanced way in coor-

dination with the poor available information, separating 

clearly our suggestions from the real facts. Very often, we 

meet the largely imaginary image of the last defender of the 

Greek national religion against the advancing Christianity, an 

image largely adopted by the analysts and writers of the En-

lightenment era accompanied with an intense anti-Christian 

rhetoric. On the contrary, Hypatia is presented as a simple 

servant of ratio stripped of her ancestral religion, as Dzielska 

describes her: "Nowhere in the sources Hypatia is mentioned 

as a devoted pagan, while her lectures, although described in 

mystical-religious terminology, do not include magical rituals 

that are particularly characteristic of the groups that cultivat-

ed the post-Iamblichian philosophical tradition. She made no 

attempt to gain the favor or achieve the subjugation of the 
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numerous divine powers—gods, demons, and heroes. Her 

circle did not use magical methods to understand the nature 

of the world; there is no mention of sacrifices to the gods, the 

use of cult objects, the performance of night services, statues 

that came to life, and the like. Even John of Nikiou, although 

he presents her as an ordinary witch practicing black magic, 

does not mention anything about cultic practices on her 

part… They (the members of the group of Hypatia) may also 

have read and recited texts of Christian content”50 and else-

where: “Hypatia felt no attraction to Greek polytheism or lo-

cal cults… She felt no obligation to support her Platonism 

with magic and ritual practices, oracles or sorceries”51. 

It is surprising how Dzielska, after such a thorough study, 

arrives at such an image of Hypatia. In an era when theurgy, 

rituals and magic were the natural complement to the ration-

al approach, especially in the Neoplatonic line that Hypatia 

followed, how does Dzielska conclude with certainty that Hy-

patia distanced herself from the common practices of the 

time? How is it possible that a person described as a leader of 

the ‘mysteries of philosophy’ is stripped of ritual practices, 

invocations of divine entities? Isn’t it reasonable that she was 

attracted of the worship of her own gods (Greek polytheism) 

instead of reciting Christian texts? Dzielska's description 

seems to me to be a complete distortion of reality, at a time 

when the power and allegorical meanings of the Greek gods 

were insurmountable and frequently discussed by her Neo-

platonic ancestors and later ones. It is almost certain to me 

from the indications we have that in their secret sessions the 

invocations of the names of the gods and demons would 

have been on the agenda, and it was one of the reasons why 

these sessions were secret. Moreover, there is an indication, 

nearly a certainty, of her involvement in polytheistic rituals if 

we are based on the way her student Synesius handles the 

invocations in his hymns, despite his simultaneous Christian 

status, as well as on his everyday language in his epistles, as 

in the Epistle 136 to his brother Euoptius (also a bishop) 

 
50 Dzielska M., Hypatia of Alexandria, Trnsl. Kousounelos G., Enalios, 

1997, pp. 123-4. 
51 Ibid, p. 156 (the translation is mine). 
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where he invokes the god Zeus (νὴ Δία). The secrecy of Hy-

patia's teaching and the commitment her students had under-

taken not to share it (see Epistle 143) could also be due to 

the fact that the theological framework within which their so-

called ‘philosophical rituals’ operated was indeed the ancient 

Greek pantheon. Such a sharing would indeed be very dan-

gerous after the events of the destruction of the Serapeum52. 
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