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As one of the first women in mathematics that we have considerable knowledge

about; Hypatia's story reveals a woman of immense mathematical knowledge and atragic

death. Some have said that her life story was one of a Greek Tragedy.

Hypatia was born around 370AD. There is little knowledge about Hypatia's

mother, but it is assumed that her family situation must have been a fortunate one for her

father was a determined man, who was dedicated to perfect his daughter. This is the only

evidence of her "fortunate" family which could be debatable. Hypatia never married nor

had any children. She was also known to tum away many suitors.

Hypatia's father, Theon was a distinguished professor of mathematics at the

University of Alexandria. He later became the director of the University, where Hypatia

spent a lot of her time at. l'oHypatia was immersed in an atmosphere of leaming,

questioning and exploration." Hypatia quickly became the number one student in her

father's life. She received intense formal training in arts, literature, science, and

philosophy. 2"Theon was his daughter's tutor, teacher, and play mate; his own strong

love of beauty and logic of mathematics was contagious." Not only was Hypatia

expected to keep a healthy brilliant mind, her father expected her to keep up a healthy

body and Hypatia was well trained in gentle calisthenics that she practiced regularly; she

was also taught to row, swim, ride horsebacko and climb mountains, and a part of each
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day was set aside for such exercise. In time Hypatia's knowledge would eclipse her

father's. 3Her father stressed in his training the importance of becoming a sensitive,

gifted, and eloquent teacher.

During this time period, mathematics was used mainly for calculating problems

such as o"the locus of a given soul born under a certain planet." It was thought that there

could be a prediction based on mathematics where there could be a determination

precisely where such a soul would be on future dates. Astronomy and astrology were

considered to be a bond between science and religion. Hypatia became a popular teacher

with the assistance of her father's education. ssocrates, the historian wrote that her

home, as well as her class room was visited by the most gifted scholars from all around

the world. She was considered an oracle of her time.

However it was Hypatia's work along with her father's assistance that made her

truly an icon in mathematics. 6Hypatia wrote on the Conics of Apollonfur, a book about

the work of aprominent Alexandrian who lived five hundred years before. Hypatia also

wrote commentaries on the Almagest, the astronomical canon of Ptolemy's that contained

his numerous observations of the stars. Hypatia coauthored (with her father) at least one

treatise ion Euclid and most of these works were prepared as textbooks for her students.

Hypatia's commentaries on the work of Diophantus did not survive the many hundreds of

years between the time of its writing and the present. It is however agreed that Hypatia

did write such work. Diophantus has been called o'the father of algebra". He was an

Alexandrian mathematician. Diophantine algebra dealt with first-degree and quadratic
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equations; the commentary by Hypatia included some altemative solutions and number of

new problems that she originated. THer reputable contributions also included her

invention of the hydrometer which is an instrument used to measure specific gravity (or

relative density) of liquids that is the ratio of the density of the liquid to the density of

water. Most of the treaties that Hypatia wrote were destroyed along with the Ptolemaic

libraries in Alexandria. A portion of her original treatise On the Astronomical Canon of

Diaphantus was fotrnd. 8We also see Hypatia's father mentioned in history more than

Hypatia due to Theon's work surviving, whereas Hypatia's did not.

esome believe that Hypatia (a pagan) was caught in the midst of a battle between

science and religion. Some believe that it was her way of commanding respect and in

some circles, provoking controversy that caused her demise. It is believed that a nrmor

was spread among the Christians, that the only thing that stood in the way of a

reconciliation of the perfect and archbishop, was "Theon's daughter", which she was

speedily removed. Hypatia was on her way to class when she was attacked by a troop of

savages and merciless fanatics. She was stripped down naked and dragged through the

street by carriage. Her flesh was then scraped offwith oyster shells, and then she was set

on fire. Her attackers were never brought to justice, and the only thing that was left of

Hypatia was her legacy.

All in all, Hypatia was another brilliant mind, which was feared and finally

executed. However her legacy and work have been proven to be a great contribution for

mathematics, and an inspiration to women.
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