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First Female Mathematician?First Female Mathematician?

!! Hypatia is noted to be the firstHypatia is noted to be the first
female mathematician in our textfemale mathematician in our text
book as well as in the Suidas orbook as well as in the Suidas or
Suda and other sources.  She wasSuda and other sources.  She was
not the first woman to ever studynot the first woman to ever study
math.  In fact Athenaeus, a Greekmath.  In fact Athenaeus, a Greek
writer (ca. 200 A.D.), mentions awriter (ca. 200 A.D.), mentions a
number of women who werenumber of women who were
superior mathematicians, but precisesuperior mathematicians, but precise
knowledge of their work in this fieldknowledge of their work in this field
is lacking.  Hypatiais lacking.  Hypatia’’s work is alsos work is also
lost to us.lost to us.



Why Hypatia?Why Hypatia?

!! Most information about Hypatia comesMost information about Hypatia comes
from one of her students, Synesius offrom one of her students, Synesius of
Cyrene. (also said to be one of her manyCyrene. (also said to be one of her many
suitors)suitors)

!! It is very likely that the manner of herIt is very likely that the manner of her
death is what has kept her name alive fordeath is what has kept her name alive for
so long.so long.



Mob and PoliticsMob and Politics

!! A mob was incited against her.  Whether isA mob was incited against her.  Whether is
was just because she was  used as awas just because she was  used as a
figurehead or if it was because of herfigurehead or if it was because of her
political stance against Cyril, a bishop inpolitical stance against Cyril, a bishop in
Alexandria at that time, the historians areAlexandria at that time, the historians are
unclear.unclear.



Oyster ShellsOyster Shells

!! The historians do agree that a mobThe historians do agree that a mob
seized her on her way home, drugseized her on her way home, drug
her through the streets by herher through the streets by her
chariot, and then tortured her bychariot, and then tortured her by
scraping off her skin (some sayscraping off her skin (some say
with sharpened oyster shells, andwith sharpened oyster shells, and
others say with sharpened rocks).others say with sharpened rocks).
Some reports say the mob alsoSome reports say the mob also
dismembered her and spread herdismembered her and spread her
through the town as an warning,through the town as an warning,
still others say they burned her.still others say they burned her.



Her Lost LegacyHer Lost Legacy

!! All of what Hypatia left behind has been lost.All of what Hypatia left behind has been lost.
The things we know about her work are fromThe things we know about her work are from
references in other works, and in letters writtenreferences in other works, and in letters written
by Synesius.by Synesius.

!! Hypatia may have written a commentary onHypatia may have written a commentary on
ArchimedesArchimedes’’  Dimension of the CircleDimension of the Circle.  She also.  She also
may have written commentaries about may have written commentaries about On theOn the
Conics of Apollonius Conics of Apollonius andand The Almagest, The Almagest, a book a book
on Ptolemyon Ptolemy’’s observations of the stars.s observations of the stars.





TeachingTeaching

!! Most of all, Hypatia is remembered for her work as aMost of all, Hypatia is remembered for her work as a
teacher. She lectured on mathematics, philosophy,teacher. She lectured on mathematics, philosophy,
astronomy, and physics.  She taught out of her homeastronomy, and physics.  She taught out of her home
because they would not allow her to teach at the Museumbecause they would not allow her to teach at the Museum
of Alexandria.  People came from all around to learnof Alexandria.  People came from all around to learn
from her; not only the Egyptians, but students from Asia,from her; not only the Egyptians, but students from Asia,
Europe, and Africa flocked to her.  She had anEurope, and Africa flocked to her.  She had an
extraordinary eloquence in her lectures.  The Suda orextraordinary eloquence in her lectures.  The Suda or
Suidas speaks very highly of her teaching methods, andSuidas speaks very highly of her teaching methods, and
her studenther student’’s, especially Synesius, praised her in theirs, especially Synesius, praised her in their
letters.letters.



Inventor?Inventor?

!! In one of  SynesiusIn one of  Synesius’’s letters to Hypatia, Synesius makess letters to Hypatia, Synesius makes
references to an astrolabe she constructed.  In anotherreferences to an astrolabe she constructed.  In another
letter Synesius asks Hypatia to make a hydroscope forletter Synesius asks Hypatia to make a hydroscope for
him.him.

!! The astrolabe, a mechanical model replicating theThe astrolabe, a mechanical model replicating the
motions of the heavens, is said to have been work passedmotions of the heavens, is said to have been work passed
down from Ptolemy to Theon, to Hypatia, to Synesius.down from Ptolemy to Theon, to Hypatia, to Synesius.

!! The hydroscope, a densimeter, Synesius asked her toThe hydroscope, a densimeter, Synesius asked her to
construct was most likely used to measure outconstruct was most likely used to measure out
medication because at the time of this later lettermedication because at the time of this later letter
Synesius was very sick.Synesius was very sick.



A woman before her timeA woman before her time

!! HypatiaHypatia’’s life made a statement: Womens life made a statement: Women
could be amazing and influential scholars.could be amazing and influential scholars.
Though her work is lost and it led her toThough her work is lost and it led her to
her death, we remember her today as theher death, we remember her today as the
first female mathematician.first female mathematician.




