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Based on the biography “Hypatia of Alexandria” by Laurel A. Rockefeller

This play is based on events in the life of Hypatia of Alexandria and constructed using primary and secondary historical sources, commentary, and research.  Interpretation of source material is at the author’s discretion and utilized within the scope of the author’s imagination, including names, events, and historical details. Except when quoting primary sources, dialogue and certain events were constructed and/or reconstructed for dramatization purposes according to the best available research data.
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Hypatia of Alexandria is available as an audiobook in its original edition.
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​Prologue
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1140. Kloster Disibodenberg, Germany. Scriptorium HILDEGARD works at her desk stage right.  MONK stands downstage left, his arms full of heavy books which he places on a nearby table and watches over. NOVICE ENTERS and bows before Hildegard.

NOVICE


Magistra, the books you wished to borrow have arrived!



HILDEGARD


Excellent. Did the brother specify how long I may borrow them?



NOVICE


No, Magistra.



HILDEGARD

(walking towards door at center stage left)


Well then I will have to ask him myself before he departs.



NOVICE

(following Hildegard)


May I ask—what is so important about these particular books?





HILDEGARD


They are the writings of ancient Greek mathematicians and astronomers.  Wisdom of the ancient world, a world that was very different from the one we live in today.



NOVICE


But such knowledge is forbidden!



HILDEGARD

(reaching the door and opening it)


Yes, it is.



NOVICE


Then why risk it?



HILDEGARD


God speaks to many people—not only to Christians.  If there is something of value to be learned then I wish to learn it, no matter who God teaches it to.


(to Monk)


Thank you for bringing these, Brother. How long will your master permit me to review them?



MONK

(handing one of the books to Hildegard)


Two months, though he said he would consider longer if the need should arise. He said you would be particularly interested in this one.



HILDEGARD


’Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers’ by Socrates of Constantinople?



MONK

(flipping to the middle of the book)


Yes.  Take a look here!



HILDEGARD

(reading aloud)


’Of Hypatia the Female Philosopher. There was a woman at Alexandria named Hypatia, daughter of the philosopher Theon, who made such attainments in literature and science, as to far surpass all the philosophers of her own time.’ Intriguing! Do many know of this Hypatia?




MONK


No, Magistra.



HILDEGARD


Because she was a woman?



MONK


I think perhaps the answer will become clear with further reading.



HILDEGARD


Agreed! 
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(END OF SCENE)
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​Act I: Discovering Science
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​Act I, Scene I
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360 CE. House of Theon of Alexandria. HYPATIA is working at spinning with a drop spindle. IOLA watches her carefully. 

HYPATIA

(throwing her drop spindle)


It’s hopeless! 


(Iola picks up the spindle from the floor)


I can’t do it!



IOLA


My lady you are only five years old!  Do you really expect yourself to spin as if you were a woman grown with children of her own?



HYPATIA


Every time I try to draw the wool out it falls apart. When I try to mend the two ends together, it falls apart more.



IOLA

(demonstrating how to spin properly)


You can do it, I know you can.  Here, watch, see how I overlap the two ends and hold both together between my fingers? Now hold that tight while winding the spindle tight and slipping it here into the notch and there into the small hook. Do you see?



HYPATIA


Yes.



IOLA


Okay now watch as I twirl the shaft.  The wool between my fingers is now tight and bound together.  What I do next is slowing move my hand towards the part that is not twisted at all, not very far, just an inch at first, very slowly.  See? Now here I’m going to wind the spindle so that the part we just put together is between the hook and the shaft.  As long as this is tight, the yarn will not come apart and I can slowly start to draw it out again. See?  It’s not hopeless.  You can do it if you practice.




Hypatia takes backs the spindle and tries to spin. The spindle flies from her hands. THEON ENTERS from stage right.

HYPATIA


I told you!  I’m hopeless!



THEON


Hopeless at what?



HYPATIA


Spinning! Patéras, I can’t do it! I’m no good at women’s work. I can’t spin. I can’t embroider. I can’t sew. I can’t cook! No one will ever want to marry me, at least not for my own sake!



THEON


With a good match you won’t have to. Slaves will do it for you and you can spend your days doing whatever you wish to do.



HYPATIA


But what am I suited for, Patéras? How can I ever be a respectable lady like mother is?



THEON


Perhaps there is more than one way to become a respectable lady.



HYPATIA


How?



THEON


You could always help me with my work. 



HYPATIA


A female philosopher? People will laugh at me—or worse! Zeus made Pandora, mother of all women, to punish mankind for the trick Prometheus played on him.  There is no honour in being a girl and no place among the educated for girls or women to learn let alone teach as you do.



THEON


The law commands that you, my daughter, obey me.  Do you agree?



HYPATIA


Yes. What do you wish me to do?



THEON


I command that you spend your days in study and when you are old enough, you will come with me to the temple where I teach my students.



HYPATIA


They will stone me if I come!



THEON


No, they won’t, Hypatia, because I command it and under the law, you are my legal property. I have the right to take you to my classes if I wish and ask of you anything I desire. Not one man will act against it, no matter how he feels about your presence there.



HYPATIA


Very well then, Patéras.  I shall obey.  When do you want me to start?



THEON


Tonight. We will go up together to the roof to look at the stars and I will show you the geometry of the heavens.


​

HYPATIA


Efcharistó, Patéras!



THEON


You are very welcome, Hypatia!
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(END OF SCENE)
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​Act I, Scene II
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361 CE. House of Theon of Alexandria. Rooftop. Stars project brightly onto the upstage. THEON picks up a cross staff from a small table and measures the angular distance between Polaris in Ursa Minor and Alpha Ursae Majoris in Ursa Major. HYPATIA watches her father intently. 

HYPATIA


What are you doing?



THEON


Measuring the distance between the pole star and that bright star near it.



HYPATIA


May I try?



THEON

(lowering his cross staff and handing it to Hypatia)


That star is called Alpha Ursae Majoris.  It’s part of a constellation called Ursa Major –the big bear. Callisto was a beautiful nymph sworn to Artemis. One day, Zeus fell in love with her and she conceived a son.  Hera of course was very angry that her husband had cheated on her again and turned her into a bear.  One day her son, a young man named Arcas, met her in the forest.  Naturally he was afraid that she would kill him—as bears often do when humans get too close.  So, Zeus intervened and put them both in the sky.  The mother is the great bear Ursa Major and the son is the little bear Ursa Minor. Callisto’s body is formed by many stars, Alpha Ursae Majoris being the closest to Arcas’ tail. If you will look here, the tip of that tail is the current pole star, Polaris.



HYPATIA


It’s beautiful! Why do you say ‘current’ pole star?



THEON


Because Polaris is not always the pole star.  Sometimes it is Alpha Lyrae.  About six hundred years ago, Hipparchus of Nicaea discovered, almost by accident, that the spin of the Earth is imperfect.  Like a top, it wobbles so that the pole star alternates between Polaris and Alpha Lyrae. It takes a very long time, of course. The wobble is very slight – about one degree every seventy-two years. So as far as we need to be concerned Polaris is the pole star—and will continue to be for a very long time.



HYPATIA


If I want to find north, all I need to do is look for Alpha Ursae Majoris and I will quickly find Polaris?



THEON


Yes.  It is as easy as that—at least at night it is.



HYPATIA


This is amazing, Father!  I had no idea there was so much to learn about the stars!



THEON


The discoveries have only begun, Hypatia. Perhaps you will make discoveries that will change the world.



HYPATIA


I would like that very much!  To learn all about the stars, all the secrets of the heavens and the earth. Will the gods reward me or punish me if I make this my life’s work?



THEON


That is a question you must answer for yourself. But I think this is the path for you, Hypatia, if you want it badly enough.



HYPATIA


What must I do?



THEON


Right now, you must go to bed. I have kept you up far too long. When you are older we can spend more time studying the sky. Go to sleep.  In the morning, we will work on your reading and I will teach you some basic mathematics that you will need to understand before you can study the stars.
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(END OF SCENE)
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