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Euclid and the Elements published for thousands of years under his name are a historically 

legendary text.  Over its more than two thousand years of dissemination and study, the book is 

likely the second most continuously widely read and published book of all time, only surpassed 

by the Bible,.  In some ways, it is very much the equivalent of the Bible to those traditionally 

engaged in mathematical and logical enterprises. 

As is the case with the Bible, the putting together of the Elements, over thousands of years, 

when there were no written records of every action and step taken, but where the ultimate project 

depended on word of mouth by those living centuries after the earlier writings were formulated, 

there are all sorts of questions as to authorship of the various parts and just how the versions in 

our hands today actually found their way into our hands   

 The almost non-existent background information on Euclid makes one wonder as to  his life 

is, as we have  about the  life of other historical personages for whom most of their  available 

biographical information only arises centuries after their demise.  The question as to just who or 
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‘what’ might have been behind the story of Euclid still remains one which has not been 

answered. 

In the civilization before the advent of a primarily “writing based” culture, and where the 

“truth” of various statements tended to be supported by the demonstration of a lineage of word of 

mouth rather than the “citations” of papers, the effort to convince was often accompanied by the 

insistence on such a lineage. Whether it was Moses who climbed a mountain and came back with 

the the commandments written down, or a ‘Euclid” who brought the wisdom to those down 

below, it seemed critical to have a defined lineage in order to vouchsafe the cogency of various 

claims. 

Almost nothing is known of his life, and no likeness or first-hand description of his physical 

appearance has survived antiquity, and so the various depictions of him (with a long flowing 

beard and cloth cap) in various “historical”works of art are necessarily the products of the artist's 

imagination, an imagination kindled long after his supposed years on our planet. 

The Greek mathematician Euclid (of Alexandria) has been alleged to have lived and 

flourished in Alexandria in Egypt around 300 BCE, during the reign of Ptolemy I. presumably  

born circa. 325 BC, although the place and circumstances of both his birth and death are 

unknown and may only be estimated roughly relative to other people mentioned with him.  

He is rarely mentioned by name by other Greek mathematicians from Archimedes  and is 

usually referred to as "ὁ στοιχειώτης" ("the author of Elements”) .  We feel that the timing of his 

alleged birth in Alexandria, within years of the demise of both Alexander the Great and of 

Aristotle offers a bit of light on the state of the Greek world and its various cosmologies and 

theologies at the time of the creation of the Elements, regardless of precisely who authored or 

compiled them 
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Euclid supposedly died c. 270 BC, again presumably in Alexandria   In the only other key 

reference to Euclid, Pappus of Alexandria (c. 320 AD) briefly mentioned that Apollonius "spent a 

very long time with the pupils of Euclid at Alexandria, and it was thus that he acquired such a 

scientific habit of thought" but these dates did not match the other estimates of Euclid’s dates life 

span ( 247–222 BC 

We ourselves are not great believers in the way that history is written for us by our 

predecessors.  There is far too much faith and need to have faith in the stories that history 

somehow presents to those who try to look back.  The telling of history is scarcely more than a 

game of ‘musical chairs” over time where the last person or vested interest in power, seated at 

their desk with the pen and paper available when the music stops is the one who writes and 

usually fabricates that ‘history?  The plague of “Fake news” is nothing new. 

 It is usually said that “those who do not know history are doomed to repeat it”. That bit of 

“wisdom” is to us a more or less self-serving promotion by the historians themselves, just as 

today’s purveyors of  “news” would like to convince us that the ‘news’ they generate is crucial to 

our welfare…and not the ‘fake news” which permeates our culture today.  

 For us the “history of being deceived and misled by history is what we must learn from’ so as 

to not repeat the chronic misjudgments of the past based on taking for granted as valid the 

erroneous or fabricated histories which survive after the last interested party has edited the story 

line of history.’.    

 When we try to make sense of the classic “Elements” and to  better understand its 

significance and import by any sort of accumulation of historical facts about it, we come to a 

dead end.  Academia itself prefers to only speak about this text and others, as if they were 

isolated completely from any factual determinants of their content or indicators of their purpose, 
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with   no ‘backstory” .  The prevailing belief seems to be that these documents and are simply 

interpretable on the basis of what the inkmarks on the paper say, and that, moreover, any 

uncovered association with real events does not seem to be of much interest to those scholars 

focussing on the translation of various words and phrases 

A typical historical account has told us” “having no knowledge of Euclid, we must 

concentrate on his works after making a few comments on possible historical events. Euclid must 

have studied in Plato’s Academy  in Athens to have learnt of the geometry of Eudoxus  and 

Thaetetus of which he was so familiar.”  Eudoxus of Cnidus ( c. 390? – c. 337 BC) was an 

ancient Greek astronomer, mathematician, scholar, and student of Archytas and Plato. 

  

The only basis we can see for the assumption that Euclid studied at the Academy in Athens is 

that the geometry of Eudoxus and Theatetus plays a key role in the formulation of the Elements.  

This inference is made by historians, only because  it is presumed that Euclid, who ostensibly, as 

most accounts would have it spent most of his life in Alexandria, therefore, presumably had no 

choice but to go the Academy to study.  But that presumes that there was indeed single such 
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person named Euclid and it serves the purpose of bringing any such ‘Euclid’ under the Platonic 

umbrella.  However, this would be so if there were no singular Euclid and if many of the parts of 

the Elements had been written by others, including Eudoxus.  

The inference process is also rather sloppy here, 

since it appears that the Elements reveal far more 

than ‘familiarity” with the ideas of Eudoxus and 

Thaetutus.  By near consensus nowadays, these 

two mathematicians are now acknowledged to 

have actually likely written several of the most 

elegant and admired sections of the Elements, 

including those sections upon which much of the 

case in regard to Euclid’s alleged devout Platonic 

leanings and orientation made by neo-Platonist 

doctrine hinges, including the controversial and 

widely cited Thirteenth and last book. 

Such a bit of negligence in the arrival at their conclusion would not be surprising in view of 

the ultimate and rather outrageous posturings by those neo-Platonists who disseminated the 

Elements which our civilization has come to know, including Proclus, which seek to present the 

Elements as a work devoted to Platonic cosmology rather than an Aristotelian project that would 

achieve a pedagogical purpose and advance our appreciation of the nature of ‘knowledge’ 

 If we observe how rigorously  Aristotelian  was the dependence of the argument and structure 

of the Elements in terms of its adherence to Aristotle’s syllogistic framework of logic we have to 

surely begin to doubt the longstanding neo-Platonist propagandization.  Euclid’s work is said to 
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have been written in Alexandria shortly after Aristotle had been driven from Athens following 

the death of his former student and then patron, Alexander.   

 Moreover, at the apparent time of Euclid’s writings, Alexandria, established by Alexander,   

was just becoming the world’s major center of learning and a place where Aristotle’s influence 

would have been very strong. Alexander’s aim, no doubt derived from his tutor Aristotle,   had 

not been restricted to conquering lands as far from Macedonnia as Inda but had been to also 

explore them. He required his companions, generals, and scholars to report to him in detail on 

regions previously unmapped and uncharted. His campaigns resulted in a “considerable addition 

of empirical knowledge of geogrpahy and biology ”  The reports that Alexander had acquired 

survived after his death, and they motivated an unprecedented movement of scientific research 

and study of the Earth its natural physical qualities, and its inhabitants  It was in that atmosphere 

that the great library and Mouseion saw the light of day in Alexandria.  One of the major 

acquisitions for the library was the “books of Aristotle 

The great Library in Alexandria was actually based on the model provided by Aristotle and his 

Lyceum, of the collection of documents and making them accessible to the public, an effort 
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decidedly not in keeping with the Platonic “strategy” of not making documents pertaining to any 

‘secret” means of developing knowledge accessible to the public at large.  

Thus the facile assumption of those scholars more 

interested in evangelizing their own ruminations on 

philosophy than the historical developments does not at 

all relieve us of the doubt as to  whether there was 

actually some individual named Euclid in Alexandra 

who put together those Elements and did the compiling 

himself, or whether the Elements were compiled by a 

group of mathematicians ….very likely of Platonist or 

neo-Platonist followers.  

As we have noted above, scholars of the history are 

already of the belief that the “Elements” the work which 

is legendarily associated with Euclid’s name, is largely , not actually authored or written by him, 

but, is rather a compilation of propositions based on books by earlier Greek mathematicians.  

�8



Yet, presumably, the prevailing  historical consensus would still have a fallback position 

claiming that, although there was not one “author’,  they still would believe that there was a 

single  person named Euclid in Alexandria who did the monumental compilation and editing of 

those Elements, even though they had been created by others. 

The work identified as the “Elements” was generated with a particular purpose in mind. The 

purpose was not to invent geometry since so called ‘geometers” had been successfully working 

in Greece and elsewhere for decades and even centuries  to its writings.  And, indeed the purpose 

was not achieve the kinds of results in the world to which Archimedes name is illustriously 

attached. What then was the purpose of that body of work known as ‘the Elements”?? 

We believe that it was essentially ‘theological” in nature. By that we mean that it was written 

very much to somehow justify the deeds of impressive eye-hand and eye-foot coordination by 

those in the centuries preceding the presumed writing or assembly of the Elements. 

In a world of nature and the flora and fauna of some divine doing, there had, over the 

centuries since the presumed Genesis, arisen another world of objects and things... those which 

were manmade, devices, tools, contraptions, tables and chairs, buildings and wagons..and so on. 

While the utter “validity” of the flora and fauna were vouchsafed in some primordial way as 

being the creations of some divine source....this burgeoning man-made world seemed to be 

working just fine, but there was a further theological question which arose for the thinking 

thinkers of that era”  

It seems understandable that, in a society which had noted the work of some divine Demiurge 

or other force in the world or nature, of the flora and fauna in which people found themselves 

living and thriving, that the rapid development of manmade ‘objects”, things of all sorts that 

were now in the world side by side with nature and the creations of a divinity of some kind, that 
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there would arise some question as to how such ‘objects’  possessed the validity that the natural 

objects presumably did.   How is it that mortals can actually manage to create, construct never 

before contemplated objects and devices...and shape their world...in such a way that they can feel 

confident that their ‘knowledge’ is somehow valid and reflective of some ‘logos’ , or, as Euclid 

was later alleged to have said to ‘reflect the thoughts of God’s mind”.  

The purpose of the Elements was , on the surface, certainly aimed as systematizing the 

knowledge that had been acquired by these earlier persons…but also to do so in a  manner such 

that the book itself is almost theological in nature .   The Elements certainly appears to be written 

so as to demonstrate or ‘prove’ that whatever was behind the accomplishments of those in Greece 

capable of building that society, it was validly related to a some access to knowledge of the 

underlying ‘logos” of the world, as it was known then.  If there was a‘theological motive” to the 

compilation it was one which aimed to support the Aristotelian world view and, more 

importantly, the Aristotelian approach to the development and  refinement of knowledge 

applicable to the betterment of the world through ‘science’. 

Platonic thought offered very little in the way of accounting for how humans were able to 

muster the capabilities to proceed so smartly and cleverly as to furnish their world with so much 

manmade work to go with the workings of the divine source.  For Platonic theology, there was 

essentially a dead end  beyond the access to a “glimpse”  some eternal truth via some odd 

reincarnation from a previous life.  Presumably, during that previous life,  the person had been 

enlightened somehow. and thus could experience its recollections in the subsequent lives.  This 

clearly was no answer at all, and beyond that begs the question of what happens beyond a 

countless sequence of reincarnations… 

Plato founded the Academy after his travels which brough him into contact with the 

Pythagrorean mysticism, as Carl Sagan has noted,  ”Pythagoras had a very different method. He 
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believed that laws of nature can be deduced by pure thought. He and his followers... were 

thoroughgoing mystics,” When Pythagoras and his ilk made discoveries that questioned their 

world views, they elected to suppress these findings rather than change their views  

"[Plato] believed that ideas were far more real than the natural world," Sagan said. "He 

advised the astronomers not to waste their time observing the stars and planets. It was better, he 

believed, just to think about them. Plato expressed hostility to observation and experiment. He 

taught contempt for the real world and disdain for the practical application of scientific 

knowledge." 

For Plato,  there was nothing desirable about this notion of ‘science”.  For him ‘geometry”was 

nominally called a science, but by reason of its recognition of eternal forms…and there was no 

interest in the development of ‘science” as cultural institution which sought knowledge and in 

that seeking, also sought the development of instrumentality and means of further acquiring such 

knowledge. With Plato, we were supposed to believe that reincarnated recollection of ‘the light 

seen in previous lives’ was the foundation of “knowledge” He was remarkably unconcerned with 

‘science”, in marked contrast with Aristotle, and he was remarkably unconcerned with how the 

‘masses” who were not part of his philosophical elite ever would learn to do the remarkable 

things that society had begun to witness.   

In fact there was no Platonic way to advance to knowledge of the skills and pragmatic abilities 

required by an ever more complex life. As an arch elitist, Plato believed only those who “saw the 

light’ that cultivation in his own church like Academy could provide were worthy to decide their 

own fate politically. Moreover he had no interest in any effort to enhance access to the tools of 

developing ‘knowledge’ for the population at large. His notion of ‘knowledge’ had nothing 

whatsoever to do with ‘science”.  
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.For Aristotle, on the other hand, it was not enough to vouchsafe the production of the new 

man made world by attributing it to ‘nothing but recollections”.  As.soon as Plato died, Aristotle 

left Athens and took up his position as Alexander’s tutor.  Not too many years thereafter, with 

Alexander’s patronage, after Alexander had come to rule all of Greece, he set up a school of his 

own in Athens, the Lyceum ,which was competitive with Plato’s Aristotle’s primary interest was 

in fostering human endeavor and in promoting of an enterprise  that became the origin of what 

we now know today as ‘science’ and, indeed, as ‘empirical science’.    

We  must appreciate that the Element’s and their  step by step method of ‘proof” , hinging 

entirely on Aristotle’s syllogistic logic , was the Euclidean answer, the demonstration that the 

development of manmade culture was “kosher”. This was a huge leap beyond the Platonic cult 

beliefs in immaculate or ridiculously ‘Non-embodied Cognition”  This non embodied  reached 

its ultimate in the neo-Platonism of Plotinus, which not only rejected the Aristotelian purpose 

and wisdom but which devolved into the sheer mysticism which was always at the core of Plato’s 

madness.  

In many ways, Aristotle’s logical precepts and his techniques , however were wonderful tools 

by means of which the common man and common woman, anyone could school themselves in 

order to be able to create, construct and achieve. It was Aristotle’s belief that, by the cultivation 

of their language based skills, men and women could somehow harness the empirical events of 

‘experience’ in such a way as to be able to benefit from ‘experience” and to continue to develop 

more effective modes of shaping their world.  

The Museum in Alexandria was a shrine of the Muses modeled after the Lyceum of Aristotle 

in Athens, notably,  the arch competitive school in Athens during the life of Aristotle.  Aristotle 
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himself was forced to flee from Athens after Alexander’s death because of the dominance of the 

Platonist Academy there.   It has been estimated that at one time the Library of Alexandria held 

over half a million documents from Assyria, Greece, Persia, Egypt, India and many other 

nations. The Museum was a place of study which included lecture areas, gardens, a zoo, and 

shrines for each of the nine muses as well as the Library site 

Plato was utterly not inclined in the same direction, either cosmologically or scientifically or 

pedagogically as Aristotle  The Platonic world constituted  an almost mystical adjunct to the 

growth of monotheistic religion during the same years…and truly lent it self to a mysticism that 

was more clearly expressed by the neo-Platonists in from the time of Plotinus and on through the 

period of 500 AD.  Indeed, it was that mysticism and the cultist nature of the Platonic gospel  

which managed to get many of the neo-Platonists either killed or banned by the Catholic Church 

at around the time back to which we can trace the versions of the Elements which have been 

those used by the Western world for the many centuries since. 

Copies of the Greek text  of the Elements still exist, alleged to be associated with an ‘original” 

however, the manuscripts available are of variable quality, and invariably incomplete. It is only 

by means of careful analysis of the translations and originals which only go back to around 500 

AD,  that hypotheses have been made about what the contents of the original text (copies of 

which are no longer available) might have been. Th only version  of his work which were 

available to the world up until the mid 19th century. and the  edition of Euclid which has been 

universally  used  was ostensibly translated, edited, compiled, and interpreted in Alexandria 

allegedly around the 400  AD by the neoplatonist   mathematician  scholar ,Theon of Alexandria 

 (335 AD – c. 405 AD)   and his daughter , the renowned and brilliant mathematician, Hypatia, 

apparently known throughout the ‘world” at that time as the best mathematician, male or female, 

in the world. 
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Despite the ‘interpretation” which was soon to be affixed to the Elements by Proclus, the text 

of the Elements is structured by its author or authors to heavily depend on the employment of the 

syllogistic form of logic which was distinctly Aristotelian in nature and origin.  The logic which 

Aristotle  created, along with its delineation of induction and deduction and the use of syllogism 

to assure that the deeds of humans were in accord with the logos…were essentially not only an 

explanation of the ability of humans to achieve, but a means by which people could actually 

enhance themselves and their expertise.  

The very survival of the Elements is as much or more a testimonial to its powerful 

pedagogical value as a textbook, and that value alone as a teaching necessity, assured that 

various Platonist and neo-Platonist followers 

would not eliminate or advocate its ‘burning” as 

they are known to have done, for example, with 

all the works of the atomist natural philosophers, 

Leucippus and Democritus. 

Of course, yet again,  little is known about 

Theon and his more renowned daughter, 

Hypatia’s, lives.  Even Hypatia’s date of birth is 

contested—scholars long held that she was born 

in 370 but modern historians believe 350 to be 

more likely.  Theon taught mathematics and 

astronomy to his daughter, and she is known to have collaborated on some of his commentaries. 

It is thought that Book III of Theon’s version of Ptolemy’s Almagest—the treatise that 

established the Earth-centric model for the universe that wouldn’t be overturned until the time of 

Copernicus and Galileo—was actually the work of Hypatia. 
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It would not be surprising if  Theon’s universally used version of the Elements, had also been 

partly authored/compiled by his daughter, the legendary Hypatia, who, trained by her father, was 

renowned in her day as the world’s best mathematician/philosopher, the only woman in history 

who ever could make claim to that standing, and worked with him on many projects   

 She was a mathematician and astronomer in her own right, writing commentaries of her own 

and teaching a succession of students . Letters from one of these students, an important political 

personnage, Synesius, indicate that these lessons included how to design an astrolabe, a kind of 

portable astronomical calculator that would be used until the 19th century.  As it turns out, she 

had many illustrious students, and these were ultimately those who were the teachers of Proclus 

when he was in Alexandria during the early periods of his life. 

There is, additionally, and strikingly, no mention of Euclid at all in these earliest remaining 

copies of the Elements, and most of the copies say they are "from the edition of Theon" or the 

"lectures of Theon", while the only other text , and one supposed  to likely be primary, held by 

the Vatican, mentions no author.   Unlike most of the other mathematical works extant from that 

era, “ none of Euclid's works have a preface, or at least none has come down to us so it is highly 

unlikely that any ever existed. Thus historians  cannot see any of his character or of his beliefs, 

as we can of some other Greek mathematicians, from the nature of their prefaces.”   

The only reference that historians can rely upon to support the belief that  Euclid was indeed 

the author of the Elements ,”edited” by Theon,  and read as the principal text of mathematics and 

logic for our civilization for about two thousand years was from Proclus, who was not even born 

in Alexandrea soon after the death of Hypatia, and, who ,briefly, in his Commentary on the 

Elements ascribes Euclid as its author.   So, puzzlingly, the few historical references to Euclid 

and upon which historians rely upon to sustain their believe that someone named  Euclid actually 
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wrote  the Elements were written 700 years after he supposedly lived, namely by Proclus c. 450 

AD. ,   

Because the lack of biographical information is unusual for the period (extensive biographies 

being available for most significant Greek mathematicians several centuries before and after 

Euclid), some researchers have proposed that Euclid was not a historical personage, and that his 

works were written by a team of mathematicians who took the name Euclid from Euclid of 

Megara  who was devout follower of Plato  and, allegedly, also, conveniently enough for 

Platonic folklore,  a pupil of Socrates, who himself might not have existed as such.   

This line  oF speculation  suggests that this well known “Euclid” of Alexandria associated 

with the Elements was a fiction of the same sort as generated by the Bourbaki (à la Bourbaki) 

which was the common name used by a group of mathematicians in France working together 

during the 19th century who wrote under that one fictional name.  But, as far as can be told, it is 

not even clear when any such cooperative compilation might have actually been done or over 

how many years and how many different authors it might have involved. 

 Theon apparently is known to have engaged in significant editing, “amplifying  Euclid's text 

whenever he thought that an argument was overly brief”, “sometimes adding propositions to 

make the text more easily read by beginners.”  Somehow, that rather important cosmological 

13th book of the Elements  found in his edited version has already been determined to likely not 

have been by Euclid at all, but by Eudoxus. 

In this regard, he or his daughter Hypatia, an exceptional teacher, apparently succeeded very 

well in making the Elements simple enough to learn from , so much so in fact that his version of 

the Elements became the standard edition while a all earlier editions have been lost   These texts, 

edited by one or both of them which were  then assembled and packaged for the world, along 
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with the famous “commentaries “ by Proclus,  born three years before Hypatia’s death, Proclus 

(412–485 AD), the principal voice of neo-Platonism from that time onwards.  

Thus, there exists an apparent and direct neo-Platonist  connection from Proclus to Theon via 

Hypatia by means of which we may easily imagine that the work of these two was the basis of 

the widely disseminated product we know today as Euclid’s Elements. The editing by Theon and 

then the commentaries by Proclus were thus both neo- Platonist and were both produced in the 

intensely neo-Platonist culture in Alexandria      

The resulting work and a  commentary (a copy of a classical work that incorporates 

explanatory notes) on Euclid’s Elements produced by Proclus a century later in Alexandria,  was 

consequently the only known version of the Elements until François Peyrard's 1808 discovery at 

the Vatican of a manuscript not derived from Theon’s.  Yet, this only other text , and one 

supposed  to likely perhaps be primary, held by the Vatican, also mentions no author.   Born three 

years before Hypatia’s death, Proclus (412–485 AD) who put  together the prevailing story of 

Euclid, only did so at a time more than seven centuries after the time of the Euclid nominally 

associated with the Elements was himself a Greek mathematician and another ardent neo-

Platonist. 
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Alexandria underwent a slow decline beginning in 48 B.C., when Julius Caesar conquered the 

city for Rome and accidentally burned down the library. (It was then rebuilt.) By 364, when the 

Roman Empire split and Alexandria became part of the eastern half, the city was beset by 

fighting among Christians, Jews and pagans. Further civil wars destroyed much of the library’s 

contents. The last remnants likely disappeared, along with the museum, in 391, when the 

archbishop Theophilus acted on orders from the Roman emperor to destroy all pagan temples. 

Theophilus tore down the temple of Serapis, which may have housed the last scrolls, and built a 

church on the site 

The single most distinctive aspect of neo-Platonism was that it sought to reconcile the works 

of Plato with those of Aristotle and to create a a strengthened and unified theological doctrine 

and gospel from that synthesis. The neo-Platonists of that period were intent on dismissing 

Aristotle as a minor patch on the brilliant Platonic cosmology, and diminished his work in the 

service of their promotion of the mysticism.   

They believed devoutly that Aristotle was no more than a misguided follower of Plato and that 

his works where they conflicted with Platonic doctrine, were a product of both his 

misunderstanding of Plato and a public misconception about what Aristotle really intended to 

state. If the intent of the Elements had been to demonstrate, in accord with Aristotelian 

cosmology, the geometry of the books was  demonstration of  human ‘actions”  in the world 

rather than a glimpse of the ethereal realm, that would certainly not have been in accord with the 

neo-Platonist belief system. 

In the Republic, Plato showed us vividly, as he severely criticizes the hardworking geometers 

of his day "The science of geometry is in direct contradiction with the language employed by its 

adepts....Their language is most ludicrous...for they speak of doing something and as if all their 

words were directed toward action... ..whereas in fact the real object ..is knowledge...of what 
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eternally exists, not of anything that comes to be this or that at some time and ceases to be" 

Galileo famously wrote, in very much an orthodox Platonic spirit, “Nature is written in the 

language of mathematics and its characters are triangles, circles and other geometric figures, 

without which one wanders about in a dark labyrinth.” Here  Galileo almost mirrors word for 

word the Platonic faith that it is only through this kind of seeing of the light of the world beyond 

our immediate experience to Platonic eternal geometric objects that we can interpret that nature 

in which we dwell.  

It would not be surprising if the emergent view of Euclid’s work and its meaning and intent 

were thoroughly imbued with their somewhat mystical neo- Platonist philosophy and theology. 

Insofar as any interpretation of Euclid might  have fared in their hands, we can be pretty certain 

it would not express any inclination that the original author Euclid might have had that was ‘non 

Platonic”.  The quote from Euclid which is universally known through years and which conforms 

well with the orthodox Platonic gospel… that his work was an “effort to have expressed the 

thoughts of God”.is now considered not likely to have been actually from Euclid, 

It was in fact  this stubbornly mystical approach to life which led to neo-Platonism being 

derided as “pagan” by the growing Christian 

world in the area and in Alexandria, in particular.  

This led, it seems, not only to burning of the 

great Library at Alexandria..but ultimately the 

murder of Hypatia by Christian mobs in 

Alexandria in 415 AD. 

\ 

In the years that followed the destruction of the 
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great Library, Theon’s daughter, Hypatia,  as a pagan who publicly spoke about a non-Christian 

philosophy, Neoplatonism, was an easy target for the radical and violent Christians of that era.  A 

recent Smithsonain Magazine chronicles what we know of her life and work and she is the 

heroine, played by Rachel Weisz, in the Spanish movie Agora,. which tells the fictional story of 

Hypatia as she struggles to save the library from Christian zealots. 

  Hypatia’s death at the hands of a mob of Christian fanatics in Alexandria preceded Proclus 

by less than a generation, but most of his teachers were strongly influenced by her neo-

Platonism, and were, indeed, almost certain to have been her students. Perhaps not 

coincidentally, the  Proclus version of the Euclid story did not emerge till about 450 AD,   after 

the loss of the remaining vestiges of the ancient world's single greatest archive of knowledge, the 

Library of Alexandria,  Proclus’s  writing thus occurred after the Library and its documents had 

been destroyed. 

No doubt Proclus was in a position to author his commentaries on the Elements because he 

lived in Alexandria following the death of Hypatia there by only a few years.   We can only 

wonder at what other information or narrative might have been passed along to Proclus in 

Alexandra from Theon, who must have somehow  had a means of accessing the manuscripts on 

the basis of which he assembled his edition, through Hypatia and her students and disciples to 

Proclus.  Intriguingly there is no mention of Euclid in the earliest remaining copies of the 

Elements, and most of the copies only say they are "from the edition of Theon" or the "lectures 

of Theon”  

One’s eyebrows might reasonably be raised upon realizing that there was a gap of about 700 

years between the time of the life and alleged work of ‘Euclid’  producing the  edition of Euclid 

which has been universally  used , and the time in which the documents, worked on by Theon, 

Hypatia and then Proclus emerged in Alexandria. 
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In his commentary on the Elements, Proclus writes,: "Euclid, who put together the Elements, 

collecting many of Eudoxus' theorems, perfecting many of Theaetetus', and also bringing to 

irrefragable demonstration the things which were only somewhat loosely proved by his 

predecessors”.  But, in all honesty, how in the world would he ever have a basis to say so, other 

than possibly the convenience of legitimizing the inclusion of Eudoxus’ and others work under 

the authorship of some presumed personage, Euclid.     What better way to further the neo- 

Platonist cause than to   attribute a compilation named Euclid’s  Elements, albeit indirectly to 

Platonic ideals and name it after a devout Platonist and then to both provide editing of the text 

and append interpretive commentaries to it. 

We note that  Proclus, the only source , seven hundred years later,  of 99.9 % of our 

information about the Elements and the ‘Euclid” who compiled them,  considered the Platonic 

texts to be divinely inspired (ὁ θεῖος Πλάτων ho theios Platon—the divine Plato, inspired by the 

gods)    The majority of Proclus's works are commentaries on dialogues of Plato (Alcibiades, 

Cratylus, Parmenides, Republic, Timaeus). In these commentaries he presents his own 

philosophical system as a devout and faithful interpretation of Plato. ,   

Proclus’ credibility is almost null.  He wrote that Euclid was not much younger than the 

various mathematicians who arose out of the Plato Academy, and that he must have lived during 

the time of Ptolemy I (c. 367 BC – 282 BC) because he was mentioned by Archimedes. But this 

reported   citation of Euclid by Archimedes has been judged to be an interpolation by later 

editors of his works 

 Proclus  is recorded as having later told a story that, when Ptolemy I asked if there was a 

shorter path to learning geometry than Euclid's Elements, "Euclid replied there is no royal road to 

geometry.”, however however, this anecdote, too  is questionable since it is similar to a story told 

about both Menaechmus and  about Alexander the Great   He himself fled the turmoil  in 
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Alexandria and journeyed to Athens, rather the risk the fate of Hypatia. There he eventually 

found himself in charge of the legendary Platonic school, the. Academy  and produced  one of 

the most elaborate and fully developed systems of Neoplatonism.  

We ourselves were rather surprised, although in retrospect we should not have been, by the 

degree of rivalry, antipathy and ongoing violence that characterized the seemingly civilized 

discourse of our intellectual and philosophical heritage.  The usually academic treatment of our 

intellectual  history speaks of it as it were a polite and genteel exchange of ideas and writings,  

On the contrary, there seemed to be no such thing as “ideas” or philosophies, per se, back then, 

but they were attached to individuals, where were disliked and reviled by their competitive 

schools of thought  The ongoing atrocities of the Christian church for centuries after this 

Hellenistic period were thus only an extension of the normal and routine mode of operating of 

the Academics of that time.competing and bitterly disliked 

Leading up to the Christian efforts to exterminate neo-Platonism, the Platonist themselves 

going back to Plato’s time were involved not only in striking bitterness and hatred of various 

other schools of philosophy and it seems that “talk” of the burning of the books and writings of 

those philosophers with whom there was disagreement was commonplace.  Plato himself had 

been noted to have wished that all of Democritus’s writing be burned. Aristoxenus, a pupil of 

Aristotle, wrote that Plato wanted to burn all the works of Democritus but was unable to do so 

because the books were so popular and widely distributed. Other sources suggest that the loss of 

most of Democritus’ writings is evidence that Plato succeeded.  

As Carlo Rovelli, the physicist who has written much on ancient Greece,  tells us, “Plato and 

Aristotle were familiar with Democritus’s ideas, and fought against them. They did so on behalf 

of other ideas, some of which were later, for centuries, to create obstacles to the growth of 

knowledge. Both insisted on rejecting Democritus’s naturalistic explanations in favour of trying 
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to understand the world in finalistic terms “  Plato never cites Democritus,” as Rovelli notes, “ I 

often think that the loss of the works of Democritus in their entirety is the greatest intellectual 

tragedy to ensue from the collapse of the old classical civilisation but scholars suspect today that 

this was out of deliberate choice, and not for lack of knowledge of his works 

As to Proclus, he leaves us with one more final contribution to history over which me may 

puzzle When Plato turned to the old Presocratic question: “what is the world made of?  he was 

not inclined to proceed, as had Democritus with the positing of   a material and non ‘eternal” 

mode of explanation in terms of the traditional  Earth, Air, Fire, and Water  , such as the Atomists 

offered with their invisible, but nonetheless material ‘atoms”, but he goes beyond them to a 

unique cosmology of his own.  This was no doubt central to his dislike and distrust of the 

Atomists.  

Plato claimed that the four material elements are reducible to geometric shapes; the so-

called Platonic solids, a. theory also known as geometric atomism  What characterized these 

atoms was only their shape, the geometry of their form…and they had no claim to being ‘matter” 

or material…but that geometry only surrounded a void as void as the void in which the minute 

‘atoms” moved.  They were thus defined by that geometry and that geometry alone…as a 

Platonic variant of atomism might be expected to have claimed. 

Criticism of Democritus’s ideas is implicit in several of Plato’s texts, Rovelli notes, as in 

his critique of ‘physicists’, for example. In a passage in his Phaedo, Plato has Socrates articulate 

a reproach to all ‘physicists’. He complains that when ‘physicists’ had explained that Earth was 

round, he rebelled because he wanted to know what ‘good’ it was for Earth to be round; how its 

roundness would benefit it. How completely off-track the great Plato was here!”  
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Instead Plato found small set of uniquely defined geometrical objects to serve as 

elementary constituents in the only three-dimensional structures whose faces are equal regular 

polygons that meet one another at equal solid angles: the tetrahedron, or pyramid (with 4 

triangular faces); the cube (with 6 square faces); the octahedron (with 8 equilateral triangular 

faces); the dodecahedron (with 12 pentagonal faces); and the icosahedron (with 20 equilateral 

triangular faces).   

Earth was associated with the cube, air with the octahedron, water with the icosahedron, 

and fire with the tetrahedron. There was intuitive justification for these associations: the heat of 

fire feels sharp and stabbing (like little tetrahedra). Air is made of the octahedron; its minuscule 

components are so smooth that one can barely feel it. Water, the icosahedron, flows out of one's 

hand when picked up, as if it is made of tiny little balls. 

  Geometers have studied the Platonic solids for thousands of years.  One can prove 

mathematically that there are exactly five Platonic solids and indeed that proof can be found 

within the Elements.  In fact,  Propositions 13–17 in Book XIII, the last book of the Elements, 

describe the construction of the tetrahedron, octahedron, cube, icosahedron, and dodecahedron in 

that order   Thus the dodecahedron, which is the ultimate polyhedron embodying the highest 

principle or ether or breath of the gods, is the very last construction of the Elements.  In 

Proposition 18 Euclid, argues that there are no further convex regular polyhedra. And that is the 

end of ‘that”. 

Yet, was it? Books 10 and 13 of Euclid's Elements, as we have noted  are almost certainly 

at the least based on Theatetus's work. This means that it was Theatetus's work on irrational 

lengths which is described in the much admired work in Book 10.  Scholars however, are still 

pondering “ one of the most unlikely hypotheses in the history of mathematics―Proclus’ 

hypothesis: According to Proclus, the main goal of Euclid, when writing the Elements, was to 
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build a complete geometric theory of Platonic solids (Book XIII), associated in the ancient 

philosophy (Pythagoras, Plato) with the Universe harmony. “ 

To construct this theory, Euclid supposedly introduced in Book II, also of suspicious 

authorship, the problem of dividing a segment into extreme and mean ratio (the “golden 

section”).  Most o  the Propositions, concerning to the “golden section,” are found in the Book 

XIII, which is devoted to the geometric theory of regular polyhedra (“Platonic solids”) and 

which is almost universally acknowledged to not have been written by Euclid but by the 

Platonist mathematician Thaetetus, “The essence of Proclus’ hypothesis consists in the fact that 

the main purpose of Euclid when writing the Elements was to build a complete geometric theory 

of Platonic solids.” That most of the fundamental demonstration   has been placed in   Book XIII, 

that is, in the concluding Book of the Elements, suggests to Proclus and other neo-Platonists  that 

the purpose of the Elements was truly theological. confirmation of Proclus’ hypothesis  

Based on the 13th Book of the Elements, provided by Thaetetus and not written by Euclid, 

we,  somehow, unsurprisingly have the implication in Proclus ‘hypothesis” about the Elements 

that “Because the Platonic solids were associated in ancient Greek science with the “Universe 
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Harmony”, it follows from this fact that Euclid’s Elements were written under the direct 

influence of the “harmonic ideas” of Pythagoras and Plato.”   Euclid’s Elements were thus 

reduced to an attempt to create the   “Mathematical Theory of the Universe Harmony”, based on 

and supporting the cosmology of the Platonic solids and the “golden section”. 

Ironically, now, thousands of years later, the various polygons and polyhedra have been 

found to be reflective, not of a mystical cosmology of the sort that Plato was ‘selling” or perhaps 

more aptly that his ‘infomercial like” Dialogues were intended to promote so that those with 

sufficient resources could have access to the ‘secrets” after years and decades of being ‘students” 

at the Academy, but, instead, with increasing studies in computational science, the rhombic 

dodecahedron, has been appreciated as being a means of depicting the various logical 

connectives which emerged from Aristotle’s syllogistic logic.    

Euclid’s geometry and the Elements are now seen to be firmly related to Aristotle’s 

logic  rather than mirroring  some ethereal realm of perfect Platonic forms. Louis 

Kauffman, one of  our prominent mathematicians  , has written of the progressively more 

understood relation of logic and geometry,  "This is a remarkable connection of polyhedral 

geometry with basic logic. The meaning and application of this connection is yet to be 

fully appreciated. It is a significant linkage of domains.”  

“On the one hand, we have logic embedded in everyday speech. One does not 

expect to find direct connections of the structure of logical speech with the 

symmetries of Euclidean Geometry. It is the surprise of this connection that appeals 

to the intuition. 
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Logic and reasoning are properties of language/mind in action. Geometry and 

symmetry are part of the mindset that would discover eternal forms and grasp the 

world as a whole.  

To find, by going to the source of logic, that we build simultaneously a world of 

reason and a world of geometry incites a vision of the full combination of the 

temporal and the eternal, a unification of action and contemplation” 

Finally after centuries of dominance by the mysticism of Plato via the neo-

Platonists,  we now have embarked on an era, where the Elements are seen for what 

they were, an exposition of the systematic nature of human actions in their relation to 

the acts of human logical connections.  As Kauffman and increasingly many others now 

conclude,  this newfound “ relationship of logic and geometry demands a deep 

investigation. This investigation is in its infancy." 
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