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QUESTION 

The Thirteenth Degree 

A Hypatian Conspiracy 

Seminar & Discussion Guide 

For advanced readers, university classrooms, history groups, museum programs, and serious book clubs. Includes spoilers. 
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Seminar Premise 
The Thirteenth Degree asks what happens when intellectual authority is not simply lost, but repeatedly renamed, 
reassigned, translated, and institutionalized until the record itself begins to look inevitable. Its conspiracy 
mechanism is fictional; its larger problem - the historical diminishment, alteration, and misattribution of women’s 
intellectual contributions - is the subject the novel asks readers to interrogate. 

Central Inquiry 
Who has the authority to decide what counts as knowledge, whose name remains attached to it, and when a 
pattern of historical erasure becomes visible enough to challenge? 

Conceptual Vocabulary 
• attribution and misattribution 
• archival silence 
• institutional authority 
• transmission and translation 
• historical inference 
• epistemic erasure 
• pattern recognition versus proof 
• memory as a form of preservation 
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Critical Discussion I: Historical Authority 
1. How does the novel distinguish between the disappearance of evidence and the active alteration of attribution? 
Why does that distinction matter? 

2. Hypatia, Junia, and Kassia occupy different historical and intellectual contexts. What is gained - and what risks 
arise - when the novel asks readers to see a pattern across their stories? 

3. When does a repeated institutional practice become more historically significant than the intentions of any single 
actor? 

4. What forms of authority are created by archives, religious institutions, universities, and later scholarship? Which of 
those authorities does the novel trust, and which does it ask us to question? 

5. Does restoring a woman’s name to the record restore her authority, or only correct one layer of the historical 
problem? 

Critical Discussion II: Evidence & Method 
6. Seraphina is pattern-driven. What is the difference between recognizing a pattern and proving a historical claim? 

7. How should a researcher respond when multiple absences or alterations point in the same direction but no single 
document proves intent? 

8. What role do mathematics, astronomy, language, music, and material texts play as forms of evidence in the novel? 

9. Where should historical fiction stop when the documentary record becomes uncertain? 

10. How does the novel use a fictional conspiracy to illuminate a documented historical instinct without claiming that 
the conspiracy itself existed? 
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Critical Discussion III: Ethics & Close Reading 
1. What ethical obligations accompany the recovery of suppressed or misattributed knowledge? 

2. Is preservation always benevolent? Consider the difference between preserving knowledge and controlling access 
to it. 

3. How does the Rose Line function differently as metaphor, memory, and possible pattern? 

4. What does the title “The Thirteenth Degree” suggest about rotation, correction, perspective, and the act of seeing 
something from a different angle? 

5. Which scenes most clearly dramatize the tension between what Seraphina can responsibly establish and what she 
suspects? Why are those limits important? 

Close-Reading Motifs 
• Names and renaming 
• Margins, annotations, and altered texts 
• Stars and repeated observation 
• Rotation and correction 
• Inheritance: intellectual, familial, and institutional 
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Fact, Reconstruction & Invention 
The novel’s historical note deliberately separates documentary foundations from invented mechanisms. That 
distinction should remain visible in seminar discussion. 

Historically Grounded 
• Hypatia of Alexandria was a mathematician and philosopher associated with astronomical and mathematical 

scholarship. 
• Junia is a historically attested female name in Romans 16:7; later traditions altered or disputed her gender and 

apostolic status. 
• Kassia was a Byzantine composer, hymnographer, and poet whose music survives. 
• Mars retrograde, Ptolemaic epicycles, isopsephy, and the Metonic lunar cycle are real historical/scientific 

elements. 
• Historical scholarship documents patterns in which women’s contributions have been diminished, reclassified, 

altered, or attributed elsewhere. 

Fictional / Reconstructed for the Novel 
• The specific astronomical correction attributed to Hypatia. 
• The central fictional codex associated with Junia. 
• The mathematical encoding attributed to Kassia’s hymn structures. 
• The 13-degree rotated coordinate cipher connecting the systems. 
• The Custodians of Stability as an organized body. 

Method Questions 
1. Why is it academically important for the novel to disclose where invention begins? 

2. Can invented mechanisms illuminate historical structures without misleading readers? Under what conditions? 

3. How should a reader treat a plausible fictional reconstruction differently from a documented claim? 
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The Three Lenses 
HISTORY  •  CONSPIRACY  •  FAIRY TALE 

These companion works are not required reading. Together, however, they allow the same intellectual problem to be 
examined through documentary history, speculative conspiracy fiction, and historical fairy-tale reconstruction. 

HISTORY — The Blame 
The nonfiction lens examines historical mechanisms through which women’s authority, scholarship, and intellectual 
labor have been condemned, obscured, reassigned, or erased. Use it to test the novel’s fictional pattern against 
documentary history. 

CONSPIRACY — The Thirteenth Degree 
The conspiracy lens asks readers to imagine what documented patterns of erasure might look like if rendered as an 
investigative mechanism that Seraphina can trace across texts, disciplines, and institutions. 

FAIRY TALE — The Weaver and the Wolf 
The Rewoven fairy-tale lens can explore how metaphor, inheritance, marginal writing, danger, and survival carry 
knowledge differently from conventional historical prose. Use the specific companion title that accompanies The 
Blame in your reading sequence. 

Comparative Seminar Questions 
1. What can The Blame state as historical argument that The Thirteenth Degree must instead dramatize or 
hypothesize? 

2. How does fairy-tale language make structures of danger and erasure emotionally legible without functioning as 
documentary proof? 

3. Across the three modes, who is allowed to speak with authority - historian, investigator, storyteller, witness, or 
reader? 

4. What does fiction permit us to ask about historical silence that nonfiction cannot responsibly claim? 
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Research Beyond the Novel 
Choose one pathway for independent research, a short seminar presentation, or a comparative paper. Begin with the 
bibliography, historical note, and academic resources supplied with the novel, then follow the scholarly conversation 
outward. 

• Hypatia and the historiography of late antique Alexandria 
• Junia and textual transmission in early Christianity 
• Kassia and Byzantine women’s authorship 
• Women, attribution, and the history of science 
• Archival silence and feminist historiography 
• The ethics of historical fiction built around real people 

The Question to Carry Forward 
When the record has been altered, what would count as enough 

evidence to change the story we inherited? 
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