Zeitschrift: L'Enseignement Mathématique
Herausgeber: Commission Internationale de I'Enseignement Mathématique

Band: 17 (1971)

Heft: 1: L'ENSEIGNEMENT MATHEMATIQUE

Artikel: COVERING BALLS FOR CURVES OF CONSTANT LENGTH
Autor: Wetzel, John E.

DOl: https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-44581

Nutzungsbedingungen

Die ETH-Bibliothek ist die Anbieterin der digitalisierten Zeitschriften auf E-Periodica. Sie besitzt keine
Urheberrechte an den Zeitschriften und ist nicht verantwortlich fur deren Inhalte. Die Rechte liegen in
der Regel bei den Herausgebern beziehungsweise den externen Rechteinhabern. Das Veroffentlichen
von Bildern in Print- und Online-Publikationen sowie auf Social Media-Kanalen oder Webseiten ist nur
mit vorheriger Genehmigung der Rechteinhaber erlaubt. Mehr erfahren

Conditions d'utilisation

L'ETH Library est le fournisseur des revues numérisées. Elle ne détient aucun droit d'auteur sur les
revues et n'est pas responsable de leur contenu. En regle générale, les droits sont détenus par les
éditeurs ou les détenteurs de droits externes. La reproduction d'images dans des publications
imprimées ou en ligne ainsi que sur des canaux de médias sociaux ou des sites web n'est autorisée
gu'avec l'accord préalable des détenteurs des droits. En savoir plus

Terms of use

The ETH Library is the provider of the digitised journals. It does not own any copyrights to the journals
and is not responsible for their content. The rights usually lie with the publishers or the external rights
holders. Publishing images in print and online publications, as well as on social media channels or
websites, is only permitted with the prior consent of the rights holders. Find out more

Download PDF: 16.10.2025

ETH-Bibliothek Zurich, E-Periodica, https://www.e-periodica.ch


https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-44581
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=de
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=fr
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=en

COVERING BALLS FOR CURVES OF CONSTANT LENGTH

by John E. WETZEL

An arc and a closed curve of length L in E" are in particular sets of
diameter at most L and L/2 respectively, and according to Jung’s theorem [2]
(see also [1]) they lie in (closed) balls of radii [n/(2n+2)]"*L and
[n/(2n+2)]"/? (L/2) respectively. We will prove that in fact each arc of
length L lies in a ball of radius /2 and each closed curve of length L lies
in a ball of radius L/4, and no smaller balls will cover all such curves. Our
arguments are entirely elementary.

In E", the ball of radius r centered at a point Zis { X: XZ < r }; the
segment [PQ]is {tP + (1—1) Q: 0 =1t =1} (so that in particular [PP]
is { P }); the midpoint of a segment [PQ] is the point 1 (P+ Q). A ball B
covers a set I' if there is a translation 7 so that = (I') < B.

The argument depends on the following useful lemma.

LeMMA. Let P and Q be different points on a line / in E”, and let M
be the midpoint of the segment [PQ]. Then XM = L (XP+ X Q) for every
point X of £", and the equality holds precisely for those points X on / that
are not between P and Q.

Proof.  Although an analytic proof is not difficult, we give a geometric
argument. The assertions are easy to verify when X lies on /. Suppose that
X is not on / and let Y be the point symmetric to X with respect to the
midpoint M. Then YP = XQ, and it follows that

2XM = XM + MY = XY < XP + PY = XP + XQ

proving the lemma.
It is evident that the ball of radius L/2 centered at the middle point of an
arc I' of length L contains I'. Another ball also works:

TBEOREM 1. Let I' be an arc of length L in E" having endpoints P and
Q, and let M be the midpoint of the segment [PQ]. Then the ball of radius

L/2 centered at M contains I'. If no smaller ball covers I', then I is a segment
of length L.
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Proof. Since XM = 1 (XP+ XQ) = L for any point X of I', the ball
of radius L/2 centered at M surely contains I". Now suppose there is a point

X on I' such that XM = L/2. If P = Q, then I' must be the segment [PX]

traversed twice; and a ball of radius L/4 covers I'. So P # Q, and according
to the lemma, X lies on the line through P and Q. This line meets the ball
in two points, 4 and B. If both 4 and B lie on I, then I is the diameter [4B].
If only one of the points 4 and B lies on I, then I' can be translated to lie
entirely inside the ball; and so a smaller ball covers I'. This proves the
theorem.

Corollary. LetI be an arc of length L in E" having endpoints P and Q,
let M be the midpoint of [PQ], and let N be the middle point of the arc I.
Then every ball of radius L/2 centered at a point of [M N] contains I

Proof. 1If B(Z) denotes the ball of radius /2 centered at the point Z
and if X is any point of [MN], then I' <€ B(M) n B(N) < B (X).
The result for closed curves follows from the result for arcs.

THEOREM 2. Every closed curve I' of length L in E” lies in a ball of
radius L/4. If no smaller ball covers I', then I' is a segment of length L/2
traversed twice.

Proof. Let P be any point of I and let Q be the point of I" at arc length
L/2 from P. The points P and Q are the endpoints of two subarcs I'; and
I', of I" both of which have length /2. Let M be the midpoint of [PQ]. Then
both I'; and I', lie in the ball of radius L/4 centered at M by theorem 1,
so surely this ball contains I'. A point X of I' such that XM = L/4 must
lie on the line through P and Q, as in the proof of theorem 1. If both the
points in which this line meets the bounding sphere of the ball lie on I,
then evidently I' is a diameter traversed twice. Otherwise a smaller ball
covers I'.

The approach to problems of this kind through this lemma is due to
Amram Meir, who used it some years ago to show that every plane curve
of length 1 lies in a semidisk of diameter 1 (a result that is in a sense sharper
than theorem 1). Meir’s result has not been published.
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