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Abstract

Over the years, we have taught hundreds—perhaps thousands—of students about the wonders of
parabolas: how they were a slice of a cone (with special thanks to Donald in Mathmagic Land ),
how they described a projectile’s motion due to gravity, and how they all diligently obeyed the
equation y = ax” + bx + ¢. Yet not once did a student ask, nor did we pose the question, what is the
nature of a parabola? That is, when cutting a cone with a plane parallel to an edge, why is the
vertical height of the resulting shape proportional to the square of its horizontal width? Not
surprisingly, the quest for the answer to this basic question led us back to the ancients, in this case,
Apollonius of Perga.
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