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Following Parreau’s work in 1951-52, we give a unified defi-
nition of parabolic Riemann surfaces, with or without bound-
ary. A surface is parabolic under the unified definition implies
that it is either relative parabolic or parabolic under the clas-
sical definitions.

Then we study the conformal structures of noncompact,
proper, branched minimal surfaces in R® and prove several
criteria of such surfaces (with or without boundary) being
parabolic. Using these criteria we then prove two graph the-
orems, they are noncompact versions of the classical graph
theorem of Radd, generalized in various directions.

1. Introduction.

In this paper we will prove that certain complete branched minimal surfaces
are actually minimal graphs. For the convenience of readers, we first describe
surfaces.

A parametrized surface in R? is a C'!' mapping X : M — R3, where
M is a 2-dimensional manifold and X = (X7, X2, X3). The topology of the
surface is the topology of M. Let (u,v) be a local coordinate of M, and

X — 0X _ (0Xy 90Xy 0Xj
“ouw \oulou’ Ou )’
etc., then p € M is a regular point of the surface if and only if

where A is the external product in R3. Otherwise p is a singular point of
the surface. If every point of M is a regular point, X : M — R3 is called a
regular surface, or an immersion. If X is an immersion and also a one-
to-one map, then X is called an embedding and X (M) is an embedded
surface. The inverse mapping theorem guarantees that any surface is locally
an embedding at a regular point.

Following [12], we say that a surface X : M — R3? is complete if and only
if any path o C M that leaves every compact subset of M, then X (a) C R3
has infinite length. Note that it is possible that OM # ().

359
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The spherical map (unit normal map) at a regular point of a surface

X : M — R3 is given by
Xy NX
(2) N(p) e

_ 2
“Kunx, P e

A surface X : M — R? is minimal if and only if X is a conformal har-
monic mapping. Let Ajp; be the Laplace operator on M and z = u + v
be a local complex coordinate of the Riemann surface M, i.e., (u,v) is an
isothermal coordinate, then X is harmonic if and only if for j =1, 2, 3,

*’X;  PX; 0
Ou? o
If we write in vector form, then X is harmonic if and only if

(4) Ay X =(0,0,0), orequivalently X, + X, =(0,0,0).

Using U ¢ V and |U| = VU e U to denote the inner product and the norm
in R3, X is conformal if and only if

(5) ’XU‘Q = ‘Xv|27 Xy o X, =0.

(3) ApX; =0, orequivalently

Thus p € M is a singular point if and only if | X,|?(p) = |X,|?(p) = 0.

It is well-known that a minimal surface may have at most isolated sin-
gular points, also called branch points in minimal surface theory. A nice
property of minimal surface is that the spherical map N of a minimal sur-
face can be analytically extended to branch points. A minimal surface with
singular points is called a branched minimal surface. For more details,
please see [18].

Our Riemann surface M may have boundary, i.e., 9M # (). Denote Int M
the interior of M, we will alway assume that M = IntM U OM.

Let X : M — R3 be a branched minimal surface. At any regular point
p € IntM, X(M) can be locally expressed as a minimal graph generated
by a function v : Q C R? — R satisfying the minimal surface equation

(6) (1+ uz)um — 2UpUylUgy + (1 + ui)uyy =0. (z,y) €.

But globally a complete minimal surface being a minimal graph is a very
restricted hypothesis. For example, if u is defined in the whole R?, then
u must be an affine function and the surface is a plane, this is the famous
Bernstein theorem [2].

For compact minimal surfaces, a famous graph theorem is Radé’s theorem,
[20]. Tt states that if X : D — R3 is a compact minimal disk and X (0D) can
be one-to-one orthogonally projected onto a planar convex Jordan curve ¢,
then X (D) is a minimal graph over the convex planar domain bounded by
J.

In [13], Meeks generalized Radé’s theorem to any compact minimal sur-
face, regardless the topology, and replaced the assumption of one-to-one
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orthogonal projection by monotone central or orthogonal projection. More-
over, the surface may have branch points.
In this paper we prove two noncompact versions of Radd’s graph theorem.
To state our results, we need another general terminology. Let f : M — N
be continuous and M and N be Hausdorff. We say that f is proper if
and only if for any compact set C C N, f~!(C) is also compact. Thus
X : M — R? is proper implies that as a surface, X : M — R3 is complete.

Theorem 1.1. Let 6 be a C? noncompact, non-flat, complete convex curve
in R? and Q be the convex domain bounded by 5. Let M be a simply connected
Riemann surface with CY® boundary and X : M — R3 be a branched proper
minimal surface such that X (M) C QxR and X on OM is a diffeomorphsim
onto a CY graph over § = 00, then X (M) is a minimal graph over Q.

Remark 1.1. Nitsche has proved that the Dirichlet problem with contin-
uous boundary value f : § = 02 — R is solvable, see [16]. Collin [3] has
shown that there may exist more than one solution with the same bound-
ary value. Thus Theorem 1.1 can be stated as that all simply connected
solutions to the Plateau problem with boundary I' = X (O0M ) and contained
in  x R are graphs. An interesting problem is to determine how many
solutions are there.

Theorem 1.1 is a generalization of Radd’s theorem in that the projection
is no longer compact. Another possible generalization of Radé’s theorem is
that although the surface is noncompact, the projection of the boundary is
compact. The most famous example of such unbounded minimal surfaces
is the Jenkins-Serrin minimal graph, it is a minimal graph defined on a
domain  bounded by a convex 2n-gon (maybe reduced, that is, @ is a k-
gon, 3 < k < 2n), with alternative boundary segments A;, Bj, 1 < j < n,
such that u(z,y) — oo when (z,y) approachs A; and u(x,y) — —oo when
(x,y) approachs Bj. When n = 2 and Q is a square, the Jenkins-Serrin
graph is Scherk’s surface, see pages 124, 151, and 156 of Volume 1 of [5] for
the pictures of Scherk’s surface. It is Finn who first studied the Dirichlet
problem with infinite boundary value in a line segment of the boundary, see
[7].

Jenkins and Serrin proved in [10] that such a minimal graph exists if and
only if

(7) > 1451 =" 1Bl,
j=1 j=1

where |A;| is the length of A;, etc.

Looking at the surface, we see that a Jenkins-Serrin graph is an embedded
simply connected minimal surface bounded by 2n straight lines. We will
prove that the Jenkins-Serrin minimal graphs are essentially the only such
minimal surfaces, even under much relaxed hypotheses.
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We need more notations. Let P : R? — R? be the perpendicular projec-
tion. Let @ C R? be a convex k-gon, k > 3. Let g, 1<j<n,n=>k,be
boundary points of @) including all the vertices, labeled by counterclockwise
orientation. Let [; ;11 be the consecutive boundary line segments of (), con-
necting ¢; and gj41, 1 < j < n, here we denote g,4+1 = ¢q1. Let L; be the
straight lines passing through ¢; and be perpendicular to R2,1<j<n.

Theorem 1.2. Let X : M — R? be a proper, branched, simply connected
minimal surface such that Q := P o X (IntM) C R? is a domain bounded by
a convex k-gon Q, k > 3.

If X maps OM one-to-one onto the parallel lines Ui 1 Lj, then X (IntM)
is a Jenkins-Serrin minimal graph over ). Hence such a proper branched
minimal surface exists if and only if n =2m > 4 and

m m
(8) > g1zl =) ll2jzj4al-
j=1 =

In particular, X is a minimal embedding. Furthermore, let D C C be the
unit disk, then conformally

M=D-Uj_{e%}, 0=0<0<- <0, <2m

Remark 1.2. In [12], Theorem II.2, it is proved that the Scherk’s surface
is the only complete minimal surface whose interior is a graph over a par-
allelogram and is bounded by four parallel straight lines over the veritices
of the parallelogram. The conditions in Theorem 1.2 are much weaker than
the conditions in [12].

The proofs of the above graph theorems are based on the concept of
parabolic Riemann surface. The concept is very important in the study of
minimal surfaces.

Let S be a connected noncompact Riemann surface. If 9S = (), then S is
parabolic if and only if on .S there are no nonconstant negative subharmonic
functions, see page 204 of [1] and page 164 of [6]. Otherwise, S is hyperbolic.
Parreau gave an equivalent definition of parabolic surfaces, see page 117 of
[19].

If 9S # 0, S is relative parabolic if and only if there are no nonnegative
bounded harmonic functions vanishing on 9.5, see page 212 of [1]. Note that
if 05 is regular (i.e., there exists a local barrier at each point of 9S) for
solving Dirichlet problem by Perron’s method, see for example, page 139 of
[1] or page 25 of [8], then we can replace harmonic by subharmonic in the
definition of relative parabolic. Parreau took this definition, see page 118 of
[19].

Regardless OM = () or OM +# (), in this paper we will follow Parreau to use
a unified definition of a noncompact Riemann surface M being parabolic.
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Definition 1.1. A noncompact Riemann surface M is parabolic if and only
if there are no nonconstant nonnegative bounded subharmonic functions
vanishing on M. Otherwise M is hyperbolic.

Remark 1.3. Note that when M = (), the last hypothesis is void.

This unified definition is equivalent to the classical definitions in cases of
OM = () or M has regular boundary as mentioned above. In general, if OM #
(), M is parabolic under our definition must be relative parabolic under
the classical definition; while M is relative parabolic under the classical
definition may not be parabolic under our definition.

On a relative parabolic or parabolic Riemann surface under the classical
definitions, bounded subharmonic functions satisfy the maximum principle,
see for example, pages 204 and 214 of [1] and pages 164-5 of [6]. Under the
unified definition of parabolic surfaces, the above maximum principle still
holds.

Since a minimal surface has harmonic coordinate functions and holomor-
phic Gauss map, if we know that the surface is parabolic, then we can get
some inferences from the boundary behaviour of the surface.

For example, if u satisfies the minimal surface equation over R?, M =
{(z1,72,23) € R® : 23 = u(x1,72)}, then both tan~!u,, and tan=!w,,
are bounded harmonic functions on M. If we know that M is parabolic, as
proved by Nitsche in [14] and [15], also see §5 of [18], then u,, and u,, must
be constant functions, therefore, M must be a plane. This is an alternative
proof of the Bernstein Theorem.

Many authors have studied criteria of a minimal surface to be parabolic,
and then use the parabolicity to obtain related results. For example, Collin
and Krust in [4] used parabolicity to prove that if u satisfies the minimal
surface equation in a strip, and has affine boundary value, then the graph of
u must be a piece of a helicoid. Rodriguez and Rosenberg also established
criteria of parabolic surfaces in [21], [22], and [23].

We will establish some criteria of proper minimal surfaces to be parabolic
in the next section. These criteria are simple and interesting in their own
right. We will also give a simple proof of the Collin-Krust theorem. In the
end of Section 2, we make a conjecture. Sections 3 and 4 are contributed to
the proofs of Theorems 1.1 and 1.2. In Section 5 we discuss briefly the higher
dimensional generalizations of parabolicity and criteria proved in Section 2.

2. Criteria of parabolicity.

Lemma 2.1. Let 7 € S? and X : M — R3 be an noncompact branched
minimal surface. If X o1 is a proper function, then M is parabolic.

Proof. Select a coordinate system such that 7 = (0,0,1) and X = (X3, X2,
X3). Then X3 is proper.
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Suppose that w is a nonnegative bounded subharmonic function vanishing
on OM. If w is not a constant function, then we may assume that sup,, w =
1.

Let Cy = X?)_I(O). Since X3 is proper, Cy is compact. Take m =
maxpec, w(p) if Cop # 0, or m = 0. Since Cy is compact, by the max-
imum principle for subharmonic functions on compact manifold we have
0<m<1.

For any a € R, let M® = X' ((—00,d]), M, = X3 '([a,0)), and MZ =
M.NM¢ —co < ¢ < d< oo. Since X3 is proper, M¢ is compact.

For any a > 1, consider the superharmonic function

ua(p) = a” ' X3(p) —w(p) +m, peM.

We claim that u, > 0 on M. In fact, us(p) > 0 for p € M,. On the compact
set M, since u, > 0 on OM{, by the minimum principle for superharmonic
functions on compact manifold, u, > 0 on M{. Therefore, u, > 0 on M.
Since a > 1 was arbitrary, letting a — oo, we see that w < m on Mp.
Similarly, w < m on MY Therefore, w < m < 1 on M, a contradiction
to the fact that sup,; w = 1. This contradiction proves that w must be a
constant. O

Let P, = {(x1,29,23) € R3 : 23 = t}, t € R. Fort > 0, let C(t) =
{(z1,22,23) € R3: m% —l—x% <12,
Lemma 2.1 has two immediate corollaries.

Corollary 2.1. Let X : M — R3 be an noncompact, proper, branched min-
imal surface such that X (M) C Q xR, where § is a bounded planar domain.
Then M s parabolic.

Proof. Let i be the normal direction of 2, we may assume that 7 = (0,0, 1)
and Q@ C FPy. We need only prove that X3 is proper. Let C C Fy be
compact and Q C C. Let I C R be compact then X;'(I) ¢ X~1(C x I) is
compact. O

Corollary 2.2. Let X : M — R3 be an noncompact, proper, branched min-
imal surface. If for everyt € R, X(M)N P, is compact, then M is parabolic.

Proof. We only need prove that X3 is proper. In fact, let d(t) be the di-
ameter of M N P, then d(t) is a continuous function of ¢. Let I C R
be a compact interval, then for some D > 0, d(t) < D for t € I. Thus
X;HI) € X 1(C(2D) x I). Since X is proper, X ~1(C(2D) x I) is com-
pact. Therefore, X L(I) is compact. O
Remark 2.1. The proper condition is necessary, since there are non-proper

minimal surfaces contained in a slab S = {(z1,z2,23) : 0 < zg < 1} such
that X (M) N P, is compact. See [11] and [24].
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The next corollary is obvious.

Corollary 2.3. Let X : M — R? be an noncompact, proper branched min-
imal annulus. If for every t € R, X(M) N P; is a Jordan curve, then con-
formally M = C —{0}.

Theorem 2.1. Let X : M — R3 be a connected, noncompact, proper
branched minimal surface, if there are two different planes P and Q, PNQ #
0, such that (PUQ) N X (M) is compact, then M is parabolic.

Proof. Select coordinates (x1, T2, 23) of R3, such that P = {x1 = 0}, Q =
{z2 = 0}. Such a coordinate system is not necessarily orthonormal. Under
this coordinate system, X = (X7, X, X3) and each component is harmonic.

Let w be a nonnegative bounded subharmonic function vanishing on OM.
If w is not constant, we may assume that sup,; w = 1. Since X is proper
and X (M) N (PUQ) is compact, X 1(PUQ) = X X(M)N(PUQ)] is
compact. If (PUQ)NX(M)=10,let m =0. If (PUQ)NX(M) # 0, let
m = maxy-1(pyQ) W- By the maximum principle for subharmonic functions
on compact manifold, in both cases we have 0 < m < 1.

For any a > 1, b > 1, define a superharmonic function

Uap(p) = a ' X1(p) + b ' Xa(p) —w(p) + m, pE M.

We claim that s > 0 on X ([0, 00) x [0, 00) xR). In fact, on X ~1(([a, o00) x
[0, 00) x R)U([0, 00) X [b, 00) XR)), ugp > 0. On Dy p = X 1([0,a] x[0,b] xR),
Ugp is @ bounded superharmonic function and u, 3 > 0 on 9D, ;. By Corol-
lary 2.1, Dgy is either compact or parabolic. Thus by the minimum princi-
ple for bounded superharmonic functions on compact or parabolic surfaces,
Ugp > 0 on Dyy,.

Letting a,b — oo, we see that w < m on X 1([0,00) x [0,00) x R). Simi-
larly, we can prove that w < m on X ~1((—o0, 0] x[0, 00) xR), X ~((—o0, 0] X
(—00,0] x R), and X ~1([0,00) x (—0o0,0] x R).

Therefore, w < m < 1 on M, a contradiction to sup,; w = 1. So w must
be a constant. O

Collin and Krust in [4] used the parabolic property of M to prove that if
Q={(r1,22) €R?: 0 < 21 <1} and u : Q — R has affine boundary values
and satisfies the minimal surface equation, then the graph of u is a piece
of a helicoid. Their proof of parabolicity is quite involved. We now give a
simple proof of the Collin-Krust theorem, a different proof based on PDE
method can be found in [9]. First an easy corollary of Theorem 2.1.

Corollary 2.4. Let Q = {(z1,72) € R? : 0 < 21 < 1} be a strip and
X : M — R3 be a minimal surface that is a graph over €, then M s
parabolic.
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Proof. Since X is a homeomorphism of M to a closed subset of R3, clearly X
is proper. Take P as any plane parallel to the z;z3-plane and Q = {z; = 2},
then (P UQ) N X (M) is compact. O

Theorem 2.2 (Collin-Krust [4]). Let Q = {(z1,72) € R?: 0 < 21 < 1} be
a strip and u € C%*(Q) N C°(Q) satisfies the minimal surface equation in
and v has affine boundary values, then the minimal graph generated by u is
a piece of a helicoid.

Proof. Let M := {(x1,z2,u(r1,72)); (71,22) € Q} C R? be the simply
connected minimal graph generated by u. Corollary 2.4 shows that M is a
parabolic Riemann surface.

By assumption, u,, is constant on each boundary component of M, that
is there are constants C; and Cy such that tan™! Uz, (0,22) = C1 and
tan ™t ug, (1, 2) = Cs.

Let Ajr be the Laplace operator on M, in the (x1, x2) coordinate Ay =
0 if and only if

(1+ U?@)(ﬁxlm — Uy Ugy Py n + (14 u?cl)d)rm =0.

It is not hard to calculate that Ay tan™! Uz, = 0, Bernstein first observed
this in [2]. Note that Apx; = 0. Since tan™'u,, and (Cy — C1)zy + Cy
are both bounded and have the same boundary value, by the maximum
principle for bounded harmonic functions on parabolic surfaces, we have

tan~! Uy, (21, 72) = (Cy — C1)z1 + C1,  (71,72) € Q.

The above formula shows that each curve (¢, x2,u(c,z2)) C M is a straight
line, 0 < ¢ < 1. Therefore, M is a ruled minimal surface. It is well-known
that the only ruled minimal surface is a helicoid, see for example, pages
17-18 of [18]. O

We will prove one more criterion of parabolic surfaces. First we define
that a domain €2 to be a proper domain if under an orthogonal coordinate

($1,l‘2),
(9) Q= {(l‘l,l‘Q) C R2 : fl(.%'g) < < fz(xg), 0< a9 < OO},

where fi and fo are continuous functions defined on [0, c0) such that fi(t) <
fa(t) for any t € (0, 00).

Theorem 2.3. Let €} be a proper domain and X : M —>17R3 be a noncom-
pact, proper branched minimal surface such that X (M) C Q x R, then M is
parabolic.

Proof. Let w be a nonnegative bounded subharmonic function vanishing on
OM. Without loss of generality, we may assume that 0 < w < 1. Define
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H; = {z3 < t} for any t € R. Let M; := X '(H;). For t > 0, define a
superharmonic function

u(p) =t Xa(p) —w(p), pe M.

Since Xs(p) > 0, uy > 0 on the boundary of M;. Since ) is proper, wu; is
bounded on M;. By Corollary 2.1, M; is parabolic hence by the maximum
principle for bounded harmonic functions on parabolic surfaces, u; > 0 on
M. For p € M — M, Xa(p) > t, hence u(p) > 0. We have proved that
ug > 0 on M. Since t > 0 was arbitrary, letting t — oo, we have w(p) <0
for any p € M, thus w = 0. Since w was an arbitrary nonnegative bounded
subharmonic function vanishing on M, M is parabolic. (]

Theorem 2.3 has an immediate corollary. First we define a sector domain
Q4 C R? to be the convex domain bounded by two rays issued from the
same point with angle 0 < o < 7. Therefore, €2, is a proper domain.

Corollary 2.5. Let X : M — ]Ribe a noncompact, proper branched min-
imal surface such that X(M) C Q4 xR, 0 < a < 7, then M is parabolic.

Finally, we would like to make a conjecture:

Conjecture 2.1. Let X : M — R3 be a proper branched minimal surface
of finite genus, then M is parabolic.

3. Proof of Theorem 1.1.
For 0 < a < 7, let €, be the sector domain defined by
(10) Qa:{(l‘1,$2)6R2: o > 0; |x1\<x2tan%}.

Then since § is non-flat, without loss of generality we may assume that Q C
Q. Hence by Corollary 2.5 M is parabolic. Since M is simply connected and
with a connected boundary of measure greater than zero, we may assume
that conformally M =D — {1}.

Let 7: 5% —{(0,0,1)} — C be the stereographic project and g := 70 N
be the Gauss map of X : M — R3. It is well-known that X : M — R? is
minimal if and only if g is meromorphic. Define

I = {eweslc(c: %<j:9<7r—%}, I.=1fuUI,.
We claim that there is an open arc 3 C I, such that g(M)N g = 0. To
prove this claim, we need a lemma.

Lemma 3.1. Let v : D — {1} — R be a continuous function such that u
is harmonic in D, u > C for some constant C, and lim,_.1 .cop u(z) = 00.
Then lim, 1 u(z) = occ.



368 YI FANG AND JENN-FANG HWANG

Proof. Let v =u—C+1 and w = 1/v, then 0 < w < 1 and w is subharmonic
in D. Clearly lim,_.1 ;eop w(z) = 0, so we can define w(1) = 0 such that w
is continuous on 0. There is an harmonic function A such that h = w on
OD. Then w < h in D, thus
0< lirri w(z) < limA(z) =0,
z—

z—1

hence we have lim,_,; u(z) = oc. O

If p € D such that g(p) € I, then the tangent plane P of X (M) at X(p)
is vertical and P N oS has exactly two points. Since X (9M) is a graph over
Jd, we see that P N X (OM) has exactly two points. Consider the harmonic
function

u(z) = (X(z) = X(p)) ® N(p),
and the variety Vp = X~1(P) C M. Clearly u = 0 on Vp. Since X (9M) is
a graph over d, we see that Vp N 9JD has exactly two points. Since X (OM)
is a graph over 99, lim, .1 ,egnm u(z) = +oo depending on g(p) € I} or
g(p) € I;. By Lemma 3.1, lim,_,; u(z) = +oo. In particular, u is proper.
Hence Vp is compact. It is well-known that there are at least four curves
in Vp intersecting at p € Vp, see, for example, [18]. Since P N X (0M) has
exactly two points and I is simply connected, by the Euler characteristic we
know that Vp U 0D divides D into at least 4 domains. Furthermore, there
is at least one domain D C I such that 9D C Vp. This domain is a nodal
domain of u, on which w is either positive or negative. Since Vp is compact,
the closure of any nodal domain must be compact. Then by the maximum
principle, v = 0 and X (M) is contained in P. This contradiction proves
that g(p) & I, for p € D.
To complete the proof of the claim, we need another lemma.

Lemma 3.2. Let Q be a C' domain and X : M — R be a Ct (up to the
boundary) branched minimal surface such that X (M) C Q@ xR and X on

OM is a diffeomorphism onto a C' graph over 0X), then the spherical map
N satisfies N3 >0 or N3 <0 on OM.

Proof. Let p and v be the tangent and inward normal unit vectors at a point
q € 09, such that (u,r) has positive orientation. Let p € M such that
P o X(p) = q and (1,7) be the tangent and inward normal vectors of M
in T, M, with the same orientation as (u,v). Take (u,v) to be a coordinate
such that pX = X, (p), vX = X,(p). Since X is a diffeomorphism on M
to a C! graph over 9€), there is a ¢; # 0 such that

(11) P(Xu(p)) = crpa(a)-
Since P o X(M) C , there are ¢y € R and c¢3 > 0 such that
(12) P(Xo(p)) = c2p(q) + c3v(q)-
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Assume that X on dM preserves orientation, then ¢; > 0. If p is not a
branch point, then by (2), (11) and (12),

Ny(p) = 388 Eup). Xo () _ crcs detlplp), vip)) o

[ Xu(p) A Xo(p)| [ Xu(p) A Xu(p)| —
Since branch points are isolated and NV is continuous on M, we have N3 > 0
on OM.

If PoX on OM reverses orientation, then ¢y < 0 and N3 < 0on oM. O

By the hypotheses of Theorem 1.1 and boundary regularity (see for ex-
ample, §459 of [17] or Chapter 7 of Volume 2 of [5]), X is C1* on M.
Therefore, IV is continuous on M.

Since our § is a C? convex curve, the inward normal v of § satisfying that

Tov:00 — St

is monotone so 7 o v covers I at most once. Moreover, since § C Q, is
noncompact complete, 7o v(§) N1, = 0.

For z € OM, |g(z)| = 1 means that N3(z) = 0 and N(z) = +v(X(2)).
If there is an open arc v C I} such that v C g(OM), then —y C I, and
(—v) N g(OM) = ). Hence there is an nonempty open arc 3 C I, such that
g(OM) N B = 1.

Without loss of generality we assume that N3 > 0 on OM, then |g| > 1
on OM. We claim that |g| > 1 in IntM.

If M' = g=1(D) # (), then since X (M') C Q, x R is a proper branched
minimal surface, by Corollary 2.5 the closure of M’ in M is either compact
or parabolic. Since |g| > 1 on M and M is connected, IM' # () and |g| = 1
on OM’. Since g(M) N B = 0, the following Lemma 3.3 shows that g is a
constant function on M’. This is a contradiction to the fact that X (M) is
non-flat. This contradiction proves that |g| > 1 in IntM.

Lemma 3.3. Let M be a compact or parabolic Riemann surface and h :
M — C be holomorphic and continuous up to the boundary. If h(M) C D
and h(OM) C 0D — T, where T' C 0D is an nonempty open arc, such that
0D —I' has more than one point, then h is a constant.

Proof. Let F' : D — (0,1) x (0,a) be a conformal transformation for some
a > 0, such that F is continuous on D and F(0D —T') = [0,1] x {0}. Then
u~+iv = F oh is a holomorphic function such that v vanishes on OM. Since
v is a bounded harmonic function vanishing on M and M is compact or
parabolic, v must be a constant. Thus h also has to be a constant. O

Finally let X = (X1, X2, X3). Since X(OM) is a graph over 02,
lim,_,q, .cop X2 — oo. By Lemma 3.1, lim,_,; X9 — o0, hence X> is proper.
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We claim that X does not have interior branch points. In fact, if p is an
interior branch point, then

(13) DX;(p) =(0,0), j=1,2, 3.

Let P/ := {(z1,72,23) € R® : x5 = t}. Then since P$(2(p) intersects OS2
in exactly two points and X(OM) is a graph over 092, S = X _I(Pg(2 (p))
intersects M in exactly two points. By (13), the compact variety S has at
least four curves meeting at p. Since M is simply connected, there are at
least one domain D such that D is compact and D C S. By the maximum
principle, Xo = Xo(p) and X (M) is a part of a plane, a contradiction.

Now we claim that if Ip; := P/ N Q # 0, then X(M) N P/ is a graph over
lP/ .

Since lg| > 1 in D, P/ is transversal to X(M). Since X does not have
branch points, Vpy = X ~1(P]) = X, (t) is a compact manifold with bound-
ary. Since Ve N 0D has exactly two points, Vps is a closed interval. If
X(IntM) N P/ is not a graph over lp;, then there will be a point ¢ €
X(IntM) N P/ such that (0,0,1) is a tangent vector of X (M) N P/ at ¢,
thus N3(gq) = 0, a contradiction to the fact that [g| > 1 in IntM.

The proof of Theorem 1.1 is complete.

4. Proof of Theorem 1.2.

We first introduce a more general type of minimal surfaces.

Let T, = U7_, L; be the union of n parallel straight lines in R?. We may
assume that T}, is perpendicular to the zxo-plane F;. We are interested in
proper branched minimal surfaces bounded by 7}, i.e., a proper branched
minimal mapping X : M — R3 such that X(OM) = T,. We say that
the surface is confined if P o X (M) is bounded in Py, where P is the
perpendicular projection on Fp.

Lemma 4.1. Suppose that M is simply connected and X : M — R? is a
proper branched minimal surface such that X : OM — T, is one-to-one and
onto. If X is confined, then conformally,

(14) M =D—{p1,...,pn}, pj=¢%, 0=0<0y<---<0,<2m

Furthermore, X3 is proper and approachs oo alternatively at p;. In partic-
ular, n = 2m is an even number.

Proof. Corollary 2.1 and its proof ensure that X35 is proper and M is para-
bolic. Since M is simply connected and dM has n components, it must be
that M =D —{p1,...,pn}, Ipj| =1,1 < j <n.

Since X3 is proper, it must be that lim, ., X3(z) = oo or lim, ., X3(z) =
—00, 1 < j < n. Otherwise, there would be {z,}5°_; C M such that
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limy, o0 2m = pj and | X3|(2m) < N, then X3([—N, N]) is not compact in
M.

We may assume that p; = ei such that 6, =0 < 0y --- < 6,, < 27. To
be convenient, we denote p,1+1 = p1 and 0,11 = 2w. Define

(15) aj:{eiez 0; <0 <0j1}, 1<j<n.

Next we claim that X3 approachs oo alternatively on p;. Otherwise, X3
would approach oo at both p; and pjy1, and X3 has a minimum in oy,
therefore X maps «; in a ray. This is a contradiction to the fact that
X :OM — T, is one-to-one and onto. [l

We will study only simply connected, proper, branched, confined minimal
surfaces X : M — R3 such that X : 9M — T, is one-to-one and onto. We
will call such a surface T,-surface. For simplicity, by (14) and (15), we may
assume that
(16)

M=D-{1,e%, ... " =DU (Ul 0;), ItM =D, OM=U]_q;.

A T),-surface, of course, depends on the boundary 7},. Denote by F; ; the
planes passing through L; and L; and B;; the band in P;; bounded by
LiUL;. Let {q;} = Lj N Py and [; ; be the line segments Py N B; j, i.e., it
is the segment connecting ¢; and ¢;. Let ¢; ; be the middle point of /; ; and
7i;,; be a unit vector normal to F; ;. We will denote L,,11 = L1, and denote
for 1 <j <n, Pjj1, Bjjt1, ljj+1, ¢jj+1, and 7 11, accordingly.

Furthermore we fix our notation such that X(oj) = Lj, 1 < j < n.
By Lemma 4.1, without loss of generality, we will alway assume that for
L<j<m,
(17) lim X3(z) =400, lim X3(z) = —o0.

z—p2j—1 z—p2j

Let D; be small disks centred at p; such that D; N D, =0,1 < j, k <mn,

and
D;n oD C a; Jajp; U {pj}.

Lemma 4.2. Let X : M — R3 be a T),-surface, then
(18) Jim [(Xa(2), X2(2)) — gjg+1] @ g1 =0, 1<j<n.
J
Moreover, fj = [(X1(z), X2(2))—qj j+1]87; ;41 can be harmonically extended
to D;. In particular, Df; is bounded in Dj N M.

Proof. f; is harmonic in D and f; = 0 on a; U ajq1. Hence M; = D; N M
is parabolic and f; is a bounded harmonic function on M;. Then f; can be
extended across a; U ;1 to be a bounded harmonic function on Dj — {p;}

and we can define fvj(pj) =0 and (18) is true. O
Theorem 4.1. The only T>-surface is the band By 2.
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Proof. Let X : M — R3 be a Ty surface. We may assume that P o is parallel
to the xoxs-plane. Then by Lemma 4.2 X7 is a bounded harmonic function
such that X1 =0 on OM. By Corollary 2.1, M is parabolic. Hence X; =0
on M. [l

From now on, we assume that n = 2m > 4.

Each T, decides polygons (maybe more than one) such that ¢; are the
vertices or boundary points. When such a polygon is convex, then it is the
unique polygon with g; as vertices or boundary points, we call it Q(7},). We
will denote the interior of Q(7},) as (T},). It may happen that Q(7},) is a
convex k-gon with 3 < k < n, but {g; }?:1 contains all the vertices.

Lemma 4.3. Let X : M — R3 be a Ty,-surface. If Q(T,) is a convex n-gon
then P o X (IntM) C Q(T7,).

Proof. Since M is parabolic, this is a special case of the maximum principle
for bounded harmonic functions. O

Lemma 4.4. Let X : M — R3 be a Ty,-surface. If Q(T,) is a convex n-gon
and Q(T,) = P o X(IntM), then

0Q(Ty) = Uil j+1.

Proof. If some 1; j+1 is a diagonal of Q(T},), then there will be a segment {
of 0Q(T},) such that [ # [ ;41 for any 1 < j < n. Let Intl be the interior
of I. Since Q(T,,) = P o X(IntM), there are points z; € D = IntM such
that (X1, X2)(2x) — ¢q € Intl as k — oo. Since D is compact, passing to
a subsequence if necessary, we may assume that z; — zg € D as k — oo.
By Lemma 4.3 and the maximum principle for bounded harmonic functions
on parabolic Riemann surfaces, zp € 0D. But by Lemma 4.2, (X7, X2)(2x)
approachs one of the [; j11s, which is disjoint to Int/, a contradiction. This
contradiction proves this lemma. O

Remark 4.1. Rotate a Jenkins-Serrin graph (over a convex 2m-gon) around
any of the boundary lines will give us a properly embedded minimal sur-
faces bounded by 2(2m — 1) parallel lines. But the projection on R? does
not satisfy the condition in Lemma 4.4.

Recall that the spherical map (unit normal map) of a regular surface
X : M — R3 is given by
N(p) = M(p) € S? peM, (u,v)arelocal coordinates.
In case of branched minimal surfaces, IV is also well-defined in branch points,
therefore, at each point of a branched minimal surface the tangent plane is
well-defined.
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Lemma 4.5. Let X : M — R3 be a T,-surface. If Q(T,) is a convex n-gon
and Q(T,,) = P o X(IntM), then the spherical map N maps D = IntM into
either the lower or upper hemisphere of S2.

Proof. We only need prove that for any z € D = Int M, the tangent plane
T'x(z) is not perpendicular to the z1x9 plane. Consider the analytic variety
X!(Tx(s)) and its closure S in D. Since Q(T3,) is convex and X : M — T,
is one-to-one and onto, a component of S N JD is either a single point in
{p1,...,pn} or some @y, the latter case happens when T'x(,) D L;.

It is well-known that there are at least four curves in S intersecting at
z € S, see, for example, [18]. Therefore, S N D must have at least four
components, otherwise S will bound a domain D C I such that 9D C S
and X (9D) C Tx (). By Corollary 2.1, the closure of D in M is parabolic.
By the maximum principle, X(D) C Tx(;). Hence X (M) is flat, we have
a contradiction. This contradiction proves that S N D has at least four
components.

By Lemma 4.4 9Q(T,) = Uj_ylj +1. By the maximum principle for
bounded harmonic functions on parabolic surfaces, T'x () cannot contain
any l; j+1. Moreover, since Q(7,) is a convex n-gon, T'x(;) intersects exactly
two 1 j+1, i.e., SN ID can have at most two components, a contradiction.
This contradiction proves this lemma. O

Theorem 4.2. Let X : M — R3 be a Ty-surface. If Q(T},) is a convex
k-gon, 3 < k <n, and Q(T,,) =P o X(IntM), then X (IntM) is a Jenkins-
Serrin minimal graph over Q(T,). In particular, X : M — R3 is an embed-
ding.

Proof. Let P be any vertical plane such that P NQ(T},) # (). We claim that
XY P)NIntM consist of one-dimensional manifolds. In fact, by Lemma 4.5,
X (M) is transversal to P except at branch points, thus X ~1(P) N Int M is
an analytic variety. A similar argument as in the proof of Theorem 1.1
shows that X does not have interior branch points. Hence we know that
X~YP)NIntM consist of one-dimensional manifolds.

We claim that X ~1(P) N IntM is connected. In fact, a similar argument
as in the proof of Lemma 4.5 shows that the closure of X ~!(P) in D has
exactly two components in 9. Denote this closure by S. If X ~1(P)NIntM
has more than one components, then since M is simply connected, there
would be a domain D C D such that 9D C S. Therefore, X (D) C P, we
have a contradiction.

Next we prove that X (IntM) N P must be a graph over [p = P NQ(T,).
Since X~}(P) N IntM is a connected one-dimensional manifold, we only
need prove that the tangent vector of X (IntM )N P is never vertical. In fact
if V.= (0,0,+£1) is tangent to X (IntM) N P at X(z), then N3(z) = 0, a
contradiction to Lemma 4.5. O
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Theorem 4.3. Suppose Q(T),) is a convezr k-gon, 3 <k <n, n=2m > 4.
Then there exists a unique T,-surface such that Q(T,,) = P o X(IntM) if
and only if

(19) > llajo1il = ) llajas4al-
=1 j=1

Proof. By Theorem 4.2 any such a T,, surface will be a Jenkins-Serrin min-
imal graph generated by u : Q(7,,) — R such that u(z1,z2) — oo when
(x1,x2) approachs laj_12; and u(zq,22) — —oo when (z1,x2) approachs
l2j.2j+1.

By [10], for each T,, there is at most one Jenkins-Serrin minimal graph
and Equation (19) is the necessary and sufficient condition for the existence
of such a minimal graph. O

The combination of Theorem 4.2 and 4.3 is Theorem 1.2. The proof of
Theorem 1.2 is now complete.

5. Parabolicity in higher dimensions.

Let (M, g) be a Riemann manifold. We can define (M, g) to be parabolic
by using the same definition as used for the Riemann surfaces, regardless
OM # () or OM = ().

Let § be the Euclidean metric in R™. Recall that X : M — R" is an
m < n dimensional minimal submanifold if and only if under the induced
Riemann metric g = X*(6), X is harmonic.

Then Lemma 2.1, Corollaries 2.1 and 2.2, Theorems 2.1 and 2.3 have
corresponding generalizations in higher dimensions.

For example, Lemma 2.1 can be stated as follows.

Lemma 5.1. Let S be the n—1 sphere in R, n >3, and it € S"~ 1. Let
X : M — R™ be an noncompact minimal submanifold. If X e i is a proper
function, then (M, X*(0)) is parabolic.

Theorem 2.1 can be stated as follows.
We say that a system of planes {P; };?:1 is linear independent if the cor-

responding normals of {P; }§:1 are linear independent.

Theorem 5.1. If X : M — R" is an noncompact proper minimal subman-
ifold such that there is a linear independent system of planes {Pj};‘:—l1 such

that X (M) N P; is compact for 1 < j <n—1, then (M, X*(6)) is parabolic.

Remark 5.1. Conjecture 2.1 is not true for higher dimensional minimal
surfaces in R™. For example, let B; be the open unit ball in R3, then
R3 — By C R* is a proper minimal embedding, but R? — B; is not parabolic.



GRAPH THEOREMS FOR MINIMAL SURFACES 375

Acknowledgement. We thank the referee whose suggestions led to a much
improved presentation.

(1]
2]

(9]

(10]

(11]
(12]
(13]

(14]

(15]

References

L. Ahlfors and L. Sario, Riemann Surfaces, Princeton University Press, Princeton,
New Jersey, 1960, MR 22 #5729, Zbl 0196.33801.

S. Bernstein, Sur un théoréme de géométrie et son application aux équations aus
dérivées partielles du type elliptique, Comm. Soc. Math. de Kharkov 2éme sér, 15
(1915-1917), 38-45; German trans: Uber ein geometrisches Theorem und seine An-
wendung auf die partiellen Differentialgleichungen vom elliptischen Typus, Math.
Zeit., 26 (1927), 551-558.

P. Collin, Deux exemples de graphes de courbure moyenne constante sur une bande
de R? (French), [Two examples of constant mean curvature surfaces on a strip in
R?], C.R. Acad. Sci. Paris Sér. I Math., 311(9) (1990), 539-542, MR 92i:58041,
Zbl 0716.53016.

P. Collin and R. Krust, Le probléme de Dirichlet pour l’équation des surfaces mini-
males sur des domaines non bornés (French), [The Dirichlet problem for the minimal
surface equation in unbounded domains], Bull. Soc. Math. France, 119(4) (1991),
443-462, MR 92m:53007, Zbl 0754.53013.

U. Dierkes, S. Hildebrandt, A. Kiister and O. Wohlrab, Minimal Surfaces, Vol. 1
& II. Grundlehren Math. Wiss., 295, 296, Springer-Verlag, 1992, MR 94c:49001a,
Zbl 0777.53012; MR 94¢:49001b, Zbl 0777.53013.

H.M. Farkas and I. Kra, Riemann Surfaces, Graduate Text in Mathematics, 71,
Springer-Verlag, 1980, MR 82¢:30067, Zbl 0475.30001.

R. Finn, New estimates for equations of minimal surface type, Arch. Rat. Mech. Anal.,
14 (1963), 337-375, MR 28 #336, Zbl 0133.04601.

D. Gilbarg and N. Trudinger, FElliptic Partial Differential Equations of Second Or-
der, Grundlehren Math. Wiss., 224, Springer-Verlag, Berlin, Heidelberg, New York.
Second edition, 1983, MR 86¢:35035, Zbl 0562.35001.

J. Hwang, A uniqueness theorem for the minimal surface equation, Pacific J. Math.,
176(2) (1996), 357-364, MR 97m:53010, Zbl 0870.53005.

H. Jenkins and J. Serrin, Variational problems of minimal surface type 11. Boundary
value problems for the minimal surface equation, Arch. Rat. Mech. Anal., 21 (1966),
321-342, MR 32 #8221, Zbl 0171.08301.

L. Jorge and F. Xavier, A complete minimal surface in R® between two parallel planes,
Ann. of Math. (2), 112 (1980), 203-206, MR 82e:53087, Zbl 0455.53004.

R. Langevin, G. Levitt and H. Rosenberg, Complete minimal surfaces with long line
boundaries, Duke Math. J., 55(4) (1987), 985-995, MR 89h:53022, Zbl 0637.53007.

W. Meeks 111, Uniqueness theorems for minimal surfaces, Illinois J. Math., 25(2)
(1981), 318-336, MR 82e:53012, Zbl 0472.53009.

J.C.C. Nitsche, Uber eine mit der minimalflichengleichung zusammenthingende an-
alytische funktion und den Bernsteinschen satz, Arch. Math., 7 (1956), 417-419,
MR 19,448¢c, Zbl 0079.37701.

, Elementary proof of Bernstein’s theorem on minimal surfaces, Ann. of Math.
(2), 66 (1957), 543-544, MR, 19,878f, Zbl 0079.37702.



376
[16]

(17]

18]

(19]

20]

(21]

(22]
23]

24]

YI FANG AND JENN-FANG HWANG

, On new results in the theory of minimal surfaces, Bull. Amer. Math. Soc.,
71 (1965), 195-270, MR 30,4200, Zbl 0135.21701.

, Lectures on Minimal Surfaces, Volume 1, Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, New York, New Rochelle, Melbourne, Sydney, 1989, MR 90m:49031,
Zbl 0688.53001.

R. Osserman, A Survey of Minimal Surfaces, Dover Publications, Inc., New York,
1986, MR 87j:53012, Zbl 0209.52901.

M. Parreau, Sur les moyennes des fonctions harmonicques et analytiques et la classifi-
cation des surfaces de Riemann, Ann. Inst. Fourier Grenoble, 3 (1951, 1952), 103-197,
MR 14,263c, Zbl 0047.32004

R. Radé, Contributions to the theory of minimal surfaces, Acta Litt. Scient. Univ.
Szeged, 6 (1932), 1-20, Zbl 0005.17901.

L. Rodriguez and H. Rosenberg, Some remarks on complete simply connected minimal
surfaces meeting the plane xs = constant transitively, J. Geom. Anal., 7(2) (1997),
329-342, MR 2000a:53015, Zbl 0936.53008.

, Minimal surfaces in R® with one end and bounded curvature, Manuscripta
Math., 96(1) (1998), 3-7, MR 99e:53010, Zbl 0968.530009.

, Simply connected minimal surfaces in R® transverse to horizontal planes,
Ann. Global Anal. Geom., 16(1) (1998), 89-100, MR 99e:53011, Zbl 0912.53008.

H. Rosenberg and E. Toubiana, A cylindrical type complete minimal surface in a slab
of R3, Bull. Sc. Math., 2¢ sérier, 111 (1987), 241-245, MR 88k:53019, Zbl 0631.53012.

Received January 2, 2001. The first author is supported by Australian Research Council.
He sincerely thanks the hospitality of the Institute of Mathematics, Academia Sinica,
Taipei. The second author is partially supported by NSC project number NSC89-2115-
M-001-026.

CENTRE FOR MATHEMATICS AND ITS APPLICATIONS
SCHOOL OF MATHEMATICAL SCIENCES

AUSTRALIAN NATIONAL UNIVERSITY

CANBERRA, ACT 0200

AUSTRALIA

E-mail address: yi@maths.anu.edu.au

INSTITUTE OF MATHEMATICS

ACADEMIA SINICA

NANKANG, TAIPEI, TATWAN 11529
REPUBLIC OF CHINA

E-mail address: MAJFHQccvax.sinica.edu.tw



