
proof by david auburn

proof by david auburn is a critically acclaimed play that explores themes of genius, mental illness, and

the complex relationship between a father and daughter. Written by American playwright David

Auburn, this drama has captivated audiences worldwide with its intelligent script and emotionally

charged narrative. The play delves into the life of Catherine, a young woman grappling with the legacy

of her late father, a brilliant mathematician whose struggles with mental health overshadowed his

achievements. This article provides an in-depth analysis of proof by david auburn, covering its plot,

characters, themes, and its impact on contemporary theater. Additionally, the discussion will include

the play’s critical reception and its various adaptations. Readers will gain a comprehensive

understanding of why proof by david auburn remains a significant work in modern drama. The

following table of contents outlines the main topics covered in this article.
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Overview of Proof by David Auburn

Proof by david auburn is a play that premiered in 2000 and quickly gained recognition for its thoughtful

portrayal of intellectual and emotional struggles. The play is set in Chicago and centers on the

aftermath of the death of Robert, a renowned mathematician. Through its narrative, proof explores the

fine line between genius and madness, as well as the burden of inheriting both brilliance and

instability. David Auburn’s writing style in proof is marked by sharp dialogue, nuanced character

development, and a tightly woven plot that balances suspense with emotional depth. The play’s

success has established it as a staple in contemporary American theater.

Plot Summary

The story of proof by david auburn unfolds over several days following Robert’s death. Catherine,

Robert’s daughter, has spent years caring for her father as his mental health deteriorated. After his

passing, Catherine discovers a groundbreaking mathematical proof in his office, raising questions

about its authorship. The arrival of Hal, one of Robert’s former students, and Catherine’s sister Claire

introduces tension and conflict, as each character grapples with trust, doubt, and the desire for

recognition.

Key Events

Robert’s funeral and the family’s reunion

Catherine’s discovery of the proof manuscript

Hal’s skepticism and investigation into the proof

Claire’s protective attitude towards Catherine



Resolution regarding the authorship of the proof

The plot expertly intertwines the personal dynamics of the characters with the intellectual mystery of

the proof, creating a compelling narrative that challenges perceptions of truth and credibility.

Main Characters

Proof by david auburn features a small but well-developed cast of characters, each contributing to the

play’s dramatic tension and thematic complexity. The main characters are:

Catherine

Catherine is the protagonist, a young woman who has sacrificed much of her youth to care for her

father. She is intelligent, vulnerable, and uncertain about her own capabilities, especially in

mathematics. Her internal struggle forms the emotional core of the play.

Robert

Though deceased at the start of the play, Robert’s presence permeates the narrative. He was a

brilliant mathematician whose mental illness complicated his relationships and overshadowed his work.

His legacy is central to the unfolding drama.

Hal

Hal is a former student of Robert’s who becomes involved in the debate over the proof’s authorship.

He represents an objective, analytical perspective but also forms a personal connection with Catherine.



Claire

Catherine’s sister, Claire, is practical and protective. She serves as a foil to Catherine’s emotional and

intellectual struggles, emphasizing the family’s differing ways of coping with their father’s death.

Themes and Symbolism

Proof by david auburn is rich in themes that resonate beyond its immediate storyline. The play uses

symbolism and thematic exploration to deepen the audience’s engagement with its subject matter.

Genius and Madness

The play examines the thin boundary between brilliance and mental instability, particularly through

Robert’s character and the question of whether Catherine has inherited his genius or his madness.

This duality is a recurring motif.

Trust and Doubt

Trust is central to both personal relationships and the validation of mathematical work in the play.

Characters must navigate skepticism and belief, reflecting broader questions about evidence and proof

in both science and life.

Legacy and Identity

Catherine’s struggle to define her own identity apart from her father’s shadow highlights the theme of

legacy. The play probes how individuals reconcile their family history with their personal ambitions.



The Role of Mathematics

Mathematics serves as both a literal and metaphorical framework in proof, symbolizing order, logic,

and the search for truth. The proof itself is a metaphor for certainty amidst emotional chaos.

Critical Reception and Awards

Proof by david auburn received widespread critical acclaim upon its release, praised for its intelligent

script and emotional depth. The play won several prestigious awards, cementing its status as a

significant modern work.

Major Awards

2001 Pulitzer Prize for Drama

2001 Tony Award for Best Play

Multiple Drama Desk and Outer Critics Circle Awards

Critics highlighted the play’s ability to engage audiences with complex intellectual themes without

sacrificing emotional resonance. The performances in various productions were also lauded for their

depth and authenticity.

Adaptations and Legacy

The success of proof by david auburn has led to several adaptations and has influenced contemporary

theater and popular culture. Its legacy continues through ongoing performances and academic study.



Film Adaptation

In 2005, proof was adapted into a feature film starring Gwyneth Paltrow, Anthony Hopkins, and Jake

Gyllenhaal. The film brought the story to a wider audience while preserving the play’s core themes and

emotional impact.

Stage Revivals and International Productions

The play has been revived multiple times on Broadway and in theaters around the world. Each

production contributes new interpretations, ensuring proof remains relevant and compelling.

Impact on Theater and Mathematics Representation

Proof by david auburn has been praised for its accurate and sensitive portrayal of mathematics and

mental health, inspiring further works that bridge the gap between science and drama.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'Proof' by David Auburn?

The central theme of 'Proof' by David Auburn is the exploration of genius and mental illness, focusing

on the fine line between brilliance and instability, particularly through the character of Catherine and

her relationship with her father and sister.

Who are the main characters in 'Proof' by David Auburn?

The main characters in 'Proof' are Catherine, a young woman struggling with her father's legacy and

her own potential; Robert, her brilliant but mentally ill father; Hal, a former student of Robert's; and

Claire, Catherine's sister.



How does 'Proof' address the concept of mathematical proof?

In 'Proof,' mathematical proof serves as both a literal and metaphorical device. It symbolizes truth,

certainty, and intellectual achievement, while also reflecting the characters' struggles to prove their own

worth and sanity.

What awards has 'Proof' by David Auburn won?

'Proof' won the 2001 Pulitzer Prize for Drama and the Tony Award for Best Play in 2001, recognizing

its critical acclaim and impact on contemporary theater.

How does the play 'Proof' explore family dynamics and relationships?

The play delves into complex family dynamics, highlighting themes of trust, love, skepticism, and the

burden of legacy, especially focusing on Catherine's relationship with her father and sister as they

navigate grief and uncertainty.

Additional Resources

1. Proof by David Auburn

This Pulitzer Prize-winning play centers on Catherine, a young woman grappling with the legacy of her

brilliant but mentally ill father, a mathematician. The story explores themes of genius, trust, and the

fine line between brilliance and insanity. It delves deeply into the human side of mathematical

discovery and personal doubt.

2. Fermat’s Last Theorem by Simon Singh

Singh narrates the captivating history behind one of mathematics' greatest puzzles, Fermat’s Last

Theorem, which took over 350 years to prove. The book combines biography, history, and

mathematics, making complex ideas accessible. It complements the themes in Auburn’s play by

emphasizing the human struggle behind mathematical proof.

3. Gödel, Escher, Bach: An Eternal Golden Braid by Douglas Hofstadter



This Pulitzer-winning book explores the connections between the works of logician Kurt Gödel, artist

M.C. Escher, and composer Johann Sebastian Bach. It delves into concepts of formal systems, self-

reference, and proof. The book’s interdisciplinary approach enriches the intellectual backdrop of

mathematical proof depicted in Auburn’s work.

4. The Man Who Loved Only Numbers by Paul Hoffman

A biography of Paul Erdős, one of the most prolific mathematicians of the 20th century, this book

reveals the eccentricities and passions behind mathematical genius. It offers insight into the

collaborative and sometimes chaotic world of mathematical research. Readers interested in the

personal lives of mathematicians, as portrayed in Proof, will find this compelling.

5. Logicomix: An Epic Search for Truth by Apostolos Doxiadis and Christos H. Papadimitriou

This graphic novel combines biography and philosophy to tell the story of Bertrand Russell’s quest for

the foundations of mathematics. It explores the challenges and paradoxes involved in proving

mathematical truths. The visual and narrative style makes complex logical concepts approachable,

complementing the themes in Auburn’s play.

6. Uncle Petros and Goldbach’s Conjecture by Apostolos Doxiadis

A novel about a young man who discovers his uncle’s lifelong obsession with proving Goldbach’s

Conjecture, an unsolved problem in number theory. The story explores themes of obsession, genius,

and the personal costs of mathematical pursuit. It parallels the emotional and intellectual struggles

seen in Proof.

7. The Mathematical Experience by Philip J. Davis and Reuben Hersh

This classic work examines the nature of mathematics, mathematicians, and the process of

mathematical discovery. It blends philosophy, history, and sociology to present a broad view of the

mathematical world. The book provides context to the thematic elements of proof, creativity, and

mental health in Auburn’s play.

8. Mathematics and Its History by John Stillwell

Stillwell presents a comprehensive overview of mathematical ideas and their development through



history. The text highlights the evolving nature of mathematical proof and the personalities behind key

discoveries. It serves as a solid background for understanding the significance of mathematical proof in

a broader context.

9. The Art of Proof: Basic Training for Deeper Mathematics by Matthias Beck and Ross Geoghegan

This textbook introduces readers to the techniques and logic behind mathematical proofs, aimed at

students transitioning to higher-level mathematics. It demystifies the structure and purpose of proofs,

making the abstract more tangible. Readers inspired by the mathematical themes in Proof will benefit

from this practical guide.
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