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Abstract. The goal of this paper is to prove Bézout’s Theorem for algebraic

curves. Along the way, we introduce some basic notions in algebraic geometry

such as affine and projective varieties and intersection numbers of algebraic
curves. After proving Bézout’s Theorem, we investigate Max Noether’s Fun-

damental Theorem and construct the group law on a plane cubic which is the

first step in studying the arithmetic of elliptic curves.
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Introduction

In this paper we introduce some basic concepts in algebraic geometry and prove
Bézout’s Theorem for projective plane curves. Bézout’s Theorem describes the
number of times two algebraic curves intersect in projective space, up to multi-
plicity. We assume the reader is familiar with topics in algebra such as basic ring
theory, exact sequences, and group theory. We begin by defining algebraic sets and
later algebraic varieties, which are the main objects of interest in classical algebraic
geometry. Then, we investigate the local properties of algebraic varieties such as
the local ring of a variety at a point and the intersection number of two plane
curves. Subsequently, we abandon affine space and begin to study curves in projec-
tive space, which in our case is the “correct” way to look at algebraic curves and
their intersections. Equipped with these tools, we finally prove Bézout’s Theorem.
We discuss another important result, Max Noether’s Fundamental Theorem, which
tells us when one projective curve can be written in terms of two other projective
curves. We conclude the paper by defining a group structure on a plane cubic,
which is an important tool used in studying the arithmetic of elliptic curves.

Date: August 26, 2011.
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1. Affine Algebraic Sets

We begin by introducing the zero set of some collection of polynomials in affine
n-space, also known as an affine algebraic set. In some sense this is the primitive
object of study in algebraic geometry.

Definition 1.1. If S is any set of polynomials in k[X1, . . . , Xn], we define an affine
algebraic set to be a subset V (S) ⊂ An such that

V (S) = {P ∈ An | F (P ) = 0 for all F ∈ S}.
If F ∈ k[X1, . . . , Xn] is a non-constant polynomial, then the set of zeros of F is

called the hypersurface defined by F , and is denoted by V (F ). We list a few basic
properties of algebraic sets without proof:

(1) If I is the ideal in k[X1, . . . , Xn] generated by S, then V (S) = V (I); hence
every algebraic set can be written as V (I) for some ideal I.

(2) If {Iα} is any collection of ideals, then V (
⋃
α Iα) =

⋂
α V (Iα); an

arbitrary intersection of algebraic sets is again an algebraic set.
(3) If I ⊂ J , then V (I) ⊃ V (J).
(4) V (I) ∪ V (J) = V ({FG | F ∈ I,G ∈ J}) for any ideals I and J in

k[X1, . . . , Xn], hence any finite union of algebraic sets is again an
algebraic set.

(5) V (0) = An(k); V (1) = ∅; V (X1 − a1, . . . , Xn − an) = {(a1, . . . , an)} for
ai ∈ k. So any finite subset of An(k) is an algebraic set.

Example 1.2. Conic sections are familiar algebraic sets in the Euclidean plane
R2: V (Y −X2) is the parabola Y = X2; V (XY − 1) is the hyperbola Y = 1/X;
and V (X2 + Y 2 − 1) is the unit circle.

Now, given any subset of affine n-space, we can find the set of polynomials that
vanishes on every point in that subset.

Definition 1.3. For any subset X of An(k) we define the ideal of X, written I(X),
to be the ideal in k[X1, . . . , Xn] consisting of all the F ∈ k[X1, . . . , Xn] that vanish
for all points a ∈ X.

Ideals of algebraic sets also follow the inclusion reversing principle, i.e. if X ⊂ Y ,
then I(X) ⊃ I(Y ). Furthermore, ideals of algebraic sets have the following basic
properties:

(1) I(∅) = k[X1, . . . , Xn]
(2) I(An(k)) = (0) if k is an infinite field
(3) I({(a1, . . . , an)}) = (X1 − a1, . . . , Xn − an) for ai ∈ k

Now we list some properties showing the relationship between ideals and alge-
braic sets:

(1) I(V (S)) ⊃ S for any set S of polynomials and V (I(X)) ⊃ X for any set X
of points.

(2) V (I(V (S))) = V (S) for any set S of polynomials, and I(V (I(X))) = I(X)
for any set X of points in An. Therefore, we can conclude that if W is an
algebraic set, then W = V (I(W )) and if J is the ideal of an algebraic set,
then J = I(V (J)).

Some algebraic sets may be written as the union of two or more smaller algebraic
sets. We say that an algebraic set V ⊂ An is reducible if V = V1 ∪ V2, where V1, V2

are algebraic sets in An, and Vi 6= V , i = 1, 2. Otherwise we say that V is irreducible.
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The following proposition gives a necessary and sufficient condition for when an
algebraic set is irreducible; a simple proof can be found in Fulton [2, p.7].

Proposition 1.4. An algebraic set V is irreducible if and only if I(V ) is a prime
ideal.

Every algebraic set can be constructed uniquely from irreducible algebraic sets,
allowing us to restrict our focus to these irreducible sets.

Proposition 1.5. Let V be an algebraic set in An(k). Then there are unique
irreducible algebraic sets V1, . . . , Vm such that V = V1 ∪ · · · ∪ Vm and Vi * Vj for
all i 6= j.

Proof. Let S be the set of all algebraic sets V ⊂ An(k) such that V is not the
union of a finite number of irreducible algebraic sets. We want to show that S is
empty. Suppose not. Let V be a minimal member of S. To see that such a minimal
member exists, let S = {Vα}. Then the corresponding collection of ideals {I(Vα)}
is a nonempty collection of ideals in the Noetherian ring k[X1, . . . , Xn], hence has
a maximal element, I(Vα0). Clearly, Vα0 is the minimal element of the collection
S.

Since V is an element of S, V is not irreducible, so we can write V = V1 ∪ V2

such that Vi 6= V . Then, Vi /∈ S since V was the minimal member so

Vi = Vi1 ∪ · · · ∪ Vimi

where each Vij is irreducible. But then we can write V =
⋃
i,j Vij , which is a

contradiction. So any algebraic set V may be written as

V = V1 ∪ · · · ∪ Vn
with each Vi irreducible. To show that Vi * Vj for all i 6= j, simply throw away
any Vi such that Vi ⊂ Vj for i 6= j.

To show that this decomposition is unique, let V = W1 ∪ · · · ∪Wm be another
such decomposition. Then

Vi =
⋃
j

(Wj ∩ Vi).

Since the intersection of two algebraic sets is again an algebraic set and Vi is irre-
ducible, Vi is contained in one of the Wj , say Wj(i). Similarly Wj(i) ⊂ Vl for some
l, but Vi ⊂ Vl implies i = l, so Vi = Wj(i). Likewise, each Wj is equal to some
Vi(j). �

2. Affine Varieties

From now on k will be a fixed algebraically closed field. An irreducible affine
algebraic set is called an affine variety. If V ⊂ An is a variety, then a subvariety
of V is a variety W ⊂ An that is contained in V . First we develop some algebraic
tools that will help us better understand the properties of affine varieties. Then we
introduce some geometric concepts such as multiple points and tangent lines that
unveil local properties of affine varieties.

Definition 2.1. Let V ⊂ An be a nonempty variety. The coordinate ring of V is
the domain Γ(V ) = k[X1, . . . , Xn]/I(V ). The quotient field of the coordinate ring
of V is the field of rational functions on V , denoted by k(V ).
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Note that if V is a variety, then I(V ) is a prime ideal. So we know that Γ(V ) is
an integral domain, and hence it has no zero divisors.

Let V be a nonempty variety in An. If f is a rational function on V , and P is a
point in V, we say that f is defined at P if for some polynomials p and q in Γ(V ),
f = p/q and q(P ) 6= 0. It is important to note that there may be many different
ways to write f as a ratio of polynomial functions, so f is defined if it is possible
to find a ”denominator” for f that does not vanish at P . For example, this may
happen if Γ(V ) is not a UFD.

Example 2.2. Consider the variety V = V (XZ − YW ) in A4. Then Γ(V ) =
k[X,Y, Z,W ]/(XZ − YW ). Consider the element f = X/Y in k(V ) (where the
bar denotes the image in Γ(V )). Since X Z = Y W in Γ(V ), the element f can be
written f = W/Z. We see that f is defined at all points of V where Y 6= 0 and
similarly f is defined at all points of V where Z 6= 0. One can check that these
are all the points of V where f is defined. Moreover, there is no single expression
f = p/q for f with p, q ∈ Γ(V ), such that q(P ) 6= 0 for every P ∈ V .

Definition 2.3. Let P be a point in V . The local ring of V at P is the set of
rational functions on V that are defined at P , denoted by OP (V ).

Remark 2.4. The local ring of V at P forms a subring of k(V ) containing Γ(V ):
k ⊂ Γ(V ) ⊂ OP (V ) ⊂ k(V ).

Definition 2.5. The maximal ideal of V at P is the ideal mP (V ) ⊂ OP (V )
consisting of the rational functions that vanish at P .

Let evP : OP (V )→ k be the evaluation homomorphism at P sending f to f(P ).
The map is clearly surjective and the kernel is the maximal ideal of V at P . Hence,
OP (V )/mP (V ) is isomorphic to the field k. So, mP (V ) is in fact a maximal ideal
of the local ring of V at P .

Furthermore, an element f of OP (V ) is a unit if and only if f(P ) 6= 0, i.e. f
does not lie in the maximal ideal of V at P . So, mP (V ) is the set of non-units in
OP (V ).

The following proposition will be used to relate local questions, in terms of local
rings, to global questions, in terms of coordinate rings. We omit the proof, but it
can be found in Fulton [2, p. 27]:

Proposition 2.6. Let I be an ideal in k[X1, . . . , Xn], and suppose that V (I) =
{P1, . . . , Pm} is finite. Let Oi = OPi(An), and IOi be the ideal of Oi generated by
elements of I. Then there is a natural isomorphism:

k[X1, . . . , Xn]/I ∼=
m∏
i=1

Oi/IOi.

Now we investigate some local properties of affine varieties, specifically affine
plane curves: A hypersurface in A2(k) is called an affine plane curve. We can define
an equivalence relation in the following way: two polynomials F , G ∈ k[X,Y ] are
equivalent if F = λG for some nonzero λ ∈ k. Then we can define an affine plane
curve to be an equivalence class of non-constant polynomials under this equivalence
relation.

The degree of a curve is the degree of the defining polynomial for the curve. Let
F =

∏
F eii , where the Fi are the irreducible factors of the plane curve F . We say

that the Fi are the components of F and ei is the multiplicity of the component Fi.
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Definition 2.7. Let F be a plane curve and let P = (a, b) ∈ F . The point P is a
simple point of F if either partial derivative FX(P ) 6= 0 or FY (P ) 6= 0.

If P is a simple point of F , the line

FX(P )(X − a) + FY (P )(Y − b) = 0,

is called the tangent line to F at P . If a point P is not simple, then it is called
multiple. A curve with only simple points is called a nonsingular curve.

Example 2.8. Let A = Y 2 − X3 − X2 define an affine plane curve and let P =
(0, 0), see Figure 1 below. We can see by calculating derivatives that P is the only
multiple point on A. The lowest order homogeneous polynomial within A, namely
Y 2−X2 = (Y −X)(Y +X) show which lines that can best be called tangent to A
at P ; in Figure 1 the line Y −X is shown to be tangent to A at (0, 0).

Figure 1. Y 2 −X3 −X2

Let F be a plane curve and P = (0, 0). Write F = Fm +Fm+1 + · · ·+Fn, where
each Fi is a homogeneous polynomial in k[X,Y ] of degree i and Fm 6= 0. We define
m to be the multiplicity of F at P , denoted by mP (F ). Note that P ∈ F if and
only if mP (F ) > 0. Furthermore, P is a simple point on F if and only if mP (F ) = 1
and F1 is exactly the tangent line to F at P .

Since Fm is a homogeneous polynomial in two variables, we can write

Fm =
∏

Lrii

where the Li are distinct lines. The Li are called the tangent lines to F at P = (0, 0)
and ri is the multiplicity of the tangent. We say that the line Li is a simple tangent
if ri = 1. If F has m distinct simple tangents at P , we say that P is an ordinary
multiple point of F . In Example 2.8 the curve A has an ordinary double point at
(0, 0) since it has two distinct tangents at P , namely Y −X and Y +X.

To extend these definitions to a point P = (a, b) 6= (0, 0), we need to define an
affine change of coordinates.

Definition 2.9. An affine change of coordinates on An is a polynomial map

T = (T1, . . . , Tm) : An → An,
such that each Ti is a polynomial of degree 1 and T is a bijection.
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Now let T be a translation that takes (0, 0) to P = (a, b), T (x, y) = (x+a, y+b).
Then

(F ◦ T ) = F (X + a, Y + b),

and we can define mP (F ) to be m(0,0)(F ◦ T ).

3. Intersection Numbers

Let F and G be plane curves and P ∈ A2. We want to define the intersection
number of F and G at P , denoted by I(P, F ∩ G). The intersection number gen-
eralizes the intuitive notion of counting the number of times two algebraic curves
intersect at a point in higher dimensional situations.

The definition of the intersection number provides little intuition, so we begin by
listing some properties which we want the intersection number to have. Afterwards,
we will prove that there is only one definition which satisfies these properties. First
we state two simple definitions:

Definition 3.1. Two curves F and G are said to intersect properly at P if F and G
have no common component that passes through P . F and G are said to intersect
transversally at P if P is a simple point on both F and G, and if the tangent line
to F at P is different from the tangent line to G at P .

Here are seven properties that we want the intersection number to have:

(1) I(P, F ∩G) is a nonnegative integer for any F , G, and P such that F and
G intersect properly at P . I(P, F ∩G) =∞ if F and G do not intersect
properly at P .

(2) I(P, F ∩G) = 0 if and only if P /∈ F ∩G. I(P, F ∩G) depends only on the
components of F and G that pass through P . And I(P, F ∩G) = 0 if F or
G is a nonzero constant.

(3) If T is an affine change of coordinates on A2, and T (Q) = P , then
I(P, F ∩G) = I(Q, (F ◦ T ) ∩ (G ◦ T )).

(4) I(P, F ∩G) = I(P,G ∩ F )
(5) I(P, F ∩G) ≥ mp(F )mp(G), with equality occurring if and only if F and

G have no tangent lines in common at P .
(6) The intersection numbers should add when we take unions of curves: If

F =
∏
F rii , and G =

∏
G
sj
j , then I(P, F ∩G) =

∑
i,j risjI(P, Fi ∩Gj).

(7) If F is irreducible, I(P, F ∩G) should depend only on the image of G in
Γ(F ). For arbitrary F , I(P, F ∩G) = I(P, F ∩ (G+HF )) for any
H ∈ k[X,Y ].

Now we give a constructive procedure for calculating the intersection number us-
ing only the above seven properties. We omit the existence proof of the intersection
number, however it can be found in Fulton [2, p.37].

Theorem 3.2. There is a unique intersection number I(P, F ∩ G) defined for all
plane curves F , G, and all points P ∈ A2, satisfying properties (1)-(7). It is given
by the formula

I(P, F ∩G) = dimk (Op(A2)/(F,G)).

Proof. Assume that we have a number I(P, F ∩ G) defined for all F , G, and P ,
satisfying the properties (1)-(7) above. We may assume that P = (0, 0) by property
(3) and that I(P, F ∩G) is finite by property (1), so F and G intersect properly at
P . We proceed by induction on I(P, F ∩G). The case I(P, F ∩G) = 0 is given by
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property (2), so assume I(P, F ∩G) = n > 0, and I(P, F ′ ∩G′) can be calculated
whenever I(P, F ′ ∩G′) < n.

Let F (X, 0), G(X, 0) ∈ k[X] be polynomials of degree s and t respectively, where
the degree is taken to be zero if the polynomial vanishes at P . Since I(P, F ∩G) =
I(P,G ∩ F ), we can assume that s ≤ t.

Case 1 : s = 0. F vanishes at P , so the variable Y divides F . Then we can write
F = Y H for some H ∈ k[X,Y ], and

I(P, F ∩G) = I(P, Y ∩G) + I(P,H ∩G)

by property (6). Let G(X, 0) = Xm(a0 + a1X + · · · ), with a0 6= 0.
Then,

G = G(X, 0) +
∑
i,j

aijX
iY j

= G(X, 0) + Y
∑
i,j

aijX
iY j−1

with j ≥ 1. Then by property (7) we can write

I(P, F ∩G) = I(P, F ∩ (G(X, 0) + Y A)) = I(P, F ∩G(X, 0))

for some A ∈ k[X,Y ]. By property (6),(5) and (2) we get

I(P, F ∩G(X, 0)) = I(P, F ∩Xm) + I(P, F ∩ (a0 + a1X + · · · ))
= I(P, F ∩Xm) = m.

Since P ∈ G by assumption, m > 0, so this implies that I(P,H ∩G) < n and the
proof is complete by induction.

Case 2 : s > 0. Without loss of generality, we can assume that F (X, 0) and
G(X, 0) are monic polynomials. Let H = G−Xt−sF . Then by property (7)

I(P, F ∩G) = I(P, F ∩H),

and deg(H(X, 0)) = r < t. Repeating this process (and interchanging the order of
F and H if t < s) a finite number of times we eventually reach a pair of curves A,
B such that A or B vanishes at P . Then we calculate the intersection number by
the procedure described in Case 1 and I(P, F ∩G) = I(P,A ∩B). �

One thing can be noticed about the above uniqueness proof: by using properties
(5) and (7), we can calculate intersection numbers simply doing some arithmetic
with polynomials. Below we calculate the intersection number of two plane curves
at a point P using the technique outlined in the proof above.

Example 3.3. Let us calculate I(P, F ∩G), where F = (X2 +Y 2)2 + 3X2Y −Y 3,
G = (X2 + Y 2)3− 4X2Y 2, and P = (0, 0). Using property (7) we can rewrite G as

G− (X2 + Y 2)F = Y
[
(X2 + Y 2)(Y 2 − 3X2)− 4X2Y

]
= Y A.

So by property (6) we have I(P, F ∩G) = I(P, F ∩Y ) + I(P, F ∩A). First we shall
calculate I(P, F ∩A). Using the procedure described in the uniqueness proof once
again, we rewrite A as

A+ 3F = Y (5X2 − 3Y 2 + 4Y 3 + 4X2Y ) = Y H.

Now we are left to compute

(3.4) I(P, F ∩G) = 2I(P, F ∩ Y ) + I(P, F ∩H)
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by property (6) again. By properties (6) and (7), we know that

(3.5) I(P, F ∩ Y ) = I(P,X4 ∩ Y ) = 4,

and since F andH have no common tangent lines at P , I(P, F∩H) = mP (F )mP (H) =
6 by property (5). Therefore, I(P, F ∩G) = 14.

Now we state two more properties of intersection numbers that will be of use
later when we prove Bézout’s Theorem and Max Noether’s Fundamental Theorem:

(8) If F and G have no common components, then∑
P

I(P, F ∩G) = dimk (k[X,Y ]/(F,G)).

(9) If P is a simple point on F , then I(P, F ∩G) = ordFP (G).

4. Projective Varieties

Suppose we are interested in studying the points of intersection of two curves.
We may ask the question, do any two curves always intersect in at least one point
in affine space? We find that the answer is no: Consider the curve Y 2 = X2 + 1
and the line Y = cX, c ∈ k in A2(k). If c 6= ±1, they intersect in two points,
however if c = ±1, they do not intersect. We wish to expand the affine plane in
such a way so that these two curves will intersect “at infinity”. This new space is
called projective space.

Definition 4.1. Let k be any field. Projective n-space over k, denoted by Pn(k)
or Pn, is defined to be the set of all lines through (0, . . . , 0) in An+1(k).

Any point (x) = (x1, . . . , xn+1) 6= (0, . . . , 0) determines a unique such line, specif-
ically {(λx1, . . . , λxn+1) | λ ∈ k}. Therefore, it seems natural to define an equiva-
lence relation on such points defined by (x) ∼ (y) if there is a nonzero λ in k such
that yi = λxi for i = 1, . . . , n+ 1. Hence, we can define Pn as the set of equivalence
classes of points in An+1 \ {0, . . . , 0}.

If P ∈ Pn is determined by some (x1, . . . , xn+1) ∈ An+1 \ {0, . . . , 0}, we say that
(x1, . . . , xn+1) are homogeneous coordinates for P , and in order to indicate this we
often write P = [x1 : . . . : xn+1].

The notion of projective space will be very important in the following section
when we study the points of intersection of two plane curves. However, before we
can delve into a discussion about how plane curves intersect in projective space we
must first develop a few more important notions about polynomials and projective
varieties:

A point P ∈ Pn is said to be a zero of a polynomial F ∈ k[X1, . . . , Xn+1] if
F (x1, . . . , xn+1) = 0 for every choice of homogeneous coordinates (x1, . . . , xn+1)
for P , and we write F (P ) = 0. Note that if F is a homogeneous polynomial and F
vanishes at one representative of P , then it vanishes at every representative.

For any set S of polynomials in k[X1, . . . , Xn+1], we define

V (S) = {P ∈ Pn | P is a zero of each F ∈ S}.
Similar to the affine case, if I is the ideal generated by S, V (I) = V (S). If

I = (F (1), . . . , F (r)), where F (i) =
∑
F

(i)
j and the F

(i)
j are homogeneous polyno-

mials of degree j, then we define a projective algebraic set to be the set of zeros of

a finite number of homogeneous polynomials, V (I) = V (S) = V ({F (i)
j }).
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For any set X ⊂ Pn, we let

I(X) = {F ∈ k[X1, . . . , Xn+1] | every P ∈ X is a zero of F},
be the ideal of X.

Definition 4.2. An ideal I ⊂ k[X1, . . . , Xn+1] is homogeneous if for every F =∑m
i=0 Fi ∈ I, where each Fi is a homogeneous polynomial of degree i, we also have

Fi ∈ I. Note that for any set X ⊂ Pn, I(X) is a homogeneous ideal.

Similar to the affine case, a projective algebraic set is irreducible if it is not the
union of two strictly smaller algebraic sets. Irreducible algebraic sets in Pn are
called projective varieties.

Now we introduce the processes of “dehomogenizing” and “homogenizing” poly-
nomials:

Let R be a domain and let F ∈ R[x1, . . . , Xn+1] be a homogeneous polynomial,
then we define F∗ ∈ R[X1, . . . , Xn] by setting F∗ = F (X1, . . . , Xn, 1). This pro-
cessed is called “dehomogenizing” polynomials in R[x1, . . . , Xn+1] with respect to
Xn+1.

Conversely, for any polynomial f ∈ R[X1, . . . , Xn] of degree d, first write

f = f0 + f1 + · · ·+ fd,

where each fi is a homogeneous polynomial of degree i. We define f∗ ∈ R[X1, . . . , Xn+1]
by setting

f∗ = Xd
n+1f0 +Xd−1

n+1f1 + · · ·+ fd = Xd
n+1f(X1/Xn+1, . . . , Xn/Xn+1),

and f∗ is a homogeneous polynomial of degree d. This processes is called “homog-
enizing” polynomials in R[x1, . . . , Xn] with respect to Xn+1.

We now state a proposition without proof that we will make use of in the proof
of Bézout’s Theorem and Max Noether’s Fundamental Theorem. It shows how we
can manipulate the polynomials f∗ and F∗ that we have constructed above.

Proposition 4.3.

(1) (FG)∗ = F∗G∗; (fg)∗ = f∗g∗.
(2) If F 6= 0 and r is the highest power of Xn+1 that divides F , then

Xr
n+1(F∗)

∗ = F ; (f∗)∗ = f.

(3) (F +G)∗ = F∗ +G∗.
(4) Xt

n+1(f + g)∗ = Xr
n+1f

∗ + Xs
n+1g

∗, where r = deg(g), s = deg(f), and
t = r + s− deg(f + g).

These processes of homogenizing and dehomogenizing will allow us to study the
relations between the algebraic sets in An and those in Pn. Let V be an algebraic
set in An, and let I = I(V ) ⊂ k[X1, . . . , Xn]. Let I∗ be the ideal in k[X1, . . . , Xn+1]
generated by {F ∗ | F ∈ I}. Then I∗ is a homogeneous ideal and we define V ∗ to
be V (I∗) ⊂ Pn. If V is an algebraic set in An, then V ∗ ⊂ Pn is called the projective
closure of V .

Conversely, let V be an algebraic set in Pn, and let I = I(V ) ⊂ k[X1, . . . , Xn].
Let I∗ be the ideal in k[X1, . . . , Xn] generated by {F∗ | F ∈ I}. Then we define V∗
to be V (I∗) ⊂ An.

It will be important to develop the proper language in which to relate affine
varieties with projective varieties. But first we need to introduce the notions of the
coordinate ring and local ring of a projective variety.
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If V is a projective variety we define the homogeneous coordinate ring of V be
to

Γh(V ) = k[X1, . . . , Xn+1]/I(V ).

Let kh(V ) be the field of fractions of Γh(V ) called the homogeneous function field
of V . We define the function field of V to be

k(V ) = {z ∈ kh(V ) | z = f/g for some f, g ∈ Γh(V )},
and where f , g are homogeneous polynomials of the same degree.

The set of elements of k(V ) that are defined at a point P ∈ V form a subring of
k(V ), denoted by OP (V ), called the local ring of V at P .

Define the map ϕn+1 : An → Un+1 ⊂ Pn, by (a1, . . . , an) 7→ [a1 : . . . : an : 1],
where we define

Ui = {[x1 : . . . : xn+1] ∈ Pn | xi 6= 0}.
Let V be an affine variety and let V ∗ ⊂ Pn be its projective closure. We define

a natural isomorphism α : k(V ∗)→ k(V ) by

(4.4) α(f/g) = f∗/g∗,

where f , g are homogeneous polynomials of the same degree on V ∗. If P ∈ V , we
may consider P ′ ∈ V ∗ such that ϕn+1(P ) = P ′. Then α induces an isomorphism
of OP ′(V ∗) with OP (V ).

Modifying the approach in the affine case, we can define a projective change of
coordinates. If T : An+1 → An+1 is an affine change of coordinates, then it is easy to
check that T takes lines through the origin into lines through the origin. Therefore,
T determines a map from from Pn to itself, called a projective change of coordinates.
If V is an algebraic set in Pn, V = V (F1, . . . , Fs), and T = (T1, . . . , Tn+1) is a
polynomial map, where each Ti is a homogeneous polynomial of degree 1, then

T−1(V ) = V (F1 ◦ T, . . . , Fs ◦ T ).

5. Bézout’s Theorem

In this section we prove Bézout’s Theorem (Theorem 5.3) for projective plane
curves. It claims that the number of common points (counting multiplicities) be-
tween two projective plane curves without common components is equal to the
product of their degrees. To develop some intuition about what this theorem is
saying and to understand each of the assumptions in the statement of the theorem,
consider the following examples:

Examples 5.1.

(1) This is a generic example where nothing seems to go wrong. We have a
circle (curve of degree 2) and a line (curve of degree 1), see Figure 2 below.
They intersect at two distinct points which is clearly the product of their
degrees.

Figure 2. X2 + Y 2 − 1 and X − Y
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(2) Here we also have a line and a circle, however they intersect only in one
point, see Figure 3 below. This does not disprove Bézout’s Theorem, since
it counts common points up to multiplicity: the line and the circle intersect
in the point P = (0, 1) with multiplicity two.

Figure 3. X2 + Y 2 − 1 and X + 1

(3) Consider the curves F = (X + 1)(X2 + Y 2 − 1) and G = X + 1. By Figure
3 above we can see that F and G intersect in an infinite number of points.
However they have a common component, namely (X + 1), so Bézout’s
Theorem does not apply.

(4) A classic example: Consider the lines in Figure 4 below. By Bézout, these
two lines should have one common point. But how can two parallel lines
intersect? This is quickly resolved by considering these curves in projective
space where they intersect “at infinity.”

Figure 4. Parallel lines in affine space

Throughout the proof of the theorem we will make extensive use of the processes
of “dehomogenizing” and “homogenizing” polynomials, and in particular how these
processes help us study the relations between affine and projective varieties.

In the proof of the following theorem at times we will wish to study all homo-
geneous polynomials of a given degree d ≥ 1 and the vector spaces they form over
the base field k. Let M1, . . . ,MN be a fixed ordering of the set of monomials in X,
Y , Z of degree d. Then it is easy to check that

(5.2) N =
(d+ 1)(d+ 2)

2
.

Let F , G be projective plane curves, and let P ∈ P2. We define the intersection
number I(P, F ∩G) to be dimk(OP (P2)/(F∗, G∗)). This satisfies properties (1)-(7)
and property (9) of section 3. However in property (3), T should be a projective
change of coordinates and H should be a homogeneous polynomial with deg(H) =
deg(G)− deg(F ).

Now we are finally ready to tackle the famous theorem of Bézout. Note that F
and G are projective curves over k, where k is algebraically closed.
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Theorem 5.3 (Bézout’s Theorem). Let F and G be projective plane curves of
degree m and n respectively. Assume F and G have no common component. Then∑

P

I(P, F ∩G) = mn.

Remark 5.4. Two plane curves with no common components intersect in a finite
number of points. Since F and G have no common components, F ∩ G is finite,
and the quantity

∑
P I(P, F ∩ G) is well defined. Therefore if it is necessary, we

may assume by a projective change of coordinates that none of the points in F ∩G
lies on the line at infinity {[X : Y : 0] ∈ P2}.

Proof. As noted above, the intersection number of F and G at P is defined by

I(P, F ∩G) = dimk (OP (P2)/(F∗, G∗)).

Since P2 is the projective closure of A2, the map α : k(V ∗) → k(V ), as defined by
equation 4.4, induces an isomorphism between OP (P2) and OP (A2) for P ∈ F ∩G.
Note that α(F ) = F∗ and α(G) = G∗. Hence,

I(P, F ∩G) = dimk (OP (A2)/(F∗, G∗)) = I(P, F∗ ∩G∗).

And by property (8) of intersection numbers we have

I(P, F∗ ∩G∗) = dimk (k[X,Y ]/(F∗, G∗)).

Now we fix some notation that we will use throughout the rest of the proof:

Γ∗ = k[X,Y ]/(F∗, G∗), Γ = k[X,Y, Z]/(F,G), R = k[X,Y, Z],

and let Γd and Rd be the vector spaces of homogeneous polynomials of degree d in
Γ and R respectively. It is enough to show that for d sufficiently large, dimk Γ∗ =
dimk Γd and dimk Γd = mn.

We proceed in steps. First we shall show that dimk Γd = mn for all d ≥ m+ n.
Next we will show that the map β : Γ→ Γ defined by β(H) = ZH (where the bar
denotes the image under the natural projection π : R→ Γ) is injective. In the final
step, we show that dimk Γ∗ = dimk Γd for all d ≥ m+ n.

Step 1 : Let π : R→ Γ be the natural projection homomorphism, let ϕ : R×R→
R be defined by

ϕ(A,B) = AF +BG.

and let ψ : R→ R×R be defined by

ψ(C) = (GC,−FC).

We claim that the following sequence is exact:

0 // R
ψ // R×R

ϕ // R
π // Γ // 0

The map ψ is clearly injective. Since F and G have no common components it is
clear that the kernel of ϕ is the set

{(GC,−FC) ∈ R×R | C ∈ R},

which is precisely the image of ψ. Similarly, the kernel of π is the set of all finite
linear combinations of F and G with coefficients in R, which is precisely the image
of ϕ. And finally, the natural projection π is surjective.
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If we restrict these maps to the homogeneous polynomials of various degrees, we
get the following exact sequences:

0 // Rd−m−n
ψ // Rd−m ×Rd−n

ϕ // Rd
π // Γd // 0

Since, the set of all monomials of degree d in X, Y , and Z forms a basis for the
vector space Rd, we know by equation 5.2 that

dimk Rd =
(d+ 1)(d+ 2)

2
.

Since the above sequence is exact we know that

dim (Γd) = dim (Rd)− dim (Rd−m ×Rd−n) + dim (Rd−m−n).

Therefore, we can conclude that dimk Γd = mn if d ≥ m+ n.
Step 2 : We show that the map β : Γ → Γ defined by β(H) = ZH is injective.

It is enough to show that if ZH = AF + BG, then H = A′F + B′G for some
A′, B′ ∈ R. For any J ∈ R, denote J(X,Y, 0) by J0. Since F , G, and Z have no
common zeros, F0 and G0 are relatively prime homogeneous polynomials in k[X,Y ].

If ZH = AF + BG, then A0F0 = −B0G0. So, B0 = F0C and A0 = −G0C for
some C ∈ k[X,Y ]. Let

A1 = A+ CG, B1 = B − CF

Since (A1)0 = (B1)0 = 0 we have that A0 = ZA′ and B0 = ZB′ for some A′,
B′ ∈ R. So,

ZH = A1F +B1G = Z(A′F +B′G),

which implies that H = A′F +B′G.
Step 3 : Let d ≥ m+ n, and choose A1, . . . , Amn ∈ Rd whose images in Γd form

a basis for Γd. Let Ai∗ = Ai(X,Y, 1) ∈ k[X,Y ], and let ai be the image of Ai∗ in
Γ∗. We want to show that a1, . . . , amn form a basis for Γ∗:

From Step 2, the map α restricts to an isomorphism from Γd onto Γd+1, if
d ≥ m + n, since an injective linear map of vector spaces of the same dimension
is an isomorphism. Therefore, the images of ZrA1, . . . , Z

rAmn under the natural
projection homomorphism form a basis for Γd+r for all r ≥ 0.

Now we want to show that the {ai} span Γ∗:
Let H ∈ k[X,Y ], and let h ∈ Γ∗ be its image under the natural projection. Then

some ZMH∗ is a homogeneous polynomial of degree d+ r, and so

ZMH∗ =

mn∑
i=1

λiAi +BF + CG

for some λi ∈ k, and B, C ∈ k[X,Y, Z]. Then,

H = (ZMH∗)∗ =

mn∑
i=1

λiAi∗ +B∗F∗ + C∗G∗,

so h =
∑
i λiai as desired.

Now we want to show that the {ai} are linearly independent and hence a basis
for Γ∗:

Suppose
∑
i λiai = 0. Then we have∑

i

λiAi∗ = BF∗ + CG∗.
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Therefore by Proposition 4.3, (4), we can write,

Zr

(∑
i

λiAi∗

)∗
= Zs(BF∗)

∗ + Zt(CG∗)
∗

Zr
∑
i

λiAi = ZsB∗F + ZtC∗G,

for some r, s, t. From the above equation it is clear that∑
i

λiZrAi = 0,

in Γd+r (where the bar denotes the image under the natural projection). But, as
noted above the {ZrAi} form a basis for Γd+r, so each λi = 0, and thus the {ai}
are linearly independent. �

6. Max Noether’s Fundamental Theorem

When can the equation of a projective curve be written in terms of the equations
of two other projective plane curves? In this section we prove a theorem due to
Max Noether which solves this problem completely. In order to understand the
conditions in which this can happen, we first develop the notions of zero-cycles and
intersection cycles.

Definition 6.1. A zero cycle on P2 is a formal sum∑
P∈P2

nPP,

where the {np} are integers and all but finitely many of the nP are zero.

Note that the set of all zero-cycles on P2 form a free abelian group with basis
X = P2.

The degree of a zero cycle
∑
nPP is defined to be

∑
nP . The zero cycle is

positive if each nP ≥ 0. A zero cycle
∑
nPP is said to be bigger than another zero

cycle
∑
mPP , denoted by

∑
nPP ≥

∑
mPP , if each nP ≥ mP .

Definition 6.2. Let F and G be projective plane curves of degrees m and n
respectively, with no common components. Then the intersection cycle F • G is
defined by

F •G =
∑
P∈P2

I(P, F ∩G)P.

By Bézout’s Theorem, we can say that the intersection cycle is a positive zero-
cycle of degree mn. Many of the properties of intersections numbers translate well
into properties of the intersection cycle. For example, property (4) of intersection
numbers implies that F •G = G • F , property (6) implies that

(6.3) F •GH = F •G+ F •H,

and property (7) implies

(6.4) F • (G+AF ) = F •G

if A is a homogeneous polynomial and deg(A) = deg(G)−deg(F ).
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Max Noether’s theorem deals with the following situation: Suppose that F , G,
and H are curves and H intersects F in a bigger cycle than G intersects F , i.e.
H • F ≥ G • F . When is there a curve B such that B • F = H • F −G • F , with
deg(B) = deg(H)−deg(G)? It suffices to find homogeneous polynomials A, B such
that H = AF +BG, since then we would have

H • F = BG • F = B • F +G • F,

by equations 6.3 and 6.4 listed above.
Now we are ready to state the necessary and sufficient conditions for when the

equation of a plane curve can be written in terms of the equations of two other
curves, called Noether’s conditions:

Let P be a point in P2, let F and G be plane curves with no common component
through P , and let H be some other curve. We say that Noether’s conditions are
satisfied at P , with respect to F , G, and H, if H∗ ∈ (F∗, G∗) ⊂ OP (P2), i.e. if
there are a, b ∈ OP (P2) such that H∗ = aF∗ + bG∗.

Theorem 6.5 (Max Noether’s Fundamental Theorem). Let F , G, and H be
projective plane curves. Assume that F and G have no common components. Then
there is an equation H = AF+BG (where A and B are homogeneous polynomials of
degree deg(H)−deg(F ) and deg(H)−deg(G) respectively) if and only if Noether’s
conditions are satisfied at every P ∈ F ∩G.

Proof. First suppose H = AF +BG. By dehomogenizing H we get

H∗ = A∗F∗ +B∗G∗

for any P and Noether’s conditions are satisfied at every P ∈ F ∩G.
Now we prove the converse. As in the proof of Bézout’s Theorem, if it is necessary

we can assume by a projective change of coordinates that none of the points in F∩G
lies on the line at infinity: {[X : Y : 0] ∈ P2}, since F and G have no common
components. Recall that F∗ = F (X,Y, 1), G∗ = G(X,Y, 1), and H∗ = H(X,Y, 1).
Noether’s conditions imply that the image of H∗ in OP (P2)/(F∗, G∗) is zero for
each P ∈ F ∩ G, since it lies in the kernel of the natural projection. Then by
Proposition 2.6, we see that the image of H∗ in k[X,Y ]/(F∗, G∗) is zero as well,
i.e., H∗ = aF∗ + bG∗ for some a, b ∈ k[X,Y ]. Now by implementing Proposition
4.3, we get

ZtH = Zt(H∗)
∗ = Zt(aF∗ + bG∗)

∗

= Zra∗F + Zsb∗G = AF +BG,

where A and B are homogeneous polynomials in k[X,Y, Z]. However, as we saw
in Step 2 of the proof of Bézout’s Theorem the map defined by multiplication by
Z on k[X,Y, Z]/(F,G) is injective. Since ZtH = AF + BG, the image of H in
k[X,Y, Z]/(F,G) is zero and H = A′F +B′G for some A′, B′ ∈ k[X,Y, Z].

If A′ =
∑
A′i and B′ =

∑
B′i, where A′i, B

′
i are homogeneous polynomials of

degree i, then H = A′nF + B′mG, with n = deg(H)− deg(F ) and m = deg(H)−
deg(G). �

The usefulness of this theorem depends on finding criteria that guarantee that
Noether’s conditons hold at P . The following proposition gives some situations in
which we can use Noether’s theorem; a proof can be found in Fulton [2, p.61].
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Proposition 6.6. Let F , G, and H be plane curves and P ∈ F ∩ G. Then,
Noether’s conditions are satisfied at P if any of the following are true:

(1) F and G intersect transversally at P and P ∈ H.
(2) P is a simple point on F , and I(P,H ∩ F ) ≥ I(P,G ∩ F ).
(3) F and G have distinct tangents at P and mP (H) ≥ mP (F ) +mP (G)− 1.

7. Group Law on a Plane Cubic

Equipped with Bézout’s theorem, we can define a group structure on a plane cu-
bic. Studying the “arithmetic” of such curves has numerous applications in number
theory and is one of the basic ideas in arithmetic algebraic geometry.

Before we can define the group law, we state and prove a useful technical lemma.

Lemma 7.1. Let C be an irreducible cubic, and let C ′ and C ′′ be cubics. Suppose
C ′ • C =

∑9
i=1 Pi, where Pi are simple (not necessary distinct) points on C, and

suppose C ′′ • C =
∑8
i=1 Pi +Q. Then Q = P9.

Proof. Suppose L is a line through P9 that doesn’t pass through Q. We show that
this leads to a contradiction. Then L • C = P9 + R + S for some R,S ∈ C, by
Bézout’s Theorem. By equation 6.3 we can write,

LC ′′ • C = L • C + C ′′ • C = (P9 +R+ S) +

(
8∑
i=1

Pi +Q

)
= C • C ′ +Q+R+ S.

So there is a line L′ such that L′ •C = Q+R+S. But since L and L′ both contain
R and S, we must have L = L′ and thus Q = P9. �

The Group Law on a cubic: Let F ∈ k[X,Y, Z] be a homogeneous polynomial
of degree 3 defining a projective plane curve H. Let us assume that F satisfies the
following two conditions:

(1) F is irreducible;
(2) For every point P ∈ H, there exists a unique line L ⊂ P2, such that

I(P,H ∩ L) = 2.

Fix any point O ∈ H and make the following construction:
(i) For A ∈ H, let A be the third point of intersection of H with the line OA;
(ii) For A, B ∈ H, let R be the third point of intersection of AB with H, and

define A+B by A+B = R.

Theorem 7.2. The above construction defines an abelian group law on H, with O
as the identity element.

Proof. We first prove that the addition and inverse operations are well defined. Let
P , Q ∈ H be any two points. There are two possible cases: if P 6= Q, then the line
L = PQ ⊂ P2 is uniquely determined; if P = Q, then by assumption (2) there is a
unique line L such that I(P,H ∩ L) = 2. In both cases, F − L is a homogeneous
polynomial of degree 3 which has two zeros in P2(k), hence it must split into a
product of three linear factors. Hence, the third point of intersection R is well
defined and has coordinates in k. Note that the cases, P = Q, P = R, Q = R, or
P = Q = R are all well defined.
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Figure 5. Y 2 = X3 − 2X + 1, see Reid [3, p. 34]

Showing that O is the identity is completely formal: The points A, O, and A
are colinear. The construction of O+A involves taking the line L = OA to get the
third point of intersection A, and we use the same line L+OA to get back to A.

To find the inverse of a point A, first define the point O as in (i) of the construc-
tion. Let L be the line such that F −L has a repeated zero at O and define O to be
the third point of intersection of L with C. Now it is easy to check that the third
point of intersection of OA with H is the inverse of A for every A ∈ H.

Commutativity is easy, since the the lines AB and BA are equivalent.
Now we tackle associativity: Suppose that A, B, and C are 3 given points of H,

then the construction of (A+B) + C = S uses 4 lines:

L1 = ABR, L2 = ROR, L3 = CRS, and L4 = SOS,

as shown in Figure 5 above. Similarly, the construction of A+ (B +C) = T uses 4
lines:

M1 = BCQ, M2 = QOQ, M3 = AQT, and M4 = TOT .

We want to show that S = T , but since inverses are unique, it is enough to prove
that S = T . Consider the two cubics

E1 = L1 +M2 + L3 and E2 = M1 + L2 +M3.

Now if we take intersection cycles

H • E1 = A+B + C +O +R+R+Q+Q+ S

and,
H • E2 = A+B + C +O +R+R+Q+Q+ T,

and apply Lemma 7.1, we get S = T . �
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Illustrations. Figures 1-4 were generated using Wolfram Mathematica; Figure 5
is from Reid’s Undergraduate Algebraic Geometry, [3, p.34].
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