
ALGEBRAIC GEOMETRY AND DIVISORS

JAKE ZWEIFLER

Abstract. In this paper, we will be discussing introductory algebraic geome-

try. We establish the relevant definitions and give examples of common objects

in algebraic geometry such as varieties and regular functions. We also discuss
divisors and some applications.
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1. Introduction to Algebraic Geometry

1.1. Affine Space.

An elementary problem in mathematics is to find the roots of a polynomial p(x).
The study of algebraic geometry drastically generalizes this question by studying
the set of solutions to polynomials of n variables over some field. We define affine
n-space over the field K to be the set of points a = (a1, . . . , an) for ai ∈ K.
This set is denoted An. Then, K[t] = K[t1, . . . , tn] is the polynomial ring on
this space. For f ∈ K[t] and a = (a1, . . . , an) ∈ An, evaluating f at a gives
f(a) = f(a1, . . . , an) ∈ K. Our concern with roots of polynomials motivates the
following definition:

Definition 1.1. For S ⊂ K[t], define

Z(S) = {a ∈ An | f(a) = 0 for all f ∈ S}.

Sets of the form X = Z(S) for some S ⊂ K[t] are called algebraic sets.
1
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Example 1.2 (Twisted Cubic). In A3, consider the set X = {(t, t2, t3) | t ∈ K}.
This set is known as the twisted cubic. See that X = Z(y − x2, z − x3). This is
because any (x, y, z) that is a zero of both y − x2 and z − x3 must be of the form
(x, x2, x3) and any point of this form is certainly a zero of the two polynomials.

It is clear that if a is the ideal generated by S then Z(a) = Z(S). By Hilbert’s
Basis Theorem, ideals of K[t] are finitely generated. Thus, Z(a) = Z(f1, . . . , fr).
In other words, every algebraic set is the zero set of a finite number of polynomials.

Proposition 1.3. The collection of algebraic sets form the closed sets of a topology
on An. In other words, the empty set and An are algebraic, algebraic sets are closed
under finite unions, and algebraic sets are closed under arbitrary intersections.

Proof. First, note that An = Z(0) and ∅ = Z(1). Thus, the empty set and the
entire space are algebraic sets.

For X1 = Z(f1, . . . , fr) and X2 = Z(g1, . . . , gs), I claim that X1 ∪X2 = Z(figj),
where we take the product of each different possible pair of the fi and gj . If
a ∈ X1 ∪ X2, then either a is a zero of each fi or of each gj . In either case, a is
a zero of figj for every product, so a ∈ Z(figj). If a /∈ X1 ∪ X2 then there must
exist some fi and gj such that fi(a) 6= 0 and gj(a) 6= 0. This means figj(a) 6= 0,
implying that a /∈ Z(figj). Therefore, X1 ∪X2 = Z(figj), so X1 ∩X2 is algebraic.
An induction argument shows that any finite union of algebraic sets is algebraic.

Finally, let Xλ = Z(Sλ) be an arbitrary collection of algebraic sets. I claim⋂
Xλ = Z(

⋃
Sλ). If a ∈

⋂
Xλ, then a is a root of every element of each Sλ

and thus a ∈ Z(
⋃
Sλ). Conversely, if a is a root of every element of each Sλ,

then certainly a ∈ Z(Sλ) for each λ, and so a ∈
⋂
Xλ. Thus,

⋂
Xλ = Z(

⋃
Sλ)

and so the arbitrary intersection is algebraic. Therefore, arbitrary intersections of
algebraic sets are algebraic. �

The topology obtained by regarding the algebraic sets as being closed is called
the Zariski topology. The open sets are of the form U = An \ Z(S) for S ⊂ K[t].

Example 1.4. Consider the Zariski topology on A1. Since K[x] is a principal
ideal domain, algebraic sets are of the form Z(f) for some f ∈ K[x]. If f = 0, then
Z(f) = A1. Otherwise, f is nonzero so it has a finite number of roots. Thus, the
algebraic sets are precisely A1 and the sets with finitely many points. So if K is
infinite, the nonempty open sets are all quite large — they contain all but a finite
number of points. It follows that A1 is not Hausdorff. Additionally, the space is
compact. Spaces which are compact and non-Hausdorff show up a lot in algebraic
geometry and are often called quasi-compact.

So far, we can go from subsets S ⊂ K[t] to algebraic sets Z(S). There is also a
map in the other direction. For X ⊂ An, let UX denote the set of all polynomials
in K[t] that vanish on X. Clearly, this is an ideal of K[t]. The two maps X 7→ UX
and S 7→ Z(S) immediately display some nice properties with respect to each other:

Lemma 1.5. Suppose X,Y ⊂ An and S1, S2 ⊂ K[t].

(1) If S1 ⊂ S2 then Z(S2) ⊂ Z(S1).
(2) If X ⊂ Y then UY ⊂ UX
(3) For all S, S ⊂ UZ(S).

(4) For X ⊂ An, Z(UX) = X.
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Proof. Statements (1), (2), and (3) are obvious from the definitions. For (4), first
note that all elements of UX vanish on X by definition, so X ⊂ Z(UX). Since
Z(UX) is closed, X ⊂ Z(UX). The set X is also closed, so it equals Z(S) for
S ⊂ K[t]. Since X ⊂ X, (2) implies that UZ(S) ⊂ UX . Statement (3) implies that

S ⊂ UZ(S). In total, S ⊂ UX . By (1), Z(UX) ⊂ Z(S) = X. Thus, Z(UX) = X. �

Definition 1.6. Let X be a topological space. A nonempty subset Y is irreducible
if Y cannot be written as the union of two nonempty, proper subsets Y1, Y2 ⊂ Y
that are closed in Y . In other words, Y = Y1 ∪ Y2 for Y1, Y2 closed in Y implies
that Y = Y1 or that Y = Y2.

The irreducible algebraic sets of An are the building blocks of all algebraic sets.
Essentially, if X itself is not irreducible then X breaks down into a finite union of
smaller irreducible algebraic sets. For example, in the case of A1, the irreducible
sets are the singleton sets and A1. From Example 1.4, the closed sets besides A1

are precisely the finite sets. Thus, every finite set breaks down into a finite union of
singleton sets, which cannot be broken down further. The set A1 is itself irreducible
since it cannot be expressed as the union of finite sets. Irreducible closed sets X
also have the following properties:

Lemma 1.7. Suppose U is a nonempty open subset of irreducible closed X. Then,
U = X. It follows that a polynomial f is zero on U if and only if it is zero on X.

Proof. Write X = U∪(X \U). So either X = U or X = (X \U) but U is nonempty,
so X = U . If f is zero on X it must be zero on U . Conversely, if f is zero on U
then U ⊂ Z(f). Since Z(f) is closed, U ⊂ Z(f), implying that X = U ⊂ Z(f). �

Lemma 1.8. A closed set X ⊂ An is irreducible if and only if UX is a prime ideal.

Proof. Suppose X is irreducible. If fg ∈ UX , then fg vanishes on X. As a result,
X ⊂ Z(fg) = Z(f) ∪ Z(g). So X = (Z(f) ∩ X) ∪ (Z(g) ∩ X). Therefore, either
X = Z(f) ∩X or X = Z(g) ∩X, implying that either f or g is in UX . So UX is
prime.

Now, suppose UX is a prime ideal and that X = Y1 ∪ Y2. A polynomial is zero
on Y1 ∪ Y2 if and only if it is zero on Y1 and Y2. Thus, UX = UY1∪Y2 = UY1 ∩ UY2 .
Since, UX is prime, either UX = UY1

or UX = UY2
. Since all X,Y1, Y2 are closed,

Lemma 1.5 says we can apply Z to both sides to get that either X = Y1 or X = Y2.
So X is irreducible. �

Definition 1.9. An irreducible closed subset of An with the Zariski topology is an
affine variety. An open subset of an affine variety is a quasi-affine variety.

One might hope that the notion of reducibility for closed sets would align with the
notion of reducibility for polynomials. However, over R, the polynomials x2+y2 = 0
and x6 + y6 = 0 both yield the same irreducible set but x2 + y2 is irreducible while
x6 + y6 is not. Similarly, x2 + y2 = 0 and x4 + y4 = 0 have the same solution set
and while x2 + y2 and x4 + y4 are both irreducible, they are of different degree.
Thus, we cannot connect algebraic sets to a notion of degree. In general, if we are
given some irreducible set Z(f), it would be nice to be able to determine f up to
a constant factor, given that it is irreducible. This turns out to be true if K is
algebraically closed, shown by the following Theorem of Hilbert:
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Theorem 1.10 (Hilbert’s Nullstellensatz). Let K be algebraically closed and let a
be an ideal of K[t]. If f ∈ K[t] is a polynomial that vanishes at all points in Z(a)
then fr ∈ a for some r ∈ N.

Proof. The proof of this theorem uses field theory that is out of the scope of this
paper. Thus, we refer to Atiyah-Macdonald [1, p. 85]. �

Therefore, if f and g are two irreducible polynomials with the same zero set, the
Nullstellensatz immediately implies that fr ∈ (g) and gs ∈ (f) for r, s ∈ N. Since
the polynomials are irreducible, it follows that they divide each other, so f = αg.
Thus, over algebraically closed K, the set Z(f) uniquely defines irreducible f up
to a constant factor. The Nullstellensatz is also a more powerful statement than
Study’s lemma, which says that for irreducible f over algebraically closed K, f |g
if and only if Z(f) ⊂ Z(g) [4]. It follows that Z(f) is irreducible if and only if
f = pk for irreducible p, connecting the notions of irreducibility. Additionally, as I
will discuss later, we need K to be algebraically closed in order to connect Z(f) to
the degree of f . Thus, for the rest of this paper, we assume that K is algebraically
closed. This allows us to strengthen Lemma 1.5:

Corollary 1.11. There is a one-to-one inclusion reversing correspondence between
the closed sets and radical ideals. Note that a radical ideal is an ideal of the form√
a = {f ∈ K[t] | fr ∈ a for some r ∈ N}.

Proof. The maps we consider are X 7→ UX and a 7→ Z(a). Lemma 1.5 does most
of the work, showing that the maps are inclusion reversing and that X = Z(UX)
for closed X. By the Nullstellensatz, it is clear that UZ(a) =

√
a. It is also clear

that
√√

a =
√
a, so UZ(

√
a) =

√
a for all a. So the maps are inverses of each other

and thus, there is an inclusion reversing correspondence. �

Since (1) is a radical ideal, Corollary 1.11 tells us that there is exactly one closed
set X such that UX = (1). Since every function vacuously vanishes on ∅, U∅ = (1).
Thus, X = ∅. In other words, UX = (1) if and only if X = ∅. This fact is known as
the weak Nullstellensatz. Suppose that a = (f1, . . . , fr) and that Z(a) = ∅. By the
Nullstellensatz, UZ(a) =

√
a and so

√
a = (1). It follows that a = (1). Therefore,

Z(f1, . . . , fr) = ∅ if and only if (f1, . . . , fr) = (1).

1.2. Moving to Projective Space.

So far, we have been working over An. However, there is a sense in which this
space is missing important points, i.e., points at infinity. We can rigorize this
notion of points at infinity by considering projective space: For a vector space V of
dimension n+1, let P(V ) be the set of lines of V passing through zero. This space is
called n-dimensional projective space, denoted Pn. More specifically, if V = Kn+1,
a line can be represented by the ratio (α0 : . . . : αn) with at least one coordinate
nonzero. Then, two lines (α0 : . . . : αn), (β0 : . . . : βn) are equivalent if and only if
there exists a nonzero c ∈ K such that αi = cβi for all 0 ≤ i ≤ n.

We can identify certain subsets of Pn as being the same as An via a natural
inclusion map. To do this, let Ani = {(α0 : . . . : αn) ∈ Pn | αi 6= 0}. Then, define
ιi : An ↪→ Ani by (a1, . . . , an) 7→ (a1 : . . . : ai : 1 : ai+1 : . . . an), where the 1 is in
the ith position. For any (α0 : . . . : αn) ∈ Ani , αi is nonzero so we can divide by it.
Thus (α0 : . . . : αn) is equivalent to (α0

αi
: . . . : αi−1

αi
: 1 : αi+1

αi
: . . . : αn

αi
). Therefore,

ιi(
α0

αi
, . . . , αi−1

αi
, αi+1

αi
, . . . , αn

αi
) = (α0 : . . . : αn), so the map is surjective. The 1 in
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the ith position forces injectivity. In total, An maps bijectively to Ani for each i,
giving us n natural ways to view An inside Pn. Since at least one coordinate of
every point in Pn is nonzero, we regard Pn as being made up of Ani for 0 ≤ i ≤ n.

Example 1.12. For P1, points are of the form (α0 : α1). When α0 6= 0, (α0, α1) is
the same as (1, a), where a = α1/α0. Since there needs to be at least one nonzero
coordinate, α0 = 0 implies α1 6= 0 so (0, α1) ∼ (0, 1). Thus, P1 = A1

0 ∪ {(0, 1)}.
Thus, in one dimension, projective space is just affine space with the point at
infinity, (0, 1).

As in the affine case, we want to define algebraic sets as being the set of solutions
to some subset of K[T0, . . . , Tn] = K[T]. This time though, we require more care
since f(α0, . . . , αn) may not always equal f(cα0, . . . , cαn). We say that F ∈ K[T]
is homogeneous if all the terms in F have the same degree. For f ∈ K[T], write
f = F0 + F1 + . . . + Fd where each Fi is homogeneous of degree i. The Fi are
called the homogeneous components of f . These homogeneous polynomials are also
called forms and are denoted by capital letters. If F is degree d, it follows that
F (cα0, . . . , cαn) = cdF (α0, . . . , αn). Thus, the ambiguity no longer occurs if we
only consider homogeneous polynomials. As a result, we say X ⊂ Pn is algebraic if
X = Z(S) where S ⊂ K[T] and S contains only homogeneous polynomials. Given
some set X ⊂ Pn, we again get the ideal UX of K[T]. Specifically, UX is the ideal
generated by all the homogeneous polynomials that vanish on X. Thus, UX is a
homogeneous ideal, meaning that it contains the homogeneous components of any
element. Given a basis of such an ideal, we can break down the basis elements
into homogeneous components. Thus, any homogeneous ideal and therefore any
algebraic set X is defined by some finite set of homogeneous polynomials and can
be written Z(F1, . . . , Fr). By similar arguments as in Proposition 1.3, regarding
the algebraic sets as being closed results in a topology on Pn. This topology is
called the Zariski topology on projective space and it contains similar objects as in
the affine case:

Definition 1.13. An irreducible closed subset of Pn is a projective variety. An
open subset of a projective variety is a quasi-projective variety.

Example 1.14. Let F (x0, x1) be a homogeneous polynomial of degree d. Then, as

long as x0 6= 0, x−d0 F (x0, x1) = F (1, x1/x0). This is a polynomial in one variable,
x1/x0, so as in the affine case, there is a finite number of solutions x1 = x0r. The
point (0, 1) is the one and only solution to x0 = 0. Thus, in total, the algebraic
sets of P1 are again the finite sets along with P1.

More generally, if X = Z(F ) where F is a form of degree d, then

T−di F (T0, . . . , Tn) = F (t0, . . . , ti−1, 1, ti+1, . . . , tn)

where tj = Tj/Ti for j 6= i. The polynomial F (t0, . . . , ti−1, 1, ti+1, . . . , tn) describes
a set of points in Ani which correspond to the points of X with i-th coordinate
nonzero. In other words, it defines Yi = X ∩Ani . We can generalize this procedure
of dehomogenizing forms for any closed set X by doing the same with F1, . . . , Fr.
Thus, for any projective variety X, we obtain the sets Yi = X ∩ Ani , known as the
affine pieces of X. Since Ani is defined by the equation xi 6= 0, it is clear that Ani is
an open set in Pn. Thus, the affine pieces of X are open subsets of X and therefore
are quasi-projective varieties.



ALGEBRAIC GEOMETRY AND DIVISORS 6

Example 1.15. Let F = X2 + Y 2 − Z2. Then, we can divide by X2, Y 2, or Z2

to get three dehomogenized polynomials f0 = 1 + y2 − z2, f1 = x2 + 1 − z2 and
f2 = x2 + y2 − 1. Let X = Z(F ). Then, the affine pieces are Xi = X ∩A2

i = Z(fi)
where we view Z(fi) as a subset of A2

i . For example, X2 contains points of the
form (α0 : α1 : 1) where α2

0 + α2
1 = 1. In this way, we can regard Xi as being a

subset of A2
i or A2 depending on whether we want to work in projective space or

affine space.

We can also go from an affine variety to a projective variety: Given some closed
X ⊂ Ani , we obtain the projective completion of X, denoted X, which is defined
to be the intersection of all closed projective sets containing X. The set X is thus
closed in Pn. By reversing the procedure described above, one can find equations
for X that are the homogenized versions of those for X. Essentially, by adding
certain points at infinity to X, we obtain X. It follows that X = X ∩ Ani . Note
that if we view X as being a subset of Pn, then the projective completion is the
same as the closure of X in Pn. This justifies the notation being the same.

Example 1.16. Let f(x1, x2) = x1x2 − 1 and X = Z(f). So X is the graph of
y = 1

x . Then, X will be the set of solutions to X1X2 − X2
0 = 0. Thus, when

X0 6= 0, we get the same set of points corresponding to X. When X0 = 0, we have
that X1 = 0 or X2 = 0. Thus, we get that X = X ∪ {(0, 1, 0), (0, 0, 1)} where we
view X as a subset of A2

0. Note that (0, 1, 0) ∼ (0, a, 0) for any nonzero a ∈ K, so
we can think of a as going to infinity. Thus, (0, 1, 0) is the point at infinity in the
x-direction on the graph y = 1

x . Similarly, (0, 0, 1) can be thought of as the point
at infinity in the y-direction.

We can verify that many of the results shown about affine space are true of
projective space as well. The proofs are either the same as in the affine case or
require some reduction to the affine case, so we only state the results:

Lemma 1.17. For any X ⊂ Pn, Z(UX) = X.

Proof. [2, §2] �

Lemma 1.18. A closed set X ⊂ Pn is irreducible if and only if UX is a prime
ideal.

Proof. [2, §2] �

Lemma 1.19. If X is a projective variety and U is nonempty and open in X, then
U = X

Proof. [5, Ch. 1, §4.1] �

We also introduce some fundamental results in topology that will be useful later.

Lemma 1.20. Let T be a topological space containing X. Then, X is irreducible
if and only if X is irreducible.

Proof. [5, Ch. 1, §4.5] �

Lemma 1.21. Let T be a topological space. Then, being closed is a local property.
In other words, a set X ⊂ T is closed if and only if there exists an open cover {Uλ}
of T such that X ∩ Uλ is closed in Uλ for each Uλ.

Proof. [5, Ch. 1, §4.2] �
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Lemma 1.22. Let X ⊂ Pn be a closed set. Then, there exist unique (up to order)
irreducible X1, . . . , Xr such that X = X1 ∪ . . . ∪Xr and that Xi 6⊂ Xj for any i, j.
The Xi are called the irreducible components of X.

Proof. [2, §1] �

The four different kinds of varieties mentioned are all quasi-projective varieties.
To see this, let X be an affine variety. By remarks made above, X is open in its
projective closure X, which is irreducible by Lemma 1.20 and therefore a projective
variety. Thus, X is an open subset of a closed projective set. It follows that any
open subset of X is open in the closed projective set. Therefore, both affine varieties
and quasi-affine varieties are quasi-projective varieties. It is trivial to show that
the other two types of varieties are quasi-projective. This shows that the quasi-
projective varieties are the most general objects we will study. We sometimes just
refer to them as varieties.

2. Maps Between Varieties

We have now described the objects we will work with but we have neglected to
describe maps between them or maps from these spaces to the base field K.

2.1. Regular Functions.

Definition 2.1. For X ⊂ An, a function f : X → K is regular at x ∈ X if there
exists an open neighborhood U ⊂ X containing x and polynomials p, q ∈ K[t] such
that q is nowhere zero on U and f = p/q on U . A function f is regular on X if it
is regular at every point in X.

We can give a characterization of regular functions on a closed set X:

Lemma 2.2. Suppose X ⊂ An is closed. Then, f is regular if and only if f = g|X
for some g ∈ K[t].

Proof. Clearly, polynomials are regular functions. Suppose that f is regular on X.
For each x ∈ X there exist px, qx such that qxf = px on a neighborhood Ux. The
set X \ Ux is closed so it equals Z(h1, . . . , hr) for hi ∈ K[t]. Since x /∈ X \ Ux, at
least one of the hi has hi(x) 6= 0. We can then multiply both sides by hi which
is zero on X \ Ux but nonzero at x to get that qxf = px on all X with qx(x) 6= 0
(after relabeling).

Consider a = (qx)x∈X . Ideals are finitely generated so a = (qx1
, . . . , qxr

) for
some xi. Since X is closed, there exist fi such that X = Z(f1, . . . , fs). We claim
that (qx1 , . . . , qxs , f1, . . . , fs) = (1). For x ∈ X, qx(x) 6= 0. For x /∈ X, at least
one fi has fi(x) 6= 0. Thus, (qx1

, . . . , qxs
, f1, . . . , fs) has no common roots. By our

remarks at the end of Section 1.1, (qx1
, . . . , qxs

, f1, . . . , fs) = (1). Therefore, there
exist gi ∈ K[t] such that qx1

g1 + . . .+ qxr
gr + f1gr+1 + . . .+ fsgr+s = 1. Since the

fi vanish on X, qx1g1 + . . .+ qxrgr = 1 on X. Then, we can multiply both sides by
f , getting that fqx1g1 + . . .+ fqxrgr = f , implying that f = px1g1 + . . .+ pxrgr on
X. So f is indeed equal to a polynomial restricted to X. �

This tells us that as long as X is closed, regular functions act nicely, i.e., like
polynomials. Using polynomial addition and multiplication, regular functions form
a ring which we denote K[X]. Then, the map f 7→ f |X defines a homomorphism
from K[t] to K[X]. By definition, UX is the kernel of this homomorphism and
Lemma 2.2 states that the image is K[X]. Therefore, K[X] ∼= K[t]/UX .
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Example 2.3. Consider the closed set X ⊂ A2 defined by y = 1/x. Note that

xy − 1 is irreducible. By Lemma 1.11, UZ(xy−1) =
√

(xy − 1) = (xy − 1), since (f)

is radical for irreducible f . Thus, K[X] = K[x, y]/(xy − 1) = K[x, x−1].

Now, we consider the more general projective case. We cannot use the same
definition since we are not guaranteed that f(α) = f(cα) for any c ∈ K. This
motivates the following definition:

Definition 2.4. For X ⊂ Pn, a function f : X → K is regular at x ∈ X if there
exists an open neighborhood U ⊂ X containing x and forms P,Q ⊂ K[T] of the
same degree such that Q is nowhere zero on U and f = P/Q on U . Note that
while P (α) and Q(α) may not be well defined, the fact that P and Q have the same
degree means that f(α) is well defined. A function f is regular on X if it is regular
at every point in X.

By viewing An as a subset of Pn, Definition 2.4 is simply an extension of Defini-
tion 2.1. As usual, we homogenize or dehomogenize to switch between veiwpoints.
Since Q1(x), Q2(x) 6= 0, implies that (Q1Q2)(x) 6= 0, it is easy to check that the
regular functions are closed under addition and multiplication, i.e., they form a
ring which we again denote K[X]. As stated above, if X is an affine variety then
K[X] = K[t]/UX . In general, this is not always the case. In fact, Example 2.7
demonstrates an instance where a regular function on a quasi-projective variety
cannot be expressed as a rational function on all of X.

Lemma 2.5. Regular functions are continuous so long as we let K = A1 have the
Zariski topology.

Proof. Let f be a regular function with domain X ⊂ Pn. It suffices to show that
the preimage of closed sets are closed in X. Since f−1(K) = X is closed, Example
1.4 says we only need to consider finite sets and therefore singleton sets. Consider
a ∈ K. By Lemma 1.21, we can check that f−1({a}) is closed locally. Let x ∈ X
be arbitrary. By definition, there exists an open neighborhood Ux of x such that
f = P/Q on Ux and Q is nowhere zero on Ux. Then, see that f−1({a}) ∩ Ux =
{y ∈ Ux | P (y)/Q(y) = a}. Any element of this set will necessarily be a zero of
the homogeneous polynomial P − aQ and is thus an element of Z(P − aQ). This
implies that f−1({a}) ∩ Ux = Z(P − aQ) ∩ Ux which is closed in Ux. Since the Ux
cover X, f−1({a}) is closed in X. �

This means that if X is irreducible and U is nonempty and open in X, then
f = g on U implies f = g on X for f, g ∈ K[X]. This is because continuity implies
that f = g on U and Lemma 1.19 implies U = X.

Example 2.6. Consider X = Pn. Lemma 1.20 implies that Pn is irreducible. Then,
by the previous remarks, if f = P/Q on U , then f = P/Q on Pn. Thus, Q 6= 0 on
all of Pn. Since K is algebraically closed, this is only the case if Q is constant. But
then P must also be constant since P and Q need to be the same degree. Thus,
f is constant so K[Pn] = K. In general, it can be shown that if X is a projective
variety, then K[X] = K. On the other hand, if X is just quasi-projective, K[X]
may be much larger.

Example 2.7. In P3, consider X = Z(X0X2 − X1X3) \ Z(X0, X1). Note that
X is quasi-projective since it is an open subset of Z(X0X2 − X1X3). All points
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α = (α0 : α1 : α2 : α3) in X satisfy α0α2 − α1α3 = 0. Additionally, either α0 6= 0
or α1 6= 0 meaning that either α ∈ A3

0 or α ∈ A3
1. Then,

f(α) =

{
α3/α0 if α0 6= 0

α2/α1 if α1 6= 0

is a regular function on this set. Note that the open sets corresponding to Definition
2.4 are the affine pieces X∩A3

0 and X∩A3
1. The only nontrivial thing to verify is that

f is consistent on A3
0∩A3

1. This follows directly from the fact that α0α2−α1α3 = 0.
With more work [3], it can be shown that f cannot be written as a ratio of two
forms over all of X.

2.2. Regular Maps.

Let X ⊂ Pn be a quasi-projective variety and consider f : X → Am. Decompos-
ing f into its components, write f = (f1, . . . , fm) with fi : X → K. We say that f
is a regular map if each fi is regular. Viewing Am as Ami ⊂ Pm, f decomposes as
(F0 : . . . : Fm) = (F0

Fi
: . . . : 1 : . . . : Fm

Fi
). So from this perspective, f is regular if

and only if each
Fj

Fi
is regular. With this notion established, we can now generalize

to maps between varieties:

Definition 2.8. Let X ⊂ Pn and Y ⊂ Pm be quasi-projective varieties. Then, a
function f : X → Y is a regular map if for every x ∈ X and i such that f(x) ∈ Ami ,
there exists an open neighborhood Ux containing x such that f(Ux) is a subset of
Ami and the map f : Ux → Ami is regular.

Lemma 2.9. Regular maps are continuous.

Proof. First, I claim regular f : X → Am is continuous. Let C = Z(g1, . . . , gr) be a
closed set. By definition, f = (f1, . . . , fm) where each fi is regular. Let x ∈ X be
arbitrary. For each fi, there exists Ui containing x and Pi, Qi such that fi = Pi/Qi
on Ui and Qi is nowhere zero on Ui. Let U =

⋂
Ui, noting that U is open and

contains x. I claim f−1(C) ∩ U is closed in U . After expanding and finding a
common denominator, gi(P1/Q1, . . . , Pm/Qm) is a quotient of forms of the same
degree with denominator nowhere zero on U . Let Gi be the numerator of this
quotient. Then, for y ∈ U , gi(f(y)) = gi(P1(y)/Q1(y), . . . , Pm(y)/Qm(y)) = 0 if
and only if Gi(y) = 0. Therefore, f−1(C)∩U = Z(G1, . . . , Gr)∩U , so f−1(C)∩U
is closed in U . Since there exists such U for every x ∈ X, Lemma 1.21 implies that
f−1(C) is closed in X. Therefore, f is continuous.

Now, let f : X → Y be regular and let Ui = f−1(Ami ). By definition, for each
x ∈ f−1(Ami ), f(Ux) ⊂ Ami , implying that f−1(Ami ) =

⋃
x∈f−1(Am

i ) Ux. Thus, Ui is

open. It obviously follows from the definition that if f is regular on X then f is
regular on subsets of X. Thus, f : Ui → Ami is regular. By our arguments above,
this map is continuous. Let U ⊂ Pm be some open set. Thus, f−1(U ∩Ami ) is open
in Ui, implying it is open in X. Since U is the union of its affine pieces, it follows
that f−1(U) is open, so f is continuous. �

We can then solve the problem of trying to find expressions for regular maps.
Consider the regular map f : X → Y . Then, for x ∈ X, there exists some Ux
containing x with f(Ux) ⊂ Am0 (without loss of generality, we assume i = 0). Like
in the proof above, find some open set U ⊂ Ux containing x such that fi = Pi/Qi
on U , where Pi and Qi are forms of the same degree and Qi 6= 0 on U . Let F0 be
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the least common multiple of the Qi. Then, we can express each fi as a fraction of
the form Fi/F0. Thus, f(y) = (1 : f1(y) : . . . : fm(y)) = (F0(y) : . . . : Fm(y)) for all
y ∈ U . Since X is irreducible, continuity arguments show that f = (F0 : . . . : Fm)
on X. This last step almost works, except that it could occur that each Fi is zero
at some points in X \ U . If this does occur, one can simply repeat the procedure
above with the bad points to get different forms that define f on a different open
set. In conclusion, a regular map f on an irreducible variety X is given by forms
F0, . . . , Fm of the same degree such that for each x ∈ X, Fi(x) 6= 0 for some i. In
some cases, a universal representation (F0, . . . , Fm) may not exist and multiple sets
of forms will be necessary to represent a regular map.

Proposition 2.10. Suppose X ∈ Pn and Y ∈ Pm are quasi-projective varieties.
Then, f : X → Y is a regular map if and only if f is continuous and for all open
V ⊂ Y and regular ψ : V → K, the map ψ ◦ f : f−1(V )→ K is regular.

Proof. First, suppose that f is a regular map. Lemma 2.9 says that f is continuous.
Let V be open in Y and ψ : V → K regular. Let x ∈ f−1(V ) be arbitrary. By
definition, there exists open Ux ⊂ X such that f(Ux) ⊂ Ami and f : Ux → Ami is
regular. By the comments above, f = (F0, F1, . . . , Fm) on some U ⊂ Ux containing
x. Since ψ is regular, there exists open O ⊂ V such that ψ = P

Q on O. Since f is

continuous, f−1(O) and therefore U ∩ f−1(O) is open in f−1(V ). Then, simply see

that ψ ◦ f = P (F0,...,Fm)
Q(F0,...,Fm) on the open set U ∩ f−1(O) and that the denominator is

never zero since Q is never zero on O. Thus, ψ ◦ f is regular at x and therefore on
all of f−1(V ).

To prove the other direction, we make use of the projection maps πj : Ami → K

given by
Xj

Xi
. Note that the affine version of this map is just xj . In both forms, it is

clear that πj is a regular function. Let x be arbitrary. Suppose f(x) ∈ Ami for some
i. Let Ux = f−1(Ami ), which is open since f is continuous. Letting V = Y ∩ Ami ,

see that f−1(V ) = Ux. So then the supposition implies πj ◦ f =
Fj

Fi
: Ux → K is

regular. If we dehomogenize and write f = (f1, . . . , fi−1, 1, fi+1, . . . , fm), we find
πj ◦ f = fj is regular. So from both perspectives, the components of the affine map
are regular, implying that f is regular at x. Thus, f is a regular map. �

It is clear from the proposition and its proof that an important theme of regular
maps and regular functions is affine charts. Specifically, while a regular map may
be complicated globally, it will have a nice representation when its domain and
codomain are restricted to be smaller affine sets. So to study regular maps, it helps
to study them on affine subsets.

The proposition also implies that the composition of regular maps is regular.
Thus, we obtain a category by defining the objects as quasi-projective varieties
and the morphisms as regular maps. Then, X and Y are isomorphic if there exist
regular maps φ : X → Y and ψ : Y → X such that φ and ψ are inverses of each
other.

Example 2.11. LetX = Z(xy−1) and Y = A1\{0}. Then the function f(x, y) = x
is a regular map from X to Y . The inverse map is g(x) = (x, 1/x) which is also a
regular map. Thus, the varieties X and Y are isomorphic. However, X is an affine
variety while Y is only a quasi-affine variety. It seems as though something has
gone wrong since we would expect such notions to be invariant under isomorphism.
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On the contrary, nothing has gone wrong and this example demonstrates pre-
cisely why we consider the quasi-projective varieties as our objects. Viewing X and
Y as projective sets, we see that X is the hyperbola of Example 1.16 without the
two infinity points and that Y is P1 without the points (1, 0) and (0, 1). In other
words, both X and Y are quasi-projective varieties that are isomorphic.

Example 2.12. Continuing from Example 2.11, consider X = Z(X1X2−X2
0 ) and

Y = P1, noting that these are the projective closures of the sets in the previous
example. Points in X satisfy X1X2 = X2

0 , so since at least one coordinate must
be nonzero, it follows that at least one of X1 and X2 is nonzero. Therefore, X
decomposes into two open affine pieces X ∩ A2

1 and X ∩ A2
2. On the intersection,

X0 6= 0 as well, so points are of the form (1 : X1

X0
: X2

X0
). Using the previous example

as a guide, define f1 : X ∩ A2
1 → P1 by f1(1 : X1

X0
: X2

X0
) = (1 : X1

X0
) = (X0 : X1).

On the overlap, X0, X1, X2 6= 0 and X2
0 = X1X2, so (X0 : X1) = (X2

0 : X0X1) =
(X1X2 : X0X1) = (X2 : X0). So in total, there are two maps f1 : A2

1 ∩X → P2 and
f2 : A2

2 ∩X → P2 given by

f1(X0 : X1 : X2) = (X0 : X1) and f2(X0 : X1 : X2) = (X2 : X0),

and on the overlap A2
0∩A2

1∩X, the maps align as described above. Then, homoge-
nizing g(x) = (x, 1/x), obtain g(X0 : X1) = (1 : X1

X0
: X0

X1
) = (X0X1 : X2

1 : X2
0 ). One

can check that g is indeed an inverse of both fi on the specific domains/codomains.
For example, consider the only points not in the overlap (0 : 1 : 0) and (0 : 0 : 1).
See that f1(0 : 1 : 0) = (0 : 1) and that g sends this point back to (0 : 1 : 0).
Similarly so for the other point. On the overlap, things are easier to check since
nothing is 0. Thus, we indeed see that the projective closures of the previous ex-
ample are isomorphic. This example also showcases one instance where we can find
a universal representation f = (F0 : . . . : Fm) and a second instance of where we
need two different maps on affine sets that glue together on some overlap.

2.3. Rational Functions.

As seen in Example 2.6, the set of regular functions on a variety X may be quite
small. This motivates us to broaden our scope of the functions we consider on an
irreducible variety X. Let OX be the set of all f = P/Q where P and Q are forms
of the same degree with Q /∈ UX . Since X is irreducible, UX is a prime ideal so it
follows that OX is a ring. Let MX ⊂ OX be the set of f = P/Q such that P ∈ UX .
Clearly, OX/MX is a field. We call this the function field of X and denote it by
K(X).

Suppose that U is an open subset of an irreducible variety X. Since a form
vanishes on U if and only if it vanishes on U = X, it follows that K(U) = K(X).
For similar reasons, K(X) = K(X).

Lemma 2.13. Let X be an affine variety. Then, K(X) is the quotient field of
K[X].

Proof. By the remarks following Lemma 2.2, K[X] = K[t]/UX . By dehomoge-
nizing, any rational function f ∈ OX is equal to some rational function p/q for
p, q ∈ K[t] with q /∈ UX . When we quotient out by MX , the numerator and de-
nominator get quotiented out by UX . In this way, an element of K(X) is equal to
f = p/q for p, q ∈ K[X] with q /∈ UX . This is the same as saying that f is in the
quotient field of K[X]. �
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3. Properties of Varieties

3.1. Dimension of Varieties.

Definition 3.1. Let X be a topological space. The dimension of X, denoted
dimX, is the supremum of integers n such that there exists a chain of irreducible
closed subsets Z0 ( Z1 ( . . . ( Zn.1 Then, the dimension of a variety is its
dimension as a topological space. If Y ⊂ X, then the codimension of Y in X
is dimX − dimY and is written codimXY or simply codimY if X is made clear.
Varieties of dimension 1 are called curves and varieties of dimension 2 are called
surfaces. Varieties with codimension 1 in Pn are called hypersurfaces.

Recall from commutative algebra that in a ring R, the height of a prime ideal p
is the supremum of integers n such that there exists a chain p0 ( p1 ( . . . ( pn = p
where the pi are prime ideals. Then, the Krull dimension of R, denoted dimR, is
the supremum of the heights of its prime ideals. To help compute this value, we
use the fact that dimR = height p + dimR/p for a prime ideal p of a K-algebra R
[1, Ch. 11]. The correspondence between prime ideals and irreducible sets gives us
the following:

Lemma 3.2. For an affine variety X, dimK[X] = dimX.

Proof. As stated earlier, K[X] = K[t]/UX . Consider a chain p0 ( p1 ( . . . ( pn of
prime ideals. These ideals correspond to prime ideals of K[t] containing UX which
in turn correspond to closed irreducible subsets of X. We can do the same in the
other direction, going from a chain of irreducible subsets to a chain of prime ideals.
Thus, dimK[X] = dimX. �

Example 3.3. As expected, dimAn = n. Since UAn = {0}, K[An] = K[t].
Any prime ideal contained in (ti) must either be trivial or equal (ti). Therefore,
height(ti) = 1. Also, dimK = 0 since fields only have one prime ideal. By the rule
above, it follows that dimK[t1, . . . , tn] = 1 + dimK[t1, . . . , tn−1], so an induction
shows that dimK[t] = n. Therefore, dimAn = dimK[An] = dimK[t] = n.

Example 3.4. From Example 1.2, X = Z(y − x2, z − x3). Since these functions
are irreducible, UX = (y − x2, z − x3). Thus, K[X] = K[x, x2, x3] = K[x]. So the
twisted cubic has dimension 1. This is precisely what we would expect since the
twisted cubic is a curve in 3 dimensions, as seen below.

Figure 1. Graph of the twisted cubic

1Note that this is just one of the many definitions of the dimension of a topological space.
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Lemma 3.5. For a variety X, dimX is equal to the transcendence degree of K(X).

Proof. The proof of this statement is fairly technical and mostly involves arguments
from commutative algebra. Thus, we refer to Shafarevich [5, Ch. 1, §6.2]. �

Corollary 3.6. For a variety X, dimX = dimX.

Proof. As stated earlier, K(X) = K(X). Then, it follows immediately from Lemma
3.5 that dimX = dimX �

This corollary means that we can determine the dimension of a variety X by
looking at a nonempty affine piece of X. For instance, since Ani = Pn, Example 3.3
tells us that dimPn = n.

Lemma 3.7. An affine variety X ⊂ An is a hypersurface if and only if there exists
some nonconstant irreducible polynomial f such that X = Z(f).

Proof. Suppose that f is a nonconstant irreducible polynomial and that X = Z(f).

The ideal (f) is radical since f is irreducible. It follows that UX =
√

(f) = (f).
Then, (f) is also prime, so X is irreducible and therefore an affine variety. If
f ⊂ K[t] is irreducible, then (f) has height 1 [1, p. 122]. From here, it follows that
dimK[t]/UX = n− 1 = dimX and so X = Z(f) is a hypersurface.

Now, suppose that X is a hypersurface, so dimX = n − 1. This means that
X 6= An. Therefore, since both sets are closed, UX 6= UAn = {0}. Thus, there
exists some nonzero polynomial g that is zero on X. Suppose g1, g2 are irreducible
factors of g such that g1g2 is zero on X but g1 and g2 are nonzero on X. This implies
we can write X as the union of nonempty closed proper subsets, contradicting the
irreducibility of X. Therefore, there exists some irreducible factor f of g such that
f is zero on X. So X ⊆ Z(f). If we have that X ( Z(f), then by definition,
dimZ(f) ≥ n. However, the previous paragraph proves that dimZ(f) = n− 1, so
we conclude that X = Z(f). �

Lemma 3.8. A projective variety X ⊂ Pn is a hypersurface if and only if there ex-
ists some nonconstant irreducible homogeneous polynomial F such that X = Z(F ).

Proof. Suppose X = Z(F ). Let f(t1, . . . , tn) = F (1, t1, . . . , tn), the dehomogenized
form of F . Thus, An0 ∩X = Z(f) and the projective closure of this set is just X =
Z(F ). Since F is irreducible, so is f . If it weren’t, homogenizing the factors would
give a factorization of F . If f is constant, choose a different affine piece of X. Since
F is nonconstant, some affine piece eventually works to give nonconstant irreducible
f . It follows from Corollary 3.6 and Lemma 3.7 that dimX = dimZ(f) = n − 1,
so X is a hypersurface.

Similarly, if X ⊂ Pn is a hypersurface, then An0 ∩X ⊂ An is a hypersurface, and
therefore equals Z(f) for some irreducible f . Homogenizing gives us irreducible
nonconstant F with Z(F ) = An0 ∩X = X. �

3.2. The Tangent Space.

We now turn to properties of individual points of varieties. It will be helpful to
show that every point of a variety has an affine neighborhood, allowing us to only
consider the affine case for local properties.

Lemma 3.9. Let X be a quasi-projective variety. Then, for every point x ∈ X,
there exists an open Ux ⊂ X such that Ux is isomorphic to an affine variety.



ALGEBRAIC GEOMETRY AND DIVISORS 14

Proof. Consider x ∈ X. The point x must be in some affine piece of X, so without
loss of generality, assume that x ∈ An0 . By definition, there exists a projective
variety Y and an open set O such that X = Y ∩ O = Y \ C where C = Pn \ O.
Since x ∈ Y \C, at least one polynomial in UC has F (x) 6= 0. Dehomogenizing, let
f(t1, . . . , tn) = F (1, t1, . . . , tn), so Z(f) = Z(F ) ∩ An0 . Let U = (Y ∩ An0 ) \ Z(f).
Since Z(F ) contains C and is closed, U is open in X. We can now show that U is
isomorphic to an affine variety.

Since Y is closed, Y = Z(G1, . . . , Gr). Let gi(t1, . . . , tn) = G(1, t1, . . . , tn).
Then, Z(g1, . . . , gr) = Y ∩An0 . In An+1, let X ′ = Z(g1, . . . , gr, f ·tn+1−1). Since the
gi define an irreducible variety, see thatX ′ is irreducible and is thus an affine variety.
Considering U as a subset of An, define φ(t1, . . . , tn) = (t1, . . . , tn, f(t1, . . . , tn)−1).
Since f is nowhere zero on U by definition, this defines a regular map from X ′ to U .
Then, define ψ(t1, . . . , tn+1) = (t1, . . . , tn). This map is also regular. Immediately,
see that ψ ◦ φ = idU . Then, by construction, an+1 = f(a1, . . . , an)−1 for all points
(a1, . . . , an+1) in X ′. It follows that φ ◦ ψ = idX′ so the maps are inverses of each
other. Therefore, U and X ′ are isomorphic. �

Lemma 3.9 tells us that we can assume we are in affine space when we are
describing properties of specific points. Thus, for the remainder of this section, we
only consider affine sets.

From multivariable calculus, the best linear approximation to the curve z = f(t)

at the point x is given by z = f(x) +
∑n
i=1

∂f
∂ti

(x)(ti − xi). Setting z = 0 and

considering x ∈ Z(f), the linear approximation becomes 0 =
∑n
i=1

∂f
∂ti

(x)(ti − xi).
The right hand side is called the differential, denoted dx, and is a linear function
in the ti. It follows from calculus that

dx(f + g) = dxf + dxg, and

dx(fg) = f(x)dxg + g(x)dxf
(3.10)

As discussed in Section 1, the same variety can be defined by functions with
very different properties. For example, both f = x2 and g = x define the same
X ⊂ A2. However, Z(dxf) is not equal to Z(dxg). The problem is that X does
not determine the fi such that X = Z(f1, . . . , fm). Instead, we must consider UX
which is determined by X. This brings us to the following definition:

Definition 3.11. Let X be an affine variety such that UX = (f1, . . . , fm). Then,
the tangent space to X at x, denoted Θx, is given by dxf1 = . . . = dxfm = 0.

Since the differentials are linear, they define a plane containing the point x.
Thus, if a is in Θx, then so is every point on the line through a and x. In other
words, if x+ a is in Θx, then so is x+ at for all t ∈ k. Similarly, if x+ a and x+ b
are in Θx, then so is x + a + b. In this way, the tangent space is a vector space
where x is the zero element. Thus, a point a ∈ Θx refers to a+ x ∈ X.

Example 3.12. When X = An, we have that UX = (0), so Θx = Z(dx0) = An for
any x ∈ X. Thus, every tangent space to An is just An itself.

Example 3.13. When f = y − x2, the tangent space to Z(f) at (0, 0) is given by
d0f = y = 0. Similarly, when f = y, the tangent space is given by y = 0. This
makes sense since the line y = 0 is tangent to both these curves at 0. Things are
different when f = y(y − x2). In this case, d0f = 0, implying that Θ0 = A2. We
can interpret this as saying that every line which passes through 0 does so with a
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multiplicity of 2 in the same way that a tangent line would. Therefore, it makes
sense to say that d0f = 0. We will see that certain points have tangent spaces
which are larger than expected. These points will be known as singular points.

We can also compute the differential at x ∈ X of a regular function f ∈ K[X],
giving us the regular function dxf on Θx. Since K[X] = K[t]/UX , f corresponds
to a class [g] for some g ∈ K[t]. Then, define dxf := dxg|Θx

. We can show that
dxf will act the same on Θx regardless of the choice of g. Consider g and g′ in
the same class, so that g − g′ = a1f1 + . . . + amfm where the fi generate UX
and ai ∈ K[t]. Taking the differential at x and using the fact that fi(x) = 0,
dxg−dxg′ = a1dxf1 + . . .+amdxfm. Since the tangent space is defined by dxfi = 0
for 1 ≤ i ≤ m, it follows that dxg − dxg′ = 0 on Θx. Therefore, given f ∈ K[X],
dxf = dxg|Θx

is well defined. This is called the differential of f at x. Since dxg
is linear, the function dxf is an element of the dual space Θ∗x, the space of linear
forms on Θx.

It is again clear that

dx(f + g) = dxf + dxg, and

dx(fg) = f(x)dxg + g(x)dxf
(3.14)

for f, g ∈ K[X]. Thus, dx : K[X]→ Θ∗x is a homomorphism. Given f ∈ K[X], the
function f1(T ) = f(T )− f(x) has f1(x) = 0. Since dx kills constants, dxf = dxf1.
Therefore, for every f ∈ K[X] there exists some f1 ∈ K[X] such that f1(x) = 0
and dxf = dxf1. It follows that we need only consider the map dx : mx → Θ∗x where
mx = {f ∈ K[X] | f(x) = 0}. Note that the Nullstellensatz implies mx is maximal.

Theorem 3.15. The map dx defines an isomorphism of vector spaces between
mx/m

2
x and Θ∗x.

Proof. Since dx is a homomorphism from mx to Θ∗x, we just need to show that
im(dx) = Θ∗x and that ker(dx) = m2

x. Without loss of generality, assume that
x = (0, . . . , 0). Let f be a linear form on Θx. Viewing Θx as a subset of An, we can
extend f to a linear function g on An such that g|Θx = f , implying that dxg = f .
So indeed im(dx) = Θ∗x. For the second part, note that dx(f2) = 2f(x)dxf = 0
when f ∈ mx, so m2

x ⊂ ker(dx). Now, suppose f ∈ mx and dxf = 0. As in
above, f corresponds to some class [g] for g ∈ K[t]. Since dxf = 0, dxg = 0 on
Θx, implying that dxg ∈ UΘx . So since UX = (f1, . . . , fr), we have that dxg =
a1dxf1 + . . . + ardxfr for ai ∈ K[t]. Let g1 = g − a1f1 − . . . − arfr. Then,
g1|X = g|X = f . By construction, g1(x) = 0, implying that g1 has no constant
terms. Furthermore, dxg1 = 0 implies that g1 has no linear terms. Therefore,
g1 ∈ (t1, . . . , tn)2. We can conclude that f ∈ (t1|X , . . . , tn|X)2. It is obvious
that mx = (t1|X , . . . , tn|X) so we get that f ∈ m2

x. Therefore, ker(dx) ⊂ m2
x, so

ker(dx) = m2
x. �

The vector space mx/m
2
x is called the cotangent space to X at x.

Definition 3.16. Let X be a variety. A point x ∈ X is nonsingular if dim Θx =
dimX. In this case, we say that X is nonsingular at x. If X is nonsingular at all
x ∈ X, then X is nonsingular. A point x is singular if it is not nonsingular.

Essentially, we expect the tangent space at x, which encapsulates the local be-
havior of X, to be the same dimension as X. Thus, nonsingular points are those
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where our expectations are the reality. However, as shown by Example 3.13, sin-
gular points exist. An example of a singular point is one that is passed more than
once by the variety, causing the tangent space to be ambiguous.

Example 3.17. The set An is nonsingular since Θx = An for any point x ∈ An.
For similar reasons, Pn is nonsingular.

4. Divisors

4.1. Divisors over Varieties.

As we have already discussed, any polynomial in one variable over algebraically
closed K is uniquely determined up to a constant by its roots and their multi-
plicities. Similarly, a rational function is determined by its roots and poles (with
multiplicities), corresponding to its numerator and denominator, respectively. In
this case, the points are zero sets of irreducible polynomials and therefore are ir-
reducible codimension 1 subvarieties on A1. To generalize this, we will consider
codimension 1 subvarieties of some set X:

Definition 4.1. Let X be an irreducible variety. A collection of irreducible closed
codimension 1 subvarieties C1, . . . , Cr with corresponding multiplicities k1, . . . , kr
is a divisor on X and is written as the formal sum D = k1C1 + . . . + krCr. We
write D = 0 when every ki = 0. If every ki ≥ 0 and ki > 0 for some i, then D is
effective and we write D > 0. A single closed codimension 1 subvarieties C with
multiplicity 1 is called a prime divisor. Suppose ki 6= 0 for all i. Then, C1∪ . . .∪Cr
is the support of D, denoted SuppD. We denote the set of divisors by DivX.

We can view DivX as a group under addition: Given D and D′, we can write
D = k1C1 + . . .+ krCr and D′ = k′1C1 + . . .+ k′rCr. Then,

D +D′ = (k1 + k′1)C1 + . . .+ (kr + k′r)Cr.

In this way, DivX is a free Z-module generated by the closed codimension 1 sub-
varieties.

We want to associate with nonzero f ∈ K(X) a divisor div f . To do this, we
assign a value, vC(f), to be the multiplicity of C. Lets consider the case where X
is a curve so the codimension 1 subvarieties are points. For a form F , we define
v{x}(F ) to be the multiplicity of x as a root of F . For f ∈ K(X), there exists
P,Q such that f = P/Q. It is natural to think of P as defining the zeros and Q
as defining the poles. We then define v{x}(f) = v{x}(P ) − v{x}(Q). Note that if
we cancel factor of P and Q, v{x}(f) remains unchanged, so this definition is well
defined. Immediately, it is clear that

vC(f1f2) = vC(f1) + vC(f2), and

vC(f1 + f2) = min{vC(f1), vC(f2)}, if f1 + f2 6= 0.
(4.2)

Shafarevich generalizes these notions in a way that encapsulates the idea of
poles and zeros of rational functions in K(X) where X is any dimension [5, Ch.
3, §1.1]. Note that in the higher dimension cases, we no longer refer to points as
being zeros or poles. Rather, we say that f has a zero or pole along C where C
is some irreducible closed codimension 1 subvariety. In the more general case, the
properties listed above are still true. Furthermore, regular functions by definition
have no poles. The converse is also true if X is nonsingular [5, Ch. 3, §1.1]. This



ALGEBRAIC GEOMETRY AND DIVISORS 17

makes sense since if f does have a pole along C, then we expect there to be points
where f is not regular, namely points in C. It follows that f ∈ K[X] if and only if
vC(f) ≥ 0 for all C. Constants have no zeros or poles, so vC(a) = 0 for all a ∈ K.

Lemma 4.3. For a nonzero function f ∈ K(X), there are only a finite number of
irreducible codimension 1 subvarieties of X such that vC(f) 6= 0.

Proof. First, consider the case where X is affine. Then, f ∈ K(X) can be expressed
as p/q for p, q ∈ K[x]. For any regular g ∈ K[X], if C is not a subcomponent of
Z(g), then vC(g) = 0. Since Z(p) and Z(q) are closed sets, Lemma 1.22 implies
that there are a finite number of subcomponent of p and q, implying that there are
a finite number of C such that vC(f) 6= 0.

In the general case, we have that X = X0 ∪ . . .∪Xn where the Xi are the affine
pieces of X. Then, any irreducible subvariety C intersects some Xi. In this case,
vC(f) 6= 0 only if C is the closure of some irreducible subvariety C ′ ⊂ Xi with
vC′(f) 6= 0 in Xi. Since there are finitely many Xi and finitely many C ′ for each
Xi, there are finitely many C such that vC(f) 6= 0. �

With this lemma, it then makes sense to define div f =
∑
vC(f)C. A divisor D

is a principal divisor if there exists some f ∈ K(X) such that div(f) = D. by the
properties listed above, it follows that div(fg) = div(f) + div(g) and div(a) = 0 for
a ∈ K. Furthermore, if X is nonsingular, div(f) ≥ 0 if and only if f ∈ K[X]. It
follows that the set of principal divisors form a subgroup which we denote P (X).
The quotient group DivX/P (X) is the divisor class group of X and is denoted
ClX. An element of Cl is called a divisor class. Two divisors D1, D2 in the same
class are said to be linearly equivalent, denoted D1 ∼ D2, and have D1−D2 = div f
for some f ∈ K(X).

Example 4.4. For X = An, Lemma 3.7 shows that any irreducible codimension
1 subvariety C is equal to Z(f) for some irreducible f ∈ K[X]. It follows that
div f = C. Therefore, every prime divisor and therefore every divisor is principal.
It follows that Cl(An) = 0.

Example 4.5. For X = Pn, things are more complex since any irreducible codi-
mension 1 subvariety C is defined by forms, not rational functions. Any f in
K(Pn) is of the form P/Q where P and Q are forms of the same degree. Write

P =
∏
P kii and Q =

∏
Qlii where the Pi and Qi are irreducible. Lemma 3.8

says that the Pi and Qi define irreducible codimension 1 subvarieties, which we
call Ci and Di, respectively. It is clear that div f =

∑
kiCi −

∑
liDi. We can

then define the degree of a divisor D =
∑
kiCi to be degD =

∑
ki degFi where

Ci = Z(Fi). Since P and Q have the same degree,
∑
ki degPi =

∑
li degQi.

Thus, deg(div f) =
∑
ki degPi −

∑
li degQi = 0. The converse is also true: if∑

ki degCi = 0 where Ci = Z(Fi), then
∏
F kii has degree 0, i.e., it is a quotient

of forms of the same degree. Let f be this quotient. We see that div f =
∑
kiCi

so deg(div f) =
∑
ki degCi = 0. Thus, principal divisors are precisely those with

degree 0.
It follows from the definition that degD1 + degD2 = deg(D1 + D2). Thus,

deg : DivX → Z is a homomorphism. An affine piece defined by xi = 0 has degree
equal to 1, so by changing the multiplicities, im(deg) = Z. By our remarks above,
ker(deg) = P (Pn). Thus, we conclude that Cl(Pn) ∼= Z.
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4.2. Divisors on Curves.

For this section, we assume that X is a nonsingular projective variety of dimen-
sion 1. Thus, the irreducible codimension 1 varieties are points, i.e., C = x for
x ∈ X. It is natural to extend the definition of degree from Example 4.5, say-
ing that the degree of a divisor D =

∑
kixi is the number

∑
ki, denoted degD.

Shafarevich shows that deg(div f) = 0 for any f ∈ K(X) [5, Ch. 3, §2.1]. This
essentially means that for P and Q of the same degree, P and Q will intersect X
the same number of times. The generalization of this result is known as Bezout’s
Theorem. Before we state Bezout’s Theorem, we need the following definition:

Definition 4.6. The degree of a curve X ⊂ Pn, denoted degX is the maximum
number of intersections points of X with a hyperplane not containing X. Note that
a hyperplane is a hypersurface defined by a form of degree 1.

Theorem 4.7 (Bezout’s Theorem). The number of intersection points, including
multiplicities, of X with the form F is equal to (degX)(degF ).

Proof. This proof requires more theory about the degree of a curve X, but I will
outline the proof given by Shafarevich [5, Ch. 3, §2.2]. The idea is to make a
geometric argument that XF = deg(divF ) (Shafarevich actually takes this as the
definition, but it is not immediatly clear that deg(divF ) equals the number of
intersection points with multiplicities). It follows that deg(divF ) only depends on
the degree of F since deg(divF/F ′) = 0. Then, we can take F = LdegF where L
is a linear form. Thus, every intersection point has multiplicity degF , so XF =
(degF )XL. Shafarevich then shows that XL = degX, so XF = (degX)(degF ).

�

Example 4.8 (Plane curves). An irreducible curve X ∈ P2 is codimension 1, so
there exists an irreducible form F such that Z(F ) = X. Let d = degF . Without
loss of generality, x appears in F with positive degree. Then, a hyperplane is given
by x+ ay + bz = 0. Substituting −ay − bz in for x in F = 0 and dehomogenizing,
we get a d degree polynomial in y/z. The irreducibility of F ensures that we indeed
get a polynomial of degree d in y/z. As we alter a and b, we find that there must
be values such that there are d distinct roots. Thus, we see that degX = degF . In
other words, Bezout’s Theorem implies that if F and G are two irreducible forms,
then the number of intersections of Z(F ) with Z(G), including multiplicities, is
(degF )(degG).

Similarly to Example 4.5, the fact that deg(div f) = 0 and that degree is additive
also implies that deg : ClX → Z is a homomorphism. This time, it is not always
the case that ker(deg) = 0, i.e., degD = 0 does not imply that D is principal. In
this case, the class corresponding to D is in ker(deg).

Example 4.9 (Cubic plane curves and the group law). We say X is cubic if
degX = 3. Fix x0 ∈ X. Shafarevich shows that if X is a cubic plane curve, then
there is a one-to-one correspondence between points in X and classes in ker(deg)
given by x 7→ Cx where Cx is the class containing the divisor x−x0 [5, Ch. 3, §3.1].
To prove this, one must show that a− x0 ∼ b− x0 only when a = b and that every
element of ker(deg) contains a divisor of the form x − x0. This correspondence
suggests that there is a group operation on X related to the group operation on
ker(deg). Specifically, since X is in bijection with the group ker(deg), the group
operation on X should reflect the group operation on ker(deg).
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In what follows, + is the group operation on ker(deg) ⊂ ClX and ⊕ is the
group operation we are trying to define on X. For a, b, c ∈ X, Ca + Cb = Cc when
a− x0 + b− x0 ∼ c− x0, or equivalently, when a+ b− x0 ∼ c. For ⊕ to correspond
to +, we should take a ⊕ b to equal c. This definition technically works, but it
uses divisors and the correspondence between ker(deg) and X. One should want a
definition for a⊕ b that only relies on properties of X without these other notions.
We require more tools to state such a definition.

For a, b ∈ X, define a ∗ b to be the third point in X on the line through a and
b. Bezout’s Theorem states that there are exactly three points on any line that are
also in X, so a ∗ b exists and is unique. Note that a ∗ b may equal a or b. Also, if
a = b, then we use the tangent line to X at a. See that (a ∗ b) = (b ∗ a) since the
order of the points does not change the line they define. Furthermore, since a, b,
and a ∗ b are on the same line, a ∗ (a ∗ b) = b and b ∗ (a ∗ b) = a. Silverman and
Tate also check that this operation is associative [6].

We also need a fact about triples of colinear points. Let L1 and L2 be linear
forms defining lines l1 = Z(L1) and l2 = Z(L2) and let ai, bi, ci be the three points
in li ∩ X. Then, div(L1/L2) = a1 + b1 + c1 − a2 − b2 − c2. In other words,
a1 + b1 + c1 ∼ a2 + b2 + c2. More generally, this means that all triples of colinear
points are linearly equivalent.

Thus, a+b+(a∗b) = (a⊕b)+x0 +((a⊕b)∗x0). Therefore, a⊕b is equivalent to
a+b−x0 if and only if a∗b = (a⊕b)∗x0, or equivalently, when a⊕b = (a∗b)∗x0. Thus,
we define a⊕b := (a∗b)∗x0. This definition only uses ∗ which is based solely on the
geometry of X. Immediately, see that a⊕x0 = (a∗x0)∗x0 = a. Also, the inverse of
a is (a∗(x0∗x0)) since a⊕(a∗(x0∗x0)) = (a∗(a∗(x0∗x0)))∗x0 = (x0∗x0)∗x0 = x0.
Since ∗ is associative, it follows that⊕ is associative. Thus, (X,⊕) is indeed a group.

Example 4.9 showcases one of the more beautiful and unexpected results in
algebraic geometry — the fact that a cubic curve is a group. We do not actually need
the correspondence that Shafarevich uses since everything relies on the properties
of ∗. However, it is through the theory of divisors that one can naturally derive
such an operation, thereby showcasing their importance.
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