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A study on the visual pyramid
and its cross-section of L. B .Alberti's On Painting (1)

AMAGAI Yoshinori, Ph.D.

In his book entitled On Painting (Latin version published in 1435, Italian version published in 1436), Leon
Battista Alberti says that vision makes a triangle and that no quantity can be seen without the triangle, and he
defines a picture as 'a cross-section' of 'a visual pyramid' having the eye as its apex and the plane seen as its base.
A visual pyramid, from which many artists after Alberti drew many important concepts on the art of painting,
is constructed by a collection of lines which are extended from each point in the base (a plane which is seen)
to the apex (the single eye), and a cross-section is then the collection of points where these lines of the visual
pyramid intersect a transparent glass which is interposed between the base and the apex. The rule of the
perspective system is found in the special relationship between the visual pyramid and its cross-section. In this

study, by using some diagrams and models of a visual pyramid and its cross-section, I investigate why the lines
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of a visual pyramid may become parallel under the principle of the perspective system. The intention of the first
half of this study (1) is to construct diagrams of a visual pyramid and its cross-section with reference to
projective geometry. In the second half of this study (2), by using models of a visual pyramid and its cross-
section, I assert that vision makes not only a triangle but also parallelism in the same triangle. From the above
discussion, following Alberti's footsteps, we say that it is quite certain that no parallelism can be seen without

the triangle.
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