
Paolo Soleri's visionary city 
BY PETER BLAKE 

The strangely convoluted drawing being completed 
above is part of the plan for an ideal "City on a Mesa." 
This city is not about to be built—indeed, nothing like it 
may ever see the light of day, although Paolo Soleri 
(FORUM, Feb. '61) hopes, some day, to realize his pro-
posal. But, for the present, what Soleri is trying to com-
pose in swirling lines drawn on hundreds of continuous 
feet of butcher paper is a poetic manifesto about the 
kind of world we might be living in—if only we decided 
to build in harmony with nature. 

Soleri chose a mesa for his site because these large, 
elevated plateaus are part and parcel of the desert land-
scape in which he lives. A mesa has two chief character-
istics : first, its life blood is water, and so Soleri proposed 
an elaborate system of dams, reservoirs, canals, and 
other waterways as the basic theme of his city plan; 
and, second, each mesa is an isolated plateau, almost 
perfectly suited to the kind of ideal, self-sufficient soci-
ety that has always been the stuff of visionary dreams. 

Mesa City was planned to house some 2 million people, 
on about 55,000 acres of land. The form of the prototype 

designed by Soleri (see next page) is, significantly, remi-
niscent of some organism in nature: an elongated shape, 
rather like a bone in plan, approximately 13% miles 
long, and 6 miles wide at its widest point. The "marrow" 
of the "bone" is a 7-miIe-long, man-made canyon and 
park (shown partially in the continuous drawing by 
Soleri reproduced at the bottom of these pages). The 
"muscles" surrounding the "bone" are multilevel bands 
of concrete and glass containing speedways, canals, mar-
kets, and light manufacturing facilities. These struc-
tures are shown in detail on the next seven pages. 

Practical planners may scoff at Soleri's vision; and 
the forms which he has given to his buildings are indeed 
fantastic. But his is a creative, rather than destructive, 
fantasy: for Soleri has tried to create a city that is not 
(like most cities) a place from which all inhabitants con-
stantly dream to escape, but a proud symbol of man's 
highest cultural achievements. "Within the awesome 
setting of nature," Soleri says, "I seek a manly setting 
within which . . . we can sense the grace of being and 
becoming." Mesa City is such a setting. 
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Plan of Mesa City has its main axis 
running 1 3 ^ 2 miles north-south. The 
bold numbers identify the areas of 
the city: the Theological and Philo-
sophical Center (1), the housing for 
art ists and craftsmen (2), the um-
brellalike structure for outdoor rit-
uals (3), the parking area (4) which 
ties into the great, peripheral speed-
way and canal system (5), the 7-

mile-long, man-made canyon and 
park which runs through the center 
of Mesa City (6—see a lso the con-
t inuous drawing below), the Admin-
istrative and Bus iness Center (7), 

the three tall structures (8) related 
in function to the Center of Higher 
Learning (9). This Center is sur-
rounded by ringlike "v i l lages" (10), 

each housing from 2 ,500 to 4 ,000 

people in a single, doughnut-shaped 
structure. A ser ies of bridges (11) 

radiate from the Center of Higher 
L e a r n i n g t o w a r d the s u r r o u n d i n g 
"vi l lages"; these bridges serve pe-
destrians and cycl ists, and their py-
lons contain student dormitories. At 
the foot of the bridges is a belt of 
home workshops (12). Beyond the 
"v i l lages" and the peripheral speed-

way system are sunken, out-of-sight 
areas for second-hand stores and 
used-car lots (13). Finally, cut into 
the rim of the mesa are dwellings 
and workshops for art and craft 
guilds (14). The two principal gate-
ways (15) contain transportation, 
freight and transfer centers, as well 
as dams and reservoirs to control 
the flow of water through the city. 

\ \ ]r 

,X— I'^A t i l 

•V IT \ -

\ ! !• 

: 



Ckutky vl Lomnky Lkf yuoum wyvwv—ki  
gy Svskyo o— f  hvuohf s —tyuhtuyk0 As-
tnvumn t v—t vl tnk Ckutky wvusi  
• ; u—o—t vl f  hsu—tky guosi oum )—kk hoty 

- -u, . tnkyk wvusi  f s—v gk tnykk 
tvwky—. kf hn f gvut 62 —tvyok— tf ss. 
hvutf ououm uuovky—oty i kwf ytt kut—0 

ank hvyk vl tnk—k —tyuhtuyk— o— vl 
ykoulvyhki  hvuhyktk f ui  hvutf ou— utos-
otok— f ui  hoyhusf tovu: f u vutky yt m o— 
—uwwvytki  lyvt  tno— hvyk f t tnk yvvl 
skvks. f ui  f  uktwvyr  vl hf gsk— o— 
—tykthnki  gktwkku tno— tvw youm f ui  
tnk lvuui f tovu— tv lvyt  f  —nf wk —ot -
osf y tv tnf t vl f  svg—tky tyf w0 ank —r ou 
vl tnk guosi oum o— tyf u—wf ykut f ui  
tyf u—suhkut. ou oyykmusf y wf ttkyu—0 

Nvt t f uy wsf uuoum vllohof s— ou tnk 
b0S0 f yk sor ksy tv loui  ou P k—f  Coty 
—vsutovu— f wwsohf gsk tv tnkoy vwu. 
kvkyyi fy wyvgskt —: gut sor k —vt k 
kf ysoky. vo—ovuf yy hotok— —  k0m0. tnk 
"Cottf  Nuvvf " wyvwv—ki  gy Svskyo(— 
lkssvw Mtf sof u. Sf ut(Fsof . f st v—t 52 
ykf y— f mv— P k—f  Coty t fy wyvlvuui sy 
oulsukuhk hoty wsf uuky— ou ykf y— tv 
hvt k0 Mu 3734. Sf ut(Fsof  —f oi  tnf t 
•"wk000t u—t loui  vuy ou—woyf tovu ou 
tnk ukw t khnf uohf s wvysi 0" c kss. tnk 
ukw t khnf uohf s wvysi  o— wotn u—. f ui  
vtnky— gk—oi k— Tf vsv Svskyo nfvk 
lvuui  ot sk—— tnf u ou—woyoum0 P k—f  
Coty o— vuk f u—wky tv Sf ut(Fsof 0 

Tf vsv Svskyo so—t— tnk—k f — no— wyo-
t f yy vgpkhtovk—: 
• "av wyk—kut f  ukw hvuhkwtovu vl 
—wf hk—— ouuky —wf hk— f ui  vvsut k—: 
• tv i kvksvw f  mykf t uut gky vl ku-
voyvut kutf s vf yof tov u—. t f uy vl 
tnk—k xuotk ukw ou hnf yf htky: 
• tv —nvw nvw hvuhkutyf tovu f ui  
nomn i ku—otok— hf u gk t f i k tv wvyr  
lvy t f u. uvt f mf ou—t not : 
• tv oui ohf tk nvw tnk futvt vgosk 
wyvgskt  )f ui  ot— f hhv t wf uyoum 
gsomnt, hf u gk lf hki  f ui  i kf st wotn: 
• tv i kt vu—tyf tk f ss tnk i yf —toh khvu-
vt ok— t f i k wv——ogsk gy —tf ui f yi ozf -
tovu. f utvt f tovu. i oykhtuk——. nomnky 
i ku—otok—. t ustowuywv—k u—k—. huytf os-
oum vl wf —tk )vl tot k f ui  vl kukymy,: 
• tv kxwsf ou nvw sko—uyk t omnt gk 
hvuvkytki  outv f  u—klus hvutyogutovu 
tv tnk k—tnktoh hnf yf htky vl tnk hoty: 
• tv loui  f  ukw yvsk lvy tnk f yto—t ou 
f ss loksi —. wf ytohusf ysy ou tnv—k f yt— 
f ui  hyf lt— yksf tki  tv tnk tkui oum vl 
wf tky f ui  vl wsf ut solk: f ui  
• tv t f r k f  hskf y —tf tkt kut f gvut 
t kf u— f ui  kui —0" 
Svskyo wvout— vut tnf t no— —tui y vl 
P k—f  Coty o— —toss ou f u kf ysy —tf mk. 
f ui  woss gk —ugpkht tv t f uy hnf umk—0 
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Byoi mk— f ui  i f t — ykmusf tk tnk tyf lloh 
outv P k—f  Coty0 anykk vl tnk—k —tyuh-
tuyk— f yk —nvwu f gvvk0 At tnk tvw o— 
f  hf utoskvky gyoi mk: ukxt hvt k— f  
gyoi mk vl somnt t ktf s f ui  wsf —toh. wotn 
tvw f ui  gvttvt  hnvyi — hvu—o—toum vl 
tfut hf gsk—0 ank mykf t i f t  —nvwu f t 
gvttvt  hvutf ou— hvt t uuf s f ui  yk—o-
i kutof s lf hosotok— wotnou ot— wvwkylus. 
huyvki  wf ss—0 



ankvsvmohf s f ui  Tnosv—vwnohf s Ckutky 
o— —nvwu ou tnk i of myf t t f toh —kh-
tovu— f gvvk. f ui  ou tnk i ktf oski  wsf u 
f t yomnt0 ank lvuy svw. gvws-—nf wki  
—tyuhtuyk— hvutf ou i ollkykut t vuf —toh 
vyi ky— —  Cvuluhof u-af vo—t. Atnko—t-
Amuv—toh. Loui u-Bui i no—t. f ui  evyv-
f —tyof u0awv vtnky. svw —tyuhtuyk— uvt 
vo—ogsk ou tnk —khtovu —kyvk Jui kv-
Cnyo—tof u f ui  P v—skt  vyi ky—0 Ff hn 

vl tnk gvws— o— f u o—vsf tki . outyv-
vkytki  kutoty. hkutkyki  uwvu hoyhusf y 
mf yi ku— tnf t hvutf ou —wkhof s —nyouk— 
vy hnf wks—0 ank —ox gvws— f yk. nvw-
kvky. hvuukhtki  gy wf ——f mkwf y—0 ank 
tf ss. hkutyf s —tyuhtuyk hvutf ou— so-
gyf yok—. skhtuyk f ykf —. t kktoum f ui  
hvulkykuhk yvvt —. hkss— lvy vo—otoum 
—hnvsf y—. kth0 Lor k t v—t t f pvy —tyuh-
tuyk— ou P k—f  Coty. tno— vuk nf — f  

nvssvw hkutky wnohn o— sot lyvt  f gvvk 
f ui  hvutf ou— —u—wkui ki  hnf wks— f ui  
—u—wkui ki  mf yi ku— f ui  f  wf tky yk—-
kyvvoy wotn f  —ugt kymki  —nyouk0 A 
numk "vymf u" nf um— f gvvk tno— yk—-
kyvvoy f ui  kxtkui — uwwf yi  tnyvumn 
tnk luss nkomnt vl tnk hvuyt0 

ank —tf ysor k —tyuhtuyk —nvwu ou 
wsf u vll tv vuk —oi k vl tnk t f ou 
myvuw vl guosi oum— o— f  wsf hk lvy vut-

i vvy wvy—now. —nkstkyki  uui ky f  
—kyok— vl ut gykssf — vy "f umks woum—." 
f — Svskyo hf ss— tnkt  )tvw. yomnt,0 

Bkyvui  tnk t f ou myvuw. tv tnk 
kf —t vl tnk ankvsvmohf s Ckutky. o— f  
svum. svw-—suum —tyuhtuyk. yvumnsy 
—nf wki  sor k f  i vugsk S. wnohn hvu-
tf ou— sogyf yok— f ui  yk—kf yhn lf hosotok— 
yksf tki  tv tnk wyouhowf s oi kf — i kvks-
vwki  gy t f u ou tnk hvuy—k vl no—tvyy0 
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P f ou f ytkyy vl tnk hoty. tnk t f ——ovk 
—tyuhtuyk —nvwu ou —khtovu f gvvk. o— 
f  numk wkyownkyf s gf ui  tnf t —uy-
yvuui — tnk hkutyf s f ykf —0 Ou kf hn 
—oi k tno— gf ui  hvutf ou— f  i vugsk-i khr  
nomnwfy —y—tkt  )—wkki wfy f gvvk0 

svhf s tyf lloh gksvw,0 Dvwu ot— hkutky 
yuu— f  woi k wf tkywfy wnohn f ht— f — 
f  uf tuyf s "hvuvkyvy gkst" lvy tnk ku-
toyk hoty0 Ou gvtn ot— gf ur — f yk tky-
yf hki  t f uulf htuyoum lf hosotok— f ui  
hvutouuvu— wugsoh t f yr kt—0 Bktwkku 

tnk—k f ui  tnk i vugsk-i khr  nomnwfy— 
f yk wf yr oum skvks—. wugsoh mf yi ku—. 
f ui  i kwf ytt kut —tvyk—0 ank moyi ky— 
tnf t —wf u tno— lf utf —toh yoggvu —tyuh-
tuyk f yk nvssvwki  vut tv lvyt  wf —-
—f mkwf y— lvy mvvi — f — wkss f — wkvwsk0 

Dvumnuut-—nf wki  "vossf mk—" —uy-
yvuui  tnk Ckutky vl Lomnky Lkf yuoum0 
ank—k vossf mk— f yk tnk wyouhowf s yk—o-
i kutof s f ykf — vl P k—f  Coty. f ui  kf hn 
o— f  hvt t uuoty vl uw tv 40222 ou-
nf gotf ut—0 )By hvt wf yo—vu0 Lk Cvy-
gu—oky(— —tyuhtuyk f t P f y—kossk— 
nvu—k— 306220, Mu hyv——-—khtovu. tnk 
vossf mk —tyuhtuyk— —vt kwnf t yk—kt -
gsk tnk P f y—kossk— f wf ytt kut— ou tnf t 

kf hn i wkssoum uuot nf — twv kxwv-
—uyk— )vuk vutwf yi . tnk vtnky tvwf yi  
tnk hkutyf s hvuyt,. f ui  ou tnf t kf hn 
uuot nf — f  i vugsk-nkomnt sovoum f ykf . 
wotn —oumsk-nkomnt —skkwoum f ui  —kyv-
ohk f ykf — gf hr oum ot uw0 But nkyk f ss 
—ot osf yoty —tvw—. lvy tnk "vossf mk—" —  
gkoum hoyhusf y ou wsf u —  —ummk—t f  
mykf tky —ku—k vl —t f ss-—hf sk hvt -
t uuoty tnf u i v Lk Cvygu—oky(— —sf g—0 

Ff hn hkutyf s. vossf mk wf yr  hvutf ou— 
hvt t uuf s l f hosotok— sor k —hnvvs—. 
hsouoh—. f ui  svhf s —tvyk—0 ank "vos-
sf mk—" f yk yf o—ki  f gvvk tnk myvuui  
tv wkyt ot hoyhusf tovu f t wki k—tyof u 
skvks0 Ff hn "vossf mk" —tf ui — f gvvk 
f u uui kymyvuui  wf yr oum mf yf mk 
kxuowwki  wotn ykwf oy —nvw—0 Cvt -
t uuf s hkutky— lvy —kvkyf s "vossf mk—" 
vhhuy gktwkku youm —tyuhtuyk—0 
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