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Throughout the history of architecture, the notion of utopia or the ideal city 
has presented an intriguing problem for the discipline.  Although its foundations 
begin much earlier, Thomas More’s Utopia presents not only the first use of the 
word itself but also the present definition of the architectural problem.  More 
presents many of the physical (and often meta-physical) characteristics of Utopia, 
but most importantly for this investigation, the concept that, in addition to being in 
no-place, utopias must manifest themselves as a physical break from the external 
world.  Within the study of utopias, this phenomenon of separation has progressed 
through many iterations from notions of a mythical island cutoff from the world, to 
an ideal walled city, to a formal break placed within an existing fabric to separate 
itself.  This paper will address the specific devices used to separate utopias from 
broader society and how they are successful, specifically in the cases of Filarete’s 
Sforzinda and Yona Friedman’s Ville Spatiale.  

 
The selection for the case studies of Sforzinda and Ville Spatiale comes from 

the investigation of this notion of disjunction.  The two were chosen in order to 
provide examples of disjunction, which are inherent in all utopian proposals, but 
also to offer cases of very different contexts and solutions to this problem.  The two 
offer epitomic systems for their time periods.  Aside from representing two 
completely separate epochal periods, (the Renaissance and the 20th Century) the 
case studies offer two separate ways of dealing with this disjunction both physically, 
and metaphysically in how they regard the existing world.  While these differences 
are important to recognize, and will be throughout the paper, more importantly are 
their relationships with one another within the context of the broader discourse of 
utopias.     

 
Although conceived nearly 50 years before More’s Utopia, Filarete’s Ideal 

city of Sforzinda, published in his architectural treatise c.1461-64, represents his 
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vision of the ideal Renaissance City.1  Commissioned by the Duke of Milan, Sforza, 
it is the first, most complete, and arguably the most famous of the ideal cities 
proposed during the Renaissance.  Ironically, the description of Sforzinda strikes a 
narrative tone similar to More’s Utopia, as this description is intertwined with 
Filarete’s account of the discovery of the Golden Book.2  This book describes the 
ancient city of Plusiapolis, a sort of utopian, ideal city of antiquity.  Coincidentally, as 
the plans of this ancient city are unveiled, they are eerily similar to the overall plan 
and individual buildings of Sforzinda – which of course have already been designed 
prior to the discovery of the Golden Book.3  So Filarete immediately grounds his 
work as an ideal city by providing classical reference to his architectural forms.  
Additionally, by creating the city in narrative prose, Filarete links his treatise with 
Greek literature classics such as Homer or Aristotle.  Furthermore, he describes the 
Biblical Adam as the first architect by explaining man’s need for shelter after being 
expelled from Eden, in order to further ground his work in the Christian climate of 
that time. 

 
As for the city itself, Sforzinda is realized as a symbol of perfect Renaissance 

geometry – two squares offset by 45 degrees to create an eight-pointed star 
inscribed within a circle (Fig. 1).  Its radial avenues extend from the center of the 
organization and lead to eight portals on the cities perimeter.4  Filarete goes through 
great pains to meticulously describe several buildings throughout the city, but 
particularly the central piazza, which contains markets, the ducal palace, the 
cathedral, and a citadel tower rising 365’ and adorned with 365 windows – a 
reference to the year, no doubt.5  Uniquely for Sforzinda, Filarete sited the city, as is 
not usually the case with ideal cities.  His ‘site-plan’ (Fig. 2) shows the city nestled in 
a valley with Adam’s primordial shelter across the river, establishing a relationship 
between his ideal city and Adam, the ideal man. 

 
The ideal city of Sforzinda clearly represents all notions of utopia.  It is 

meticulously designed and controlled, rigorously described, and sealed off from the 
outside world.  The great circumscribing circle, which bounds the city, completes 
this separation from the external world.  Its militant characteristics are of no 

                                                
1 Kruft, Hanno-Walter. A History of Architectural Theory: From Vitruvius to the Present. New York: 
Princeton Architectural Press. 1994. Pp 52. 
2 Kruft, Hanno-Walter. Pp. 52 
3 Kruft, Hanno-Walter. pp. 52. 
4 Trevisiol, Robert; Mauri, Annalisa. Sforzinda e Dintorni. Florence: Alinea Editrice. 2002. pp. 35.  
5 Kruft, Hanno-Walter. pp. 54. 
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coincidence, as it makes no attempt to hide the fact that it is a fortress city.  This is 
Sforzinda’s primary means of separation from its context.  If we look at other 
militarized planned cities and fortresses from the same time period, not only is the 
pragmatic reason clear, but the effectiveness is also apparent.  The fortified wall is 
doing everything to separate Sforzinda from the outside wall.  Sectionally, the wall 
proper acts as the abrupt threshold to a more graduated threshold condition 
comprised of motes and sloped walls (Fig. 3).  Furthermore, the geometric 
organization of the wall enhances this gradation.  The fortress wall surrounding 
Sforzinda (in addition to its internal logic) projects an exclusivity common in early 
utopias.  Its objective is to keep people out rather than in. 

 
Moreover, the directly contrasting language of Sforzinda’s organization 

further separates it from the outside context (Fig. 7-A).  Framed within its walls, the 
organization is highly geometric – in Renaissance fashion – and rigidly oriented 
about its center.  Specifically for this separation, the site in which Filarete places 
Sforzinda speaks more to this contrast.  Rather than placing the city near an 
existing urban environment, Filarete places the ideal city within a context of pastoral 
wilderness.  He is juxtaposing the regularity of his city, which also contains within it 
connotations of classical logic as well as divine influence, with the untamed natural 
world.  This contrast is more effective than a contrast between Sforzinda and a 
medieval urban environment by the simple fact of the built environment.  The 
contrast is much more powerful when a rigid geometry is placed within a pastoral 
untamed landscape. 
 

Yona Friedman’s Ville Spatiale lacks any of the narrative circumstance 
accredited to Filarete and More; however, it represents many of the same ideals as 
Sforzinda and most other utopian visions.  As a member of the International 
Situationists and GEAM, (a play on the modernist CIAM) Friedman sought to 
“restore true individual initiative” in his utopia.6  Friedman and GEAM proposed a 
gigantic, three-dimensional structural frame, which would be suspended over the 
existing world.  Within this frame, modular but customizable units would be plugged 
in, true to mega-structure tradition, allowing for mobility and freedom within this 
framework.  Friedman’s ambition was to allow for customization and alternatives 

                                                
6 Eaton, Ruth. Ideal Cities: Utopianism and the (Un)Built Environment. London: Thames & Hudson 
Ltd. 2002. Pp. 221. 
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within the rigid framework – unlike the old world, which was rigid in every sense.7  
The city beneath (in most images, Paris, Fig. 4) would be reserved for historic 
buildings, nature, and agriculture.8 

 
Ville Spatiale is conceived as a massive orthogonal space frame, elevated 

above the old world.  The nature of its separation comes not only from its literal 
vertical translation of the inhabitable world, but also in its treatment of the world it 
leaves behind.  The utopian world, sitting above the old world is supported by 
massive legs, which also serve as the means of vertical circulation (Fig. 5).  The 
physical separation from the existing context is that of a vertical shift.  Friedman 
literally reinterprets the ground plane of the earth, and raises it above the existing 
cities, creating a new inhabitable world elevated above the old.  The threshold then, 
rather than an additive, physical wall, become a spatial transitional space as well as 
a more metaphysical threshold rather than explicitly delineated (Fig. 6).  With Ville 
Spatiale, the threshold becomes a graduated zone in the vertical axis.  Due to its 
explosive nature, Ville Spatiale is not bound on its perimeter in plan, and allowed to 
expand and contract as need be even as Yona Friedman proposes, across the 
English Channel, or even linking all the continents.9     

 
Similarly with Filarete’s Sforzinda, the intrinsic organizational qualities 

diagrammatically separate Friedman’s proposal from the existing context.  The 
framework of the mega structure is a rigid orthogonal grid, providing regularity over 
the entirety of the new ground plane, while allowing the flexibility desired by 
Friedman.10  By proposing Ville Spatiale to exist over the city of Paris, he, much like 
Filarete, establishes a direct contrast between his language and that of the Parisian 
urban fabric without the necessity of a rigid boundary (Fig. 7-B).  This was, in the 
end, Friedman’s goal – to create a new city in contrast to what he felt were the 
disadvantages of the old cities offering no customization within an excessively rigid 
historical context.11  Since the threshold becomes less apparent and begins to 
dissolve, the contrasting language becomes incredibly important in maintaining Ville 
Spatiale’s separation from the world.  In emphasizing this, Friedman is establishing 

                                                
7 Colquhoun, Alan. “Typology and Design Methods.” Theorizing a New Agenda for Architecture: An 
Anthology of Architectural Theory; 1965-1995. New York: Princeton Architectural Press. 1996. Pp. 
253. 
8 Eaton, Ruth.  Pp. 221. 
9 Eaton, Ruth. Pp. 221 
10 Colquhoun, Alan. Pp. 253. 
11 Eaton, Ruth. Pp. 221. 
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a relationship with historical works of architecture, which also sought this formal 
disjunction.      

 
Both Filarete’s ideal city of Sforzinda, and Friedman’s Ville Spatiale establish 

a separation from the existing world.  Although their respective methods differ, they 
are each successful in achieving this separation as well as representing their own 
time periods.  Both case studies institute formal languages in direct contrast to their 
surrounding contexts, and each architect makes a point to carefully site the 
projects to optimize this contrast.  Filarete places his highly ordered, radial 
geometric composition in a rural environment, while Friedman suspends his three-
dimensional grid above the angular avenues and winding streets of Paris.  This 
separation through formal language also speaks to both projects’ broader ambition 
to the ideal city.  Both cases are building new worlds – total ideal environments – 
and the new forms must represent a radical break from the prevailing urban or rural 
fabric. 

 
Additionally, both utopian proposals provide a framework in which to build.  

Neither Filarete nor Friedman attempt to design the total system (although Filarete 
does describe select buildings in detail) and merely provide a system in which 
buildings and populations act as infill.  Referring back to the plan of Sforzinda (Fig. 
1), Filarete gives the city a wall, 16 radial avenues, and a central square as given 
parameters.  Aside from that, the infill is left up to whoever builds the physical 
elements.  Similarly, Ville Spatiale is really just the framework.  Friedman makes no 
attempt (nor does he intend to) actually design the mobile modules inserted into the 
space frame.  Again, he merely provides a framework for additional mobile units to 
be ‘plugged’ into.   

 
A critical point to realize in analyzing the vehicles for this separation is the 

ideological position of the utopian proposals with respect to the existing context.  
This ideology not only influences the formal decisions for this separation, but also 
the physical existence of the proposals.  With Sforzinda, Filarete almost takes no 
position on the external world.  He sites the city away from anything (other than 
Adam’s primordial shelter) and makes no mention of any connection with the 
outside world.  His position on the existing world is that of indifference, allowing 
both Sforzinda and the rest of the world to co-exist with very little relationship 
between them.  Additionally, Sforzinda’s militant and fortress qualities may suggest 
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a position of retraction or isolation from the existing context.  In either case, the 
relationship is neither clearly established nor reinforced. 

 
Ville Spatiale, on the other hand, establishes a very specific relationship with 

the external world, as is shown in the collages and renderings.  Friedman makes a 
point to show the proposal over Paris, while at the same time proposing alternative 
sites.12  Friedman’s position on the existing world is that of negativity.  Friedman 
saw the old world as static within its historically preserved context, and used his 
proposals to pursue an agenda of mass customization and mobility.  Ville Spatiale’s 
relationship to the old world was similar to that of Koolhaas’ Exodus Project in that 
the elevated framework would become the new plane of existence, allowing the old 
world to be preserved for historical monuments and agriculture.13  The elevated 
world of Ville Spatiale would then be the environment in which everyone lives, and 
aside from the significant historical monuments, the built environment of the old 
world would deteriorate and eventually dissolve, allowing for more green space.  
Interestingly, however, he takes a firm position on this, yet in many of the collages, 
and renderings shows traditional automotive transportation occurring at the level of 
the old world.  This is perhaps due to the lack of resolution in the incorporation of 
transportation systems into the framework, unlike the Japanese Metabolists whose 
framework was the transportation.14 

 
An intrinsic paradox with this issue of utopian separation is the necessity to 

actually transverse the thresholds of utopian proposals in order to experience them.  
These weak points in the boundary edge condition are treated very differently in 
both Filarete’s Sforzinda and Friedman’s Ville Spatiale as with all other utopian 
proposals.  At Sforzinda, the necessity to transverse the circular wall is solved 
through the geometric organization of the city.  The circle inscribes an eight-pointed 
star, whose vertices are connected to the center with broad avenues.  At each of 
the interior vertices and the terminus of an avenue is a gate.  We can look at 
Scamozzi’s fortress city of Palmanova to see how these thresholds into Sforzinda 
might have manifested (Fig. 8).  The fortified gateway reinforces the militant aspects 
of Sforzinda in addition to reinforcing the exclusivity projected by Sforzinda, and the 
intention of keeping people out. 
                                                
12 Eaton, Ruth. Pp 221. 
13 Eaton, Ruth. Pp 221. 
14 Ross, Michael Franklin. Ch. 2 “Megastructuring: Urban Structures for the Expanding Metropolis.” 
Beyond Metabolism: The New Japanese Architecture. New York: Architectural Record Books, 1978. 
Pp 22-35. 
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This blurred boundary is slightly more interesting at Ville Spatiale due to the 

fact that the entire separation threshold is blurred.  The only moments where 
contact is made, however, are with the supportive legs.  The legs support the main 
framework above, while acting as vertical circulation to allow those to inhabit the 
elevated world.  One has to speculate as to what would become of the areas on 
the ground plane immediately around the legs.  Would they become places for 
those not able to live in the elevated world to congregate – a sort of futuristic mega-
structural slum?  Or possibly become places for vendors for those who travel 
regularly between the new and old worlds.  In either case, the legs cause a point on 
conflict between the ambitions of having a new world elevated above the old.   

 
This problem of weakness in the strict boundaries is by no means limited to 

Sforzinda and Ville Spatiale.  In fact, when looking at Thomas More’s Utopia, the 
same problem is at hand.  Utopia is established as an island, yet somehow there 
must be a connection with the external world.  In Utopia’s case, this is 
accomplished through a harbor (Fig. 9) which visitors to the land travel through.  
The metaphysical factors of utopias have an enormous impact on these weakness 
points and their permeability.  That is, the metaphysical relationship of utopias and 
their existing contexts in that with interiorized utopias, the weakness may not be as 
weak as those with a more explosive objective.  More interiorized proposals offer 
less opportunities for weaknesses in this boundary condition, while more explosive 
proposals leave many opportunities for a permeable boundary.  Although, this may 
be the intention of certain explosive utopias – particularly the mega-structural 
projects that sought to include as many inhabitants as possible. 

 
The means in which both Sforzinda and Ville Spatiale are represented in 

drawings and images references their ambition and means of separation.  Sforzinda 
is only represented in plan (only select buildings within it are rendered in 
perspective) while Ville Spatiale is never represented in plan and only shown in 
drawn or collaged perspectives (Figs. 1, 4).  Filarete’s site plan, while the nature is 
rendered in perspective, the cit proper is represented as an orthogonal 
diagrammatic plan.  This speaks to the nature of the interiorized logic of Sforzinda 
and the explosive logic of Ville Spatiale.15  Additionally, it speaks to the scale of the 

                                                
15 Wigley, Mark. “Whatever Happened to Total Design.” Harvard Design Magazine 5.  Summer, 
1998. 
Coining Wigley’s terms of interiorized and explosive architecture – working within or outward. 
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ambition within each project.  Sforzinda makes a case for an isolated situation, 
totally interiorized within its circumscribing circle, while Ville Spatiale provides a 
framework for a total expansion of the earth.  Friedman not only draws in 
perspective, but also utilizes many collage techniques, collaging in multiple 
locations and drawing it in no-place.  This technique of representation allows Ville 
Spatiale to exist within this framework expanding over all the earth. 

 
If we look at other utopian proposals and their respective representational 

techniques, similar conclusions can be drawn from most of the proposals and their 
respective ambitions.  For instance, Rem Koolhaas’ Exodus project (Voluntary 
Prisoners of Architecture) is also primarily represented in collages and perspectival 
renderings with the exception of only one orthographic plan drawing (Fig. 10).16  
The Exodus project, while formally is an inhabitable wall, represents another 
explosive ambition in addition to its massive scale.  The project’s explosiveness 
seeks to design within the two walls but also project its logic and influence the city.  
Similar to Friedman’s Ville Spatiale, Koolhaas expresses his desire for the old to fall 
away and the inhabitable wall to continually expand and consume all inhabitants.  
This ambition is reflected in the representation, in a very similar way to that of Ville 
Spatiale.   

 
Similarly, Ebenezer Howard’s proposals for his famous Garden Cities follow 

a similar logic to that of Filarete’s Sforzinda.  Howard proposed reducing the 
population of cities and converting them to ‘Garden-Cities.’17  Much like Sforzinda, 
the iterations of Garden City are only shown in diagrammatic plan drawings.  
Howard makes a point to emphasize the diagrammatic nature of the images by 
often reiterating this fact (Fig. 11).  Although he proposed the Garden Cities could 
spring up and replace the existing metropolises, the logic was interiorized and 
much more similar to that of Sforzinda than the explosive logic of Ville Spatiale or 
the Exodus Project.  The expansive property of the project was merely that each 
city would be linked through a series of causeways.  It is not merely coincidental, 
then that both the Garden Cities and Sforzinda are inscribed within circles and 
radiate from the center of these circles, as this seems to be the diagram of an 

                                                
16 Koolhaas, Rem. “Exodus, or The Voluntary Prisoners of Architecture.” S, M, L, XL. Monacelli 
Press. 1997. 
17 Howard, Ebenezer. Ch. 1, “The Town-Country Magnet.” Garden Cities of Tomorrow. London: 
Faber and Faber 1965 edition. Pp. 50-57 
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interiorized system.  So the Garden City model and Sforzinda share many 
characteristics both in their ambition, as well as their representation.   

 
Examining both Sforzinda and Ville Spatiale provides a unique view into the 

broader trend of utopian discourse of a movement from exclusiveness to 
inclusiveness.  Until the 20th Century, probably beginning with Howard’s Garden 
City, utopian proposals (Sforzinda included) had a general projection of 
exclusiveness.  That said, all of the proposals prior to this point were interiorized 
worlds and ‘one-case’ scenarios only occurring within themselves.18  Much like 
Sforzinda, their ambition was not to establish a sweeping language for utopias 
throughout the world.  Not only was their ambition limited to single cases, but often 
their inhabitants were limited to a specific population or other discriminatory factors.  
The objective of the pre-20th Century utopias seems to be more to keep people out 
using fortified walls or siting the utopias on an island.  This trend is observed from 
Sforzinda through More’s Utopia. 

 
After Howard, however, the paradigm of utopias shifts from a pre-20th 

Century notion of exclusiveness to a new pattern of inclusiveness.  Ville Spatiale 
demonstrates this evolution of exclusiveness throughout the 20th Century.  It is 
apparent as to why the paradigm of utopia has progressed through time as such.  
In cases such as Sforzinda, the ideal city also was meant to protect its inhabitants 
from external factors such as plague, wars, or bandits.  Rapid globalization and 
increased technological innovations has helped the notion of utopia to be 
transformed from an inherently interiorized logic to that of the model of Ville Spatiale 
and other contemporary utopian proposals.  Following this trend, the notions and 
devices of separation play an integral role in how a utopian proposal projects itself 
to the world.  In the case of Sforzinda, the fortress wall kept people out of the city 
and projected an imposing inclusive (nearly reclusive).   

 
As the role and scale of utopian proposals follows this broader trend of 

becoming increasing inclusive across the globe, how do contemporary and future 
utopias separate themselves from the world?  Or as a corollary of this trend, do 
utopias begin to break down this delineated threshold and begin to merge with the 
given world.  Additionally, does the de-materialization of utopian proposals – social 
utopias, eco-topias, techno-topias – inevitably lead to this dissolution of the 
                                                
18 Claeys, G. and LT Sargent (Eds). Ch. 2: “Utopianism before Thomas More”; Ch. 3: “The Sixteenth 
Century.” The Utopia Reader. New York: New York University Press, 1999. pp 6-11; 77-93. 



Utopias of Disjunction  Townsend, 10 

boundary?  Or does the boundary have to be reinvented to address these a-
physical properties of contemporary utopias?  The question with contemporary 
utopias then moves away from the traditional question of who is included and 
excluded, but rather how is utopia delineated?   

 
Does the threshold between worlds then exist at the boundary of intent?  For 

instance, in Felicity Scott’s lengthy discussion of Ant Farm’s projects at UC 
Berkeley in the 60’s and 70’s their utopian intentions did not exhibit traditional 
threshold conditions demonstrated by Sforzinda and Ville Spatiale.  In fact, their 
utopian ambitions were beyond architecture, and through the use of media and 
new technology, sought to establish utopia as critique.19  So in this contemporary 
age where the critique of societal mores becomes visions for utopia, and not 
necessarily a physical manifestation of a new environment, what is the role of the 
threshold?  In Ant Farm’s Clean Air Pod, the boundary between utopia and the 
existing context is clearly seen as the thin membrane.  However, with the use of 
new plastic technology, the fact that the Air Pod is transparent begins to blur the 
threshold between inside and outside.  Pushing it further, Ant Farm dissolved 
architecture all together, and with it, the threshold condition.  What can begin to 
delineate the boundary of today’s non-architectural, non-physical utopian 
proposals?     

 
The necessity of utopias and ideal cities to separate themselves from the 

existing world and context is an inherent aspect of their problem.  Rather than 
existing in no-place, utopias separate themselves from a-place by any means.  
Sforzinda sought to separate itself from the world through the means of a militant 
wall and an inherently internal logic, which directly contrasts that of its context, as 
well as being transplanted from any urban context.  Spatial City sought this 
disjunction through a vertical shift, an abandonment of the old world, and proposing 
a formal language of frame and mass in direct contrast to the language of the city it 
abandoned.  While the two case studies come from drastically different times 
(Filarete from a monotheistic, geocentric monarchical world; and Friedman from the 
post-war world of social and political upheaval), the two utopias both subscribe to 
this inherent need of utopias to separate themselves from the world.  In order to 

                                                
19 Scott, Felicity. Architecture of Techno-Utopia: Politics After Modernism. Cambridge: MIT Press. 
2007. Pp 208 – 245. 
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critique the world, as utopias in a sense must do, according to Donskis20, they must 
in some ways separate themselves from their context. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
20 Donskis, Leonidas. “The End of Utopia?” In Buck-Morss, S, J. Stallabrass, and Leonidas Donskis 
(Eds). Ground Control: Technology and Utopia. London: Black Dog Publishing, 1997. pp. 122-
172. 

It is Donskis’ overall assertion in this essay that since the idea of utopia is inherently
 paradoxical and impossible, utopias become vehicles, which critique societal norms, and 

utopias must do this. 
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Figure 1 - Plan of Sforzinda

Figure 2 - Sforzinda Site Plan

Figure 3 - Sforzinda Wall Section Diagram
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Figure 5 - Ville Spatiale - Prespective Drawing

Figure 4 - Ville Spatiale over Le Champs-Élysées
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Figure 6 - Diagramming the threshold 
condition of Ville Spatiale

Old World

Transitional Threshold

New World

Figure 7 - Diagram illustrating juxtaposing two 
contrasting formal languages.

A. With delineated threshold (Sforzinda)
B. Without delineated threshold (Ville Spatialle)

A B
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Figure 9 - Frontis Piece - Thomas More’s Utopia

Figure 8 - Fortified Gate; Palmanova, Italy; Scamozzi
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Figure 10 - Rem Koolhaas; Exodus
Voluntary Prisoners of Architecture

Figure 11 - Ebenezer Howard
Gardern City
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