
Free Plan versus Free Rooms. Two Conceptions of Open Architecture 

During the Renaissance, composition included the determination of a static, fixed entity within which 

nothing could be added or changed.  

In 1450, Leon Battista Alberti insisted on this determinism of the architectural whole. In his De re 

aedificatoria, he tells us that "beauty is the harmony, regulated by a determined proportion, which 

reigns between the whole of the parts of the whole to which they belong, in such a way that nothing 

can be added, subtracted or changed without making it less worthy of approval"1. 

This statement of harmony, fixing the relationship of each part to the whole, animated architecture 

until the 19th century, and even beyond, at the beginning of the 20th century. 

This inability to remove an element from a building is what Emmanuel Pontremoli refers to as 

composition. He tells us that "to compose [...] is to arrange the different parts of an edifice in such a 

way that the interdependence of each of the elements makes it an organised body and where each 

of them is in such a right place that nothing seems to be able to be modified, changed, without 

completely ruining the balance of the composition"2.  

The composition is then a static order, frozen in time, incapable of adapting without mutilating the 

compositional system that presided over its conception.  His aesthetic is an "aesthetic of eternity"3, 

imposing on the world, "autonomous and closed figures, des ʺchoses en soiʺ4 . 

At the beginning of the 20th century, the modernist architects questioned the compositional unity of 

the room, and moved towards the quest for the "ABSOLUTE FREEDOM OF THE PLAN"5.   

For Le Corbusier, the freedom of the plan offered by the development of the post-and-slab framing 

system is a fundamental questioning of the "’paralysed plan’ of the stone house”6. It is therefore the 

fixity of things that Le Corbusier questions when he proposes the free plan. 

With the free plan, "the organs have become characterised, have become free with respect to each 

other"7. The free plan incorporates the ability "to modify the basic plan later for years"8.   

Mies van der Rohe himself took up this question. In his work, the use of an apparent structure of 

columns, stripped of all ornamentation, frees the space of all characterisation and creates “neutral 

frames in which people and works of art can lead their own lives”9. 

More recently, the architects of OFFICE KGDVS have investigated the potential of the free plan. In 

order to do this, Office usually uses a simple line to define its “perimeter”10. In this way, the 

architects have “not focused on what happens (inside), but on how it (the space) is framed”11.  
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This focus on the perimeter, rather than on determining the program, can be explained by the fact 

that “buildings often outlive their use”12. The architects add that what remains "is the figure"13.  

This figure circumscribes a field, a theme that recurs in the Office's work. 

Another key theme in the recent work of the Belgian architects is a return to the notion of the 

“room”. 

This observation about the importance of the room is raised above all by Louis I. Kahn. For him, "the 

room is the beginning of architecture"14 and once assembled, they form within the plan "a society of 

rooms. The rooms talk to each other and decide on their position"15. 

The term "room" thus acquires a double meaning. The room is both fragment and space. In this 

sense, it opens up the question of the different ways of assembling these fragments to achieve "the 

realization of the form in an order"16. 

In the 1960s, Robert Venturi questioned the scale of the piece as a vector of flexibility, and thus 

possessing an indeterminate, non-specific character, thus moving away from earlier conceptions. In 

his book Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture, he states that "the multifunctional room is a 

possible response to the modern architect's concern for flexibility. The room with a generic rather 

than a specific purpose, and with movable furniture rather than movable partitions, promotes 

perceptual rather than physical flexibility”17. The generic aspect of the room encourages multiple 

uses. It does not have a fixed character. It is "infinitely open"18.  

This indeterminate character leads us to put forward the concept of the "free room", a concept 

opposed to the free plan, since it reintegrates the spatial fragment, the room at the centre of the 

project. 

For the Belgian architects OFFICE KGDVS, this interest nevertheless finds its first expression of a 

major issue in the house they have built in Buggenhout. The plan proposes a series of rooms of the 

same size, taking place within a figure divided into nine squares.  

The rooms do not have a conventional character, but follow one another identically throughout the 

floors and only suggest ways of living, leaving the owners to find an identity for each of them.  

This renewed interest in the room does not, however, express a return to static composition, but 

allows the user to constantly reconfigure his or her architectural universe.  
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Conversely, the open design of free rooms mitigates the effects of obsolescence "by making buildings 

internally adaptable and thus hopefully more sustainable"19.  In our context of climate emergency, 

understanding this concept seems to us to be essential. 

Our abstract proposes to trace the historical origin of these two concepts, free plan and free rooms, 

in order to extract a sufficient theoretical understanding.  

Once the theoretical foundations have been laid, we will investigate how these two concepts have 

crystallized in the work of the architects of OFFICE KGDVS by means of a "comparative structural 

method", seeking to identify "whether formal properties offer homologies and which homologies, 

contradictions and which contradictions, or dialectical relationships that can be expressed as 

transformations"20. 
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