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Abstract  
This paper is part of ongoing research that studies the development of the 
“atypical plan” as an alternative form of economic development that emerged in 
Latin America between 1961 and 1982. The paper is divided into two parts. The first 
summarizes the theoretical framework concerning the “typical plan,” accounting 
for the theoretical vacuum of the opposite concept: the “atypical plan.”  
The argument exposes that part of the development of the Modern Movement 
sought the simplification of the architectural floor plan, better known as the "free 
plan.” In 1993 Rem Koolhaas proposed a new postmodern interpretation, the 
"typical plan,” meaning a space as empty an undefined as possible, as the place of 
financial speculation. People who have theorized the “typical plan” were Ábalos & 
Herreros (1992, 2005), Aureli (2011, 2013, 2014), and Marullo (2014). 
The second part of the paper introduces the Chilean case study, a development 
known as snail buildings. The “atypical plan” took the form of an ascendant spiral 
that surrounded a central void, splitting the program into several small 
businesses. This model appeared in moments where the military coup of Pinochet 
established a neoliberal system at the same time that intervened its economic 
development. This context met the Chilean architectonic scene of the 70’, which 
created an interior that returned to the modern space in postmodern times, a 
development that ended with the financial crisis of 1982. 
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1 .  Architecture and capitalism; the 
theoretical framework of the typical 
plan  

The concept of typical plan, as 
established by Francesco Marullo in his 
thesis from 2014, was a concept shortly 
developed by Rem Koolhaas in his 
essay published within the book S, M, L, 

XL in 1993. 
In his essay Koolhaas was:  

“looking at the repetitive homogeneity 
of the twentieth-century Manhattan 
office buildings, whose layouts became 
progressively rarefied along with the 
evolution of financial capitalism. 
Koolhaas explained such a structural 
simplification [of the architectural floor 
plan] as the deliberate speculative 
endeavor to absorb and metabolize the 
metropolitan unconscious energies via 
the abstraction of ‘business’, a program 
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indifferent to any specific spatial 
distribution (…) to accommodate the 
endless fluctuations of the market and 
the continuous rearrangements of the 
firm” (Marullo, 2014b: 4). 

For Koolhaas, the typical plan was the 
design strategy of the architectural 
floor plan that organizes a core, a set of 
columns and an enclosing envelope. 
The main quality of the typical plan was 
being as empty and undefined as 
possible. The typical plan was an 
American invention, which implies an 
undefined number of repetitions and 
was the place of office work.  

“The ambition of Typical Plan is to 
create new territories for the smooth 
unfolding of new processes, in this case, 
ideal accommodation for business (…) 
the most formless [program]”  
(Koolhaas, 1997: 337). 

Although it has been Marullo's work 
that has clearly used the concept of the 
typical plan, it had been previously the 
fundamental basis of Aureli´s work. 
The total body of Aureli's endeavor is 
directed towards the construction of a 
theory of abstraction in architecture. 
In that context, the typical plan is 
mentioned in his work. His studies go 
back to the Renaissance, to argue that 
the development of capitalism from its 
earliest stages forged the construction 
of the typical plan. His main 
achievement was to relate the 
concepts of the typical plan with the 
notion of labor-power of Marx.1  He 
connected the notions of material 
production within the space of the 
factory and intellectual production 
within the clerical space of work, both 
expressions of the typical plan. In 
doing so, he establishes that the search 
for a flexible architecture has always 
looked to address the needs of a 
flexible market. 
Aureli’s contribution can be trace with 
the books The Project of Autonomy: 
Politics and Architecture within and 

against Capitalism of 2008, The city as 
a project of 2014, and significantly in 
the article of 2011 Labor and 
Architecture: Revisiting Cedric Price's 
Potteries Thinkbelt. 
Francesco Marullo in his doctoral 
thesis directed by Aureli of 2014 Typical 
Plan: The Architecture of Labor and the 
Space of Production takes as starting 
point the concept of typical plan 
suggested by Koolhaas “to conjecture a 
genealogy of the typical plan.”2 He 
places the typical plan as an 
architectural frame which models the 
space of production as the factory, the 
space of reproduction as the domestic 
space of dwelling, the clerical space of 
work as office spaces, and the space of 
knowledge as the university3.  
Marullo placed the typical plan as an 
organizational strategy in all social 
fields, one of which was the 
architectural floor plan. Its 
architecture has been reproduced 
since  

“the real abstraction of commodity 
exchange was posed as a funding 
principle for the whole reality, 
postulating an absolute homogeneity of 
time and space for what Charles Jenks 
defined the ‘isometric architecture’ of 
capitalistic equivalence” (Marullo, 2014b: 
11). 

Since his thesis does not describe any 
project in-depth, it opens the field to 
interpretation of a design strategy 
deliberately aligned with a capitalistic 
agenda which characterized the human 
body as a productive potential in Marx 
sense. Accordingly, typical plans have 
been developed as the space of 
production to integrate instabilities in 
a post-Fordist economy based on 
flexible capital. 
What differentiates Marullo’s thesis 
from the aforementioned Koolhaas 
essay is that the typical plan for 
Koolhaas is a concept spatially and 
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historically bound.4 Meanwhile for 
Marullo the idea is universal, and as an 
abstract way of organization can be 
traced back to the 15th century.  
In the sense of Koolhaas, the genealogy 
of the typical plan was already done 
even before his essay. It was first 
published in Spanish in 1992 with the 
title Técnica y arquitectura en la ciudad 
contemporánea 1950-1990 and 2005 
was translated into English with the 
title Tower and office: from modernist 
theory to contemporary practice. 
Here Ábalos & Herreros examine the 
most recent period of the architecture 
of the service building, analyzing the 
effects of its technological 
development, raising the question  

“about the meaning of technological 
progress [within] the relationship 
between design and positive knowledge” 
(Ábalos & Herreros, 2005: 4). 

They concluded with the subjectivity of 
the technical progress and 
consequently a subjective process of 
spatial capacity. Subjectivity in their 
work addresses the subjective process 
of creation as a consequence of 
absolute necessity. Subjective is for 
them the loose relationship between 
program and typological definition,  

“the lack of relationship to a precise 
formal model and the absence of a 
program that could be defined 
spacially”5 (Ábalos & Herreros, 2005: 
206). 

The elements that they studied are the 
same that determine the typical plan:  

“the evolution of the load-bearing 
structure, the impact of the 
incorporation of high-tech systems in 
buildings, and the transparent building 
skin” (Ábalos & Herreros, 2005: 5). 

Within the book, their study of the 
typical plan can be found when they 
analyze  

“the evolution of the office space in 
terms of its functional organization” 

(Ábalos & Herreros, 2005: 175), “from the 
modern office as inspired by Taylorist 
theories of efficiency to contemporary 
systems of workplace management and 
organization” (Ábalos & Herreros, 2005: 
5).  

The temporal framework of the study 
begins with the planned labor and the 
Taylorist office to the open-plan office, 
the office landscape (Bürolandschaft), 
and finally the automated workstation. 
It is to note that both genealogies of 
the typical plan, the one of Ábalos & 
Herreros, with in-depth case studies 
within a narrowed temporal 
framework, and the one of Marullo, 
who studied the typical plan abstractly, 
arrived at similar conclusions.6 
Ábalos & Herreros concluded that the 
contemporary  

“space [through the development of the 
elements studied] is empty, extensive, 
neutral, continuous, somewhat alien to 
the interior program, and extremely 
subjective in its dimensional parameters 
replaces modernism’s figural space 
punctuated by the reticulated frame; at 
the same time it takes its form from 
factors that are [not]7 objectively 
determined” (Ábalos & Herreros, 2005: 
268). 

The contemporary space, named 
typical plan or product of subjectivity is 
for both an outcome of flexible capital:  

“Undoubtedly there is a close 
correspondence between changes in 
spatial forms and the new organizational 
forms of a capitalistic economy (…) 
associated with flexible accumulation. In 
an earlier context characterized by 
Fords production, positivist ideology, 
and Keynesian economics, typology 
served as a high-precision tool. Today 
the global reproduction of a 
heterogeneity based on topology, not 
typology, is the technical and spatial 
expression of an economic system that 
of necessity has reduced the rigidity of 
early capitalism to a minimum in order 
to survive. It would seem that a 
progressive strategy available to any 
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theoretical position, to any technical or 
moral judgment, is the study and 
documentation of these conceptual 
modifications and their disciplinary 
modes of reproduction” (Ábalos & 
Herreros, 2005: 271).  

Similarly, the work of Marullo 
established that:  

“The culmination of typical plan 
coincided in fact with the passage from 
the rigidity of the Fordist mass-
production to what David Harvey 
defined as the age of ‘flexible 
accumulation’, in which the laws of 
profit ceased to compartmentalize 
spaces and began to indirectly speculate 
via regimes of ‘rent’, providing fields 
where exchanges, relations, differences 
and forms of life could freely proliferate 
within conditioned extensions” (Marullo, 
2014: 7). 

The increasing flexibility towards space 
was followed by flexible ways of 
production, what were embodied in the 
figure of the freelancer and its place in 
the city:  

“(…) the emerging figure of the 
freelancer – the new self-employed 
worker – might be considered the 
quintessential character of the post-
fordist economy, (…) a one-man 
company8 (…) His life coincides with his 
work [in where] fixed and variable 
capital have merged in the mind and the 
body of single individuals” (Marullo, 
2014: 377-378). 

According to Ábalos & Herreros, with 
the autonomy of the office work where 
the need for contiguity disappeared, 
and consequently new and diverse 
notions of jobs emerge, the idea of 
flexibility was also sprawled in the 
overall urban order, modifying the 
concentrated model of business 
centers. 

“Beginning with the strict relationship 
between type and function in the 
Taylorist office, the evolution of planned 
labor has broken the connections 
between type and function, and 
between function and urban form. 

Today office work takes place at all 
levels of built density, from the single-
family home to the mixed-use 
skyscraper, and in all urban locations, 
from the city center to the periphery, 
encompassing areas beyond the physical 
limits of the city (Ábalos & Herreros, 
2005: 211). 

Until here I have outlined the principal 
features of the typical plan. The 
emergence of the concept mixes the 
notion of the free floor plan with its 
labor and a speculative economy based 
on flexible capital. The idea was raised 
by Koolhaas and was continued to be 
studied by Aureli, Marullo, Ábalos & 
Hereros. Each architect played a 
different yet integral roll to further 
theorize the concept of the typical 
plan. At the same time, to a lesser 
extent, the temptation arose to 
estimate its contrary form, the atypical 
plan. This term has been used twice for 
two different kinds of publications. 
The most recent was the publication of 
2016, Atlas of another America: an 
architectural fiction by Keith 
Krumwiede. The book was a projective 
exercise that previewed an American 
housing rural settlement combining 
American home communities with an 
agrarian logic of farming. 
The structure of Freedomland, the so-
called colony, uses the settlement logic 
of Thomas Jefferson’s Land Ordinance 
of 1785 and 1787 designing a grid that 
alternates in two scales free portions of 
land with towns and community of 
houses. The logic of this settlement 
allowed rotation of the constructive 
pattern every twenty years, to use the 
noncultivated land for new farming. 
The theoretical aim of the book is to 
place the American house as the 
paradigm of the atypical plan. For 
doing so, the essay written by Koolhaas 
is reproduce, but by crossing out and 
adding new sentences the opposite 
interpretation is given. Meanwhile, the 
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typical plan is the place of emptiness 
and work, the American house9 is the 
place of pleasure and excess. 
The second publication was 2013 with 
the book A-typical plan: projects and 
essays on identity, flexibility, and 
atmosphere in the office building edited 
by Jeanette Kuo. 
The book was entitled A-typical plan 
because it looks at the architecture of 
office spaces that mediate  

“(…) between the generic and the 
specific, between the economy of the 
grid and the added-value of spatial 
exceptions, between the desire for 
maximizing floor space and the 
responsibility for creating inspiring 
environments” (Kuo, 2013: 25).10 

Nevertheless, Kuo does not define 
what an atypical plan could be.11 
Instead, Kuo uses the definition and 
examples of the typical plan to 
introduce the idea that an atypical 
plan, as a slightly different idea from 
the typical plan, could exist. 
As proof of lack of conceptualization 
the atypical plan, as a term, is 
mentioned just once within the text.12 
On the contrary, the typical plan term 
is named five times. Furthermore, the 
deep plan term,13 which in the book 
works as a synonym of typical plan, is 
mentioned eleven times. Indeed in the 
foreword is declared that “the book 
develops a series of questions and 
experiments related to the American 
deep plan”  (Kuo, 2013: 13), which 
synonyms there is typical plan. 
Meanwhile, typicality has been 
theorized, exemplified, and historically 
framed in its contrary form, the so-
called atypical plan, it has only been 
mentioned as a possibility, without 
being developed in all its theoretical 
potential: as an alternative form of 
economic organization, or practical: in 
its specific spatial solution. 
 

2.  The atypical plan in Chile: a modern 
plan in postmodern times    

Between 1974 and 1986 were developed 
in Chile buildings which floor solution 
can be considered a paradigmatic 
example of atypical plans. The given 
name for this structure was “Caracol” 
in Spanish, meaning snail, what refers 
to the main characteristic of the 
buildings; its interior spiral ramp. 
 

 
 

Fig. 1: Second-floor plan of "El Caracol," first 
snail building built in Chile. Architects 
M. Villarroel and E. Guzmán, 1973 
(Municipal Archive) 

Within its floor plan design, the 
program was subordinated to the 
ascending geometry of the circulation 
that surrounded a central void. The 
space was subdivided into stores of 
similar size, whose divisions coincided 
with the beams of the sky and 
determined the height of the floor 
finishing. This was a solution that, from 
the structure, would resist seismic 
forces. 
Not only was a launched new space for 
trade but a new type of ownership. In a 
discussion about architectures for 
commerce published in 1977 in the 
magazine of the College of Architects, 
the architect José Huidobro drew a 
comparison between the department 
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stores and the snail building: 
“Contrary to what [the department 
stores] were before, where they had 
only one owner and many levels not 
linked to each other (...) today the 
opposite phenomenon happens: the 
property is atomized, and the space is 
integrated [here referring to the central 
void].” (Diálogos, 1977: 30). 

Within the same discussion the 
architect Cristián Boza, who developed 
later during the 80’ several buildings 
using the snail strategy, criticized them 
using the adjective of “exotic” to 
describe precisely the floor plan 
solution. 

“While it is true that this large multilevel 
space is being recovered (...) with a 
solution like the ‘Caracol’, the city is 
breaking  [because] ... an exotic plan 
suddenly appears” (Diálogos, 1977: 31) 

In defense of the snail solution, the 
architect of the most famous one at the 
time, the “Dos Caracoles”, argued in 
favor of the central void as an strategy 
to regain the urban interiors, as an 
unexplored opportunity with the 
“modern construction of consecutive 
slabs”, referring to the construction of 
typical plans. Following the argument 
that the construction of department 
stores was ending, Swinburn 
mentioned: 

“Then it seemed possible to build this 
great interior space, gathering around a 
hundred small shops that, in the current 
circumstances, are within reach of the 
economic means of a larger number of 
merchants” (Diálogos, 1977: 30) 

As Marchant points out, at that time it 
was more profitable to build a scheme 
of co-property based on the 
subdivision of the space:  

"The shops were acquired by small 
investors, many of them retired, because 
since the 60’s there was a law that 
granted benefits to early retirement. In 
the post-military coup era, no large 
economic groups were willing to invest 
in projects such as snails. This led to the 

figure of many co-owners that operated 
under the scheme of the sale-by-floors 
law of that time, which paid common 
expenses" (Marchant, 2018). 

As Marchant pointed out, the 
conditions imposed by the military 
dictatorship on the Chilean economy 
were not peripheral to the 
construction of snail buildings. 
Between July 1979 and 1982, the price 
of the dollar was set at 39 Chilean 
pesos, which generated an economic 
bubble that was sustained until 1982.  
In 5 years, between 1974 and July 1979, 
six snail buildings were built, while in 
the subsequent period of 3 years, 
between July 1979 and 1982, 35 were 
made. The economic bubble allowed 
the reproduction and success of 
atypical plans, a design contrary to 
how the space of capital was 
developing throughout the world as 
the place of business.14 
In the current circumstances, at a time 
when the technical development of the 
typical plan in Chile did not seem to 
attract economic investment, the 
invention of the atypical plan was a 
strategy that sought new ways to 
attract capital from the creative 
architectural niche. 
Osvaldo Fuenzalida, one of the real 
estate investors of the first and 
subsequent snail, affirmed: 

“At the time of the UP [Popular Unity], 
when the real estate business was very 
bad, we had to think about more special 
things” (Paz, 2004) 

When before, the modern logic 
installed an arranged space punctuated 
by a reticulated frame, after the 
Second World War "a new 
indeterminate system of capitalist 
accumulation took over the ordered 
spatiality of Fordism" (Marullo, 2014b: 
7).   
The postmodern logic of space, which 
is the typical plan, establishes itself as a 
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spatial strategy to compensate and 
deal with high market instabilities and 
financial speculation.  
Marullo goes further in his formulation, 
offering a straight correlation between 
economics and architecture. He argued 
that the logic of the typical plan was 
bound to the economic formula15 that 
seeks to minimize the components of 
fixed capital. 
Within the Chilean context, the 
atypical plan of the snail buildings is 
not far from the economical 
contradictions at the time. 
At the same time that the military coup 
searched to establish a neoliberal 
system, "the introduction of Chile's 
fixed exchange rate [was] a decidedly 
non-free-market policy decision" 
(Margitich, 1999: 37). 
The atypical plan of the snail building 
reflects this intrinsic paradox. It can be 
understood as a space that returns to 
modernity in postmodern times.16 
Within the snail, the place of business 
is fragmented, fixed and builds a 
reticulated frame that follows the path 
of a spiral ramp. 
Within the modern atypical plan of the 
snail, architects utlized the need for 
directing the relationship between 
business and architecture, a 
disciplinary defense that ceased after 
the financial crisis of 1982. 
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1 Another contribution before Aureli's 
interpretation on Marx can be traced to 
Frampton and his article The Status of Man 
and the Status of his Objects: A Reading of 
The Human Condition from 1982 which 
frames the relation of architecture and labor 
using Hannah Arendt perspective. 
2 His main thesis is explaining the logic of 
development of the typical plan as a product 
of labor struggle. 
3 To better exemplify the scope of the 
typical plan, he also uses narratives such as 
the Renaissance surveying technology and 
military engineering, and the typical plan in 
the projects of Ginzburg, Leonidov. 
4 Looking at Manhattan’s development, for 
Koolhaas the typical plan was first a real 
estate investment for locating businesses 
which logic is bound to its vertical 
repetition. For Marullo, the typical plan was 
first a space for labor that could develop a 
one-floor strategy, e.g., the plan of the 
factory building. But even more the typical 
plan for Marullo can be an abstract system 
of organization. 
5 Their study started after World War II, in a 
postmodern stage, where the utopia of 
positivism was dismantled along with the 
notion that a continuos technological 
progress by itself could develop a better 
future. 
6 The notion of subjectivity for Ábalos & 
Herreros is similar to the idea of generic for 
Marullo. First, they both dismantle the 
concept of typology, Ábalos & Herreros for 
topology meanwhile for Marullo the typical 
plan is not a typology, instead is a device, a 
technical apparatus. Second, the concept of 
frame of Marullo can find resonance in the 
idea of tridimensional space suggested by 
Ábalos & Herreros. 
7 Probably a mistake, the word ‘no’ is not 
included in the English edition of 2005 but 
is included in the Spanish edition of 2000. 
8 The quote goes further. A one man 
company as Marullo describe is “the 
capitalist, who provides the capital of 
investment; the manager, who administers 

                                                           
and controls the activities of investment; 
and the salaried employee, who daily 
propells the activities of the firm (…) 
Freelancers permanently live on the edge of 
crisis (…) constructing their own business 
and being entirely responsible for their 
possible collapse.” 
9 Marullo’s thesis also studies the feminist 
discourse, that situates the domestic space 
not as a retreat, rather as a space that takes 
part of the space of production. 
10 The book is also full of exceptions. With 
the 20 projects selected are cases studies 
that are not necessary office buildings, and 
among them are works in America, a 
context from which Koolhaas raised the 
opposite term of the typical plan. 
Furthermore with the lack of 
conceptualization of what an atypical plan 
is, together with the lack of description of 
how the works selected illustrate this 
concept, most of the case studies can be 
framed within the typical plan in the sense 
of Marullo’s work. 
11 Inside the book, was the reproduced essay 
of Koolhaas without any clarification or 
modification. 
12 The text referred are the first three: 
Foreword, A-Typical Plan, 20 projects, that 
develop the idea and perspective of the 
book (not counting titles and footnotes). 
13 Including depth of the plan and depth of 
the floor plan. 
14 At the time of the first snail building in 
Chile in 1974, in the United Kingdom, the 
building Willis Faber & Dumas headquarters 
was already built (1973). As Ábalos & 
Herreros interpreted in their book Tower 
and Office... the headquarters are an 
example that shows the subjectivity in the 
relationship between program and the 
dimensional parameters of the floor plan. 
15 The formula described in his thesis is 
p=PV/C+V, where (p) is the rate of average 
profit and (C+V) correspond to constant and 
variable capital. Therefore when (C+V) 
decreases -which is the architecture of the 
typical plan- (p) increases. 
16 For this reason, it can be explained that 
the snail buildings have been described both 
ways, as modern (Plaut & Sarovic, 2010) and 
postmodern architecture (De Simone, 2012). 
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