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role among other disciplines involved in construc-
tion. Architects must recognise this role and limit 
themselves to working in their sphere with dedica-
tion and humility, allowing other figures to express 
themselves too. In essence, the architectural project 
is seen as a series of design moves based on eval-
uating technical and economic aspects, the ultimate 
goal of which is to determine a built form in which 
the inhabitant can enjoy liberté d’usage.

This attitude, as well as the interest in standard-
ised, industrial building technologies, is essentially 
modern; not so much in terms of praising techno-
logical advancement (Lacaton & Vassal’s work is 
anything but high-tech), but in the belief that the 
appropriate use of technology can improve the living 
conditions of the inhabitants and lead to a higher 
degree of freedom and enjoyment. Similarly, this 
approach allows those who design to keep control 
of the budget during the project itself.

Most of the qualities proposed by the couple 
derive from their childhood and youth spent in 
large Mediterranean houses equipped with large 
terraces overlooking the sea. In Lacaton & Vassal’s 
view, however, one cannot exclude the possibility 
of a space enriched with other meanings, as lived 
through the imagination of the occupants. For this 
reason, it is necessary to guarantee liberté d’usage, 
to leave the inhabitants free to express themselves 
in the places they inhabit. In this sense, the ration-
ality and economy of the architectural proposal 
come together with a crucial imaginative compo-
nent, focused on the possibility for the occupant to 
inhabit space freely.

It seemed as if we only needed a big blue sky, a kind of 

transposition into another world, a dream.

Lacaton & Vassal, Café Una.1

Liberté d’usage
One of the most characteristic elements in the prac-
tice of Lacaton & Vassal is the way they develop 
the architectural project through empathy with those 
who will live in the designed space.2 The design is 
thus generated from the inside, narratively, prefig-
uring living practices. The architectural project is 
understood as a sequence of actions based on a 
careful reading of the various design requirements 
and proceeds through a series of gestures aimed at 
generating a type of comfort not determined a priori 
by standard performances, but which depends 
directly on how a space can be used, on its liberté 
d’usage.

One of the most controversial methodological 
positions proposed by the duo is the desire to 
build volumes that encourage an optimum liberté 
d’usage. To achieve this it is necessary to exploit 
the potential of economical building systems, care-
fully weighing the spatial qualities inherent in each 
and cross-referencing them with costs, speed of 
construction, and environmental advantages. This 
method allows for the generation of large buildings 
with tight budgets, allowing for redundant space 
that, according to the couple, has the capacity to 
unlock liberté d’usage if adequately designed. From 
this reasoning, a precise positioning concerning the 
discipline of architectural composition emerges. For 
Lacaton & Vassal, architecture plays a particular 
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complementary and contrasting qualities. The small 

dark room, cool by the basin, the quilted floor, the large 

sunny spaces of the swimming pool and the alcoves.6

Not by coincidence, one of Lacaton & Vassal’s first 
projects was a collaboration with Hondelatte to reno-
vate an apartment for the Cotlenko family, situated 
in a historic row house in the centre of Bordeaux. 
Architectural critic Didier Arnaudet describes it as a 
collage that preserves the heterogeneity of confron-
tations, tensions, and interrogations;7 a succession 
of styles dictated by the desire to preserve and to 
add, refusing any recuperation, any logical progres-
sion, and drawing a variety of colourful and visionary 
spaces, bringing together the traditional and the 
contemporary, the artificial and the natural, playing 
with its constraints and oppositions. 

The quality of this apartment does not lie in functional 

efficiency but dimensional, visual, and emotional 

fluidity. It is an indefinite space dedicated to the 

enigma, imposing its obviousness, its poetry, without 

metaphorical recourse. ... A strange feeling of move-

ment and light, of amazement too. The body gets 

lost in it. It is a space of breathing, intimate exercise 

of endless becoming, living on a gentle slope, or 

dreaming in vain.8

To describe such qualities in his projects, 
Hondelatte coined the term mythogenèse, meaning 
the capacity of objects to not define themselves 
only by their function but also by their plastic prop-
erties; by their amazing propensity to come and live 
in our dreams, and their ability to generate myths. 
In Druot’s terms, ‘even through insignificant details, 
Jacques Hondelattes invites the “marvellous” to 
become part of everyday life and arouse the inhab-
itants’ imagination.’9

A dreamy, imaginative, atmospheric dimension 
of the project; an intimate and intense understanding 
of space which is almost spiritual: in these qualities 
lies the concept of openness and freedom of use 
that Hondelatte handed down to Lacaton & Vassal. 

In the first chapter of their seminal book PLUS, 
Frederic Druot, Anne Lacaton and Jean Philippe 
Vassal include a text by their mentor Jacques 
Hondelatte entitled ‘Apartments? Areas to Make 
Use Of’.3 The document, originally published in the 
journal L’Architecture d’Aujourd’hui in June 1985, 
is a declaration on the architect’s particular posi-
tion on a specific aspect of the open project: liberté 
d’usage. 

I would like to live in the Taj Mahal, the Tower of Pisa, 

the Statue of Liberty, the gardens of Granada, Jean 

Nouvel’s project in La Défense, the caves of Altamira, 

San Marco in Venice, and the arena in Seville: do 

we maybe inhabit better what is not made to be 

inhabited?4

In fact, it is to Hondelatte – mostly ignored since 
his death in 2002 – that Anne Lacaton and Jean 
Philippe Vassal largely owe their stance regarding 
openness and liberté d’usage. Hondelatte’s position 
in time (graduating in 1969 and initiating his profes-
sional work in the aftermath of May ’68), in space 
(he was almost morbidly attached to his native 
Bordeaux), and regarding his influences (from the 
drawn architecture of Peter Cook to Hassan Fathy’s 
vernacular and the countercultural experimenta-
tions from the Third Bay Tradition) renders him a 
figure of particular interest to us today.5 Operating, 
as he did, from Bordeaux rather than from Paris 
and given the unusual collection of influences that 
fuelled his work, Hondelatte was able to shape 
French architectural discourse not from the centre 
but from geographical and disciplinary peripheries.

The original French title of the aforementioned 
article is ‘Exorcisme: pour la liberté d’usage,’ and 
it proposes a way of designing domestic space 
inspired by the lofts of Manhattan. Exorcism here 
consists of removing a priori definitions of a space:

No rooms, no living rooms, no bathrooms, no 

predetermination of work spaces, sleeping spaces, 

eating spaces. Rather a catalogue of spaces of 
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Fig. 1: Jacques Hondelatte / Epinard Bleu, Réminiscences - Le mur des facilités: ‘Venise ville contre 
nature’, Chateaubriand, 1985, airbrush painting and pencil on paper, 25.7 x 21.2 cm. Courtesy the Estate 
of the Artist and Betts Project.
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Fig. 2:  Ground floor plan of the Cotlenko Apartment. Courtesy the Estate of the Artist and Betts Project.
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Fig. 3:  First floor plan of the Cotlenko apartment in Bordeaux. Courtesy the Estate of the Artist and Betts 
Project.
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Fig. 4: Entrance of the Cotlenko apartment in Bordeaux. Photo: Philippe Ruault. Courtesy the Estate of the 
Artist and Betts Project.
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Fig. 5: Ground floor patio of the Cotlenko apartment in Bordeaux. Photo: Philippe Ruault. Courtesy the 
Estate of the Artist and Betts Project.
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fixed schemes characterised by conservative views 
regarding social space, particularly when dealing 
with domestic space.

Rem Koolhaas is about ten years older than 
Anne Lacaton and Jean-Philippe Vassal, and 
has long been identified with the attempt to break 
with architectural ideologies embodied in spatial 
programmes. He has also been lauded for his 
programmatic innovations, such as the production 
of fields of social encounter and new functional 
juxtapositions, but his idea of freedom in architec-
ture does not question the order of social space. 
For Jeffrey Kipnis, for example, Koolhaas’s version 
of freedom is not an overt resistance to authority 
but rather a form of programmatic sabotage in 
which the aim is to ‘liquefy rigid programming into 
non-specific flows and events ... to weave together 
exterior, interior, vestigial and primary spaces into 
a frank differential matrix that rids the building of 
the hackneyed bourgeois niceties of cosmetic hier-
archies.’13 According to Kipnis, Koolhaas wants to 
defy the ‘social logic of space’  in order to free up the 
programmatic imperatives that lock architecture into 
the service of a highly choreographed and ritualistic 
reproduction of social life.14

For Koolhaas, freedom – particularly in the 
domestic realm – is not about subverting social 
space but rather about demolishing and recon-
structing it. An example is the Maison Floirac in 
Bordeaux, which can be seen as ‘a reconstruction 
of the bourgeois house with its servant quarters 
and cellar dug into the hillside’, as Kim Dovey and 
Scott Dickinson describe it.15 Despite being consid-
ered a radically innovative and imaginative piece of 
architecture, both formally and spatially, the house 
embodies forms of social control and gender divi-
sions that ‘are enhanced rather than challenged. In 
general, despite a brilliant programmatic innovation, 
Koolhaas misses an understanding of freedom as a 
form of practice: something people do rather than 
consume.’16

Herein lies the main difference between 
Hondelatte’s liberté d’usage and other notions of 

Liberté d’usage is not a mere form of function-
alism based on the flexible construction of space. 
Instead, it consists of the profound understanding 
of a place’s imaginative and atmospheric possibili-
ties, as well as its inherent and dormant qualities. 
Liberté d’usage offers the possibility to subvert 
the domestic environments’ rules and norms by 
adding a skylight, enlarging a balcony, tearing down 
a wall, planting an orange tree; leading to spaces 
‘soaked in fantasy and permeable to adventure’, as 
Arnaudet puts it.10

Forms of freedom
In modern architecture, the use of ‘freedom of 
use’ as a distinct notion can be traced back to Le 
Corbusier’s plan libre and his quest to liberate 
architecture from the rigid constraints of nineteenth-
century construction via reinforced concrete. But 
freedom in the plan libre was more an aesthetic 
emancipation of the architect from the physical 
constraints imposed on him by masonry than an 
opportunity to enhance the freedom of the user: 

Generated by the independent framework, the plan is 

free on each floor, independent from above and below. 

The reinforced concrete posts support the floors and 

allow distribution as needed. The framework itself can 

take on an aesthetic function. It is highlighted inside by 

the fillings covered with plaster which leave the struc-

ture legible.11

Le Corbusier’s liberté is thus freedom of design, 
not freedom of use. The free plan is drafted and 
tightly controlled by the architect, who for all intents 
and purposes neglects inhabitants’ role in shaping 
architectural space.12 Although more inhabitant-
minded understandings of freedom in architecture 
were introduced by critics of Le Corbusier after the 
1960s, the idea of attributing responsibility to users 
to make architectural space their own remained a 
source of deep anxiety for architects throughout 
the twentieth century. Rather, architects tend to 
allow for freedom of appropriation within specific 
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Fig. 6: First floor of the Cotlenko apartment in Bordeaux. Photo: Philippe Ruault. Courtesy the Estate of the 
Artist and Betts Project.
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numerical and quantitative standards.  According 
to Hondelatte, the transmission of an atmospheric 
sense of well-being and luxury is preferable to 
numerical standards. This atmosphere is not based 
on a wealth of materials or particular attention to 
finishing. Instead, it depends on access to light, air, 
and an articulate relationship between the interior 
and exterior.

In an article published in 2009, Frederic Druot – 
himself a student of Hondelatte’s – notes how

functionality compromises the freedom of the way we 

use things ... Refusing de facto to recognise that the 

morphology and functionality of modern housing has 

evolved over the years is tantamount to refusing, at 

the same time, that the concept of the family has also 

changed.18

This is precisely one of the reasons why liberté 
d’usage as conceived by Hondelatte and as used 
by Lacaton & Vassal is relevant to the contemporary 
architectural debate. The different crises generated 
by the current COVID-19 pandemic has shown 
us that many homes are inadequate today, when 
the boundaries between work and private life are 
merging and family structures are being reshaped 
by new forms of living and demographic change.19 

The study and understanding of liberté d’usage, 
seen as the design of adaptable spaces with a fluid 
identity, gives access to a valuable tool to deal with 
cultural and natural change. Most importantly, prac-
tising liberté d’usage allows architects to recognise 
the human beings who inhabit the buildings they 
produce in all their complexity and their idiosyn-
cratic needs; not numbers in a programme, not 
digital bodies in a 3D model, but people inhabiting 
a place.

freedom in architecture. Liberté d’usage is a prac-
tice, it requires cooperation between inhabitant and  
architect. The empathy that underpins Lacaton & 
Vassal’s projects (as it does Hondelatte’s) aims to 
synthesise architect and client, and strives to cross 
cultural barriers between the two. This way it solves 
many of the contradictions that defined the architec-
tural  debates of the twentieth century. 

Contextualising libertè d’usage today
So seen, liberté d’usage is essentially an ethical 
principle that regulates the relationship between 
architects, clients, and society. When compared to 
notions of freedom in the work of Rem Koolhaas, a 
contradiction emerges, which is rooted in different 
political stances regarding the counterculture.17 For 
all his radical thinking, Koolhaas’s houses betray a 
conventional view of domestic space and familial 
hierarchy. This view is challenged by Lacaton & 
Vassal’s approach to design, which can be linked 
to the May ’68 slogan imagination au pouvoir (the 
imagination in control). While for Koolhaas the tech-
nocratic manipulation and recomposition of space 
are means towards architectural innovation, Lacaton 
& Vassal have a qualitative view of domesticity in 
which attention is directed towards the atmospheric 
qualities of specific spaces, and to the meaning 
those qualities might have for their inhabitants. 
Rather than complex three-dimensional models 
or abstract formal compositions, their designs are 
developed from the interior, through narrative itera-
tions meant to prefigure the future living practices 
that will come to be after construction.

Each project by Lacaton & Vassal constitutes 
a series of gestures aimed at generating a distinct 
type of comfort not determined a priori by perfor-
mance standards, but which depends directly on 
the relation between a space’s form and its use. 
In this sense, comfort is approached qualitatively, 
as opposed to what is required by European 
building regulations. In essence, an operational 
aspect of the discipline of architecture is claimed, 
which is generally subservient to the satisfaction of 
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Fig. 7: Wintergarden in the Cotlenko apartment in Bordeaux. Photo: Philippe Ruault. Courtesy the Estate of 
the Artist and Betts Project.
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