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Essay #1 

Compare & Contrast: linear, massed, and compound plansi 

 In simplest terms, a building form is the complete construction of a building as viewed 

from the outside. A building plan is the drawn-out design as seen from a sort of x-rayed birds-

eye view; that is to say, all architectural applications are visible on the footprint (i.e. walls, 

fireplaces, doors, etc.). Among the plans, there are three base types: linear, massed, and 

compound. Linear plans show rooms aligned in a one-by-x unit and can go back vertically or 

over horizontally. Massed plans show standard rectangular/square rooms that are wider and 

deeper than a one-by-x unit; for example, a two-by-two or two-by-three unit. Compound plans 

are combinations of multiple of the previously mentioned linear plan, creating complex, or 

compound, units. By examining linear, massed, and compound plans we can see where the plans 

are architecturally similar and different. 

 When looking at very basic footprints, one can see some similarities among the three plan 

types. For one, the formations of individual room are similar. All have boxy and rectangular 

shaped spaces. Also, with all the plans though the insides may differ, the outsides can be quite 

similar regarding porches and yards and the like. Between the linear and massed plans there is a 

basic rectangular shape of the whole. Between the massed and compound plans there is the 

general space available in the width and/or depth of the plans. Lastly, of course there is the note 

that a compound plan is quite literally made up of linear plans. 



 

 There are also differences among the plans. A linear plan is the most basic plan; again, a 

one-by-x plan going either back or to the side. They are commonly found in more urban areas 

with a good example being a townhome. Due to its basic structure, it is very different from the 

comparatively more complex massed and compound plans. A massed plan is a very much more 

traditional house. The width and depth are changeable, unlike the linear, and it is still simpler 

structurally than the compound plan. The standard type of plan seems to be very squared, rather 

than a longer rectangle like a linear or a sort of sporadic shape like a compound. The most 

complex of the three, the compound plan, is the most interesting regarding shape and space 

presented. With a compound plan, one can also have uniquely shaped homes; for example, the 

combinations of linear plans can form shapes like the letters T, L, U, and H, as well as other 

unique shapes.  

 To conclude, if one compares linear, massed, and compound plans there are various 

similar and different aspects to them. Whether it be the individual rooms within or the external 

additions, the three plans have some similar pieces making them up. Dissimilarly, the three plans 

are composed entirely differently regarding the overall shape and/or size of them. One is a basic 

plan, one is a middling plan, and one is a complex plan. All in all, regardless of their physical 

differences, the importance of the footprints themselves cannot be disputed. The plans show the 

literal ins-and-outs of a structure, and without them there would likely be no structure at all. 

i Henry, Christine. “Building Elements Part 1-Form, Plan, and Drawings.” Lecture/PowerPoint 
presentation, University of Mary Washington, Fredericksburg, VA, February 1, 2021.  

 

 

 


