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“WHY ? ” ! An interview with Philippe
SAMYN
by Jean-Luc CAPRON

The Architectural approach of Samyn
and Partners is a questioning one which
can be summarised in one word:
“WHY". It is the unending search for
understanding basics, because nothing is
more dangerous than to work with pre-
conceived ideas or with superficial per-
cieved wisdom. Too much architecture is
based on uncertain assurances which in
turn is based on “it is believed” or “it has
always been done this way” and which
have never been questioned. It is for the
architect to discover, to invent, to create
or at least to ‘re-write’ in order to take
account of an evolving context.

In seeking to understand the basis for
each of the component parts, one is led to
question a large number of pre-conceived
ideas.

Thus the repetitive structures of many
buildings in reinforced concrete are
apparently so refined that they seem to
be fully rigorous. But this external rig-
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our is only superficial and it requires the
engineer to follow less rigorous avenues
of steel reinforcements drowned in con-
crete.

None the less, these questioned things
of which one seeks to understand the
“WHY" are of a conception prior to the
questioning. They offer unsynchronized
responces in relation to the context of the
moment. It is necessary therefore to
bring the answers to the questioning up to
date in function of the context.

The structures based on harmonic pro-
gressions developed by Philippe Samyn
are examples of such an approach. The
traditional trellis beams respond to the
bridging of large spans by the juxtaposi-
tion of regular meshes made up of pieces
of identical length. Today, the use of
robots permits the production of trusses
with bars of variable length of which the
mesh develops according to harmonic
progression and which reponds better to
the constraints. There are therefore no
fixed dogmas, but a constant evolution
which is based on a continuous putting
into question done with precision.
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If the world changes, the answers to the
questions must change also, thus the role
of the architect cannot be to reduce him-
self to copying; all the more so, can he
copy himself. Paraphrasing the architect
Jean Cosse (Space Design 8702), also a
member of the Royal Academy of Bel-
gium, Samyn concluded that a project
which is very rapidly drawn up is a pro-
ject for which one proceeds by copying.

Naturally such an approach requires
time and a constant attention to all that’s
around us and all that makes up an archi-
tectural project. Architecture is a long
proccess of maturing which obliges con-
stantly to put things into question. To
put oneself into question when one is
concieving a project is to ask one’s self
WHY; why such a line, why such a
technical solution and not another.

“The scientist discovers, the engineer
invents, and the artist creates” it is said.

The architect is at the same time all
three, but is never entirely one of the
three, because he cannot practice these
roles from morning till evening. In the
work of an architect, to discover, invent
and create is not a continuous process.
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Indeed the main elements of the concepts
are interactive.

A discovery can eliminate another, an
invention can provoke another. In the
end science, engineering and art are to
paraphrase the classic Greeks, the ser-
vants of philosophy. It is none the less
the method of enquiry, which is long and
cautious, which leads to this trilogy and
from which the importance of the atti-
tude which one has given oneself.

Thus the approach of the architect is a
little bit like that of the scientist when he
works with geometry. The research
undertaken by Samyn on the fractalisa-
tion of regular polygones and polyhedrals
are close to the process of scientific dis-
covery. Indeed his first drawings of
fractals, of regular polygones dates from
1990, but it is only now that he begins to
envisage an application for them, notably
in the consruction of domes by projecting
these drawings on the sphere.

The architect is a little bit like an
engineer when he inovates structurally,
as is the case for the structures of har-
monic progression and Samyn has noted
that the truss beams with meshes in har-
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monic progression are in some cases, and
all other things being equal, lighter than
those with constant meshes.

The architect is closer to the artist
when, he creates volumes which generate
space visible to the senses. In this regard
Samyn underlines that a building is a sun
dial and that the orientation of each of its
facades corresponds to the activities of
the day. The East is the morning arrival
to work, the South is to the formal wel-
come, the West is to the party and the
North to the contemplation.

In conclusion to create space is to
discover geometry, to invent the struc-
ture and create space, hence the volume.
It is the permanent part of architecture,
its essence, because architecture consists
of one part which is permanent and
another which is ephemeral.

The specificity of architecture lies in
the creation of a space which reacts to
the senses, but is does so in a given con-
text with specific materials. The context
is society with its rules, the client with his
programme and the site.

The materials give concrete form to
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the overall concept.

The answers which the architect gives
cannot ignore the context. Life in society
works by rules such as urbanism.

Architecture is not limited to the build-
ing but includes also its surrounds. The
needs of the client are intense but not
unchangeable; the architect therefore
has to think of the unforeseen. Finally, it
is the site which dictates the form and the
material which will characterise it. The
architect has to be humble and work in
harmony with the climate and the
resources of the site. The context is thus
the sum of the basic realities from which
the architect creates a spatial reality. If
the immutable dimension is the context
characterised by nature, the material......,
the ephemeral side of architecture is the
fact of man, of the evolution of his think-
ing, of his growing needs, and of the
technical skills which provide answers to
these.

Technical skills, which architecture
has to integrate and to which it has to
adapt, like television, computers, air-con-
ditioning, are only a few examples. One
can establish an analogy between the
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building and the human body. The
human body, like the building, is a vol-
ume held up by a structure, a skeleton
covered by a skin and enclosing the func-
tional organs. At the first stage of con-
ception, the space thus created is a holo-
gram in black and white, it lacks struc-
ture and subject matter, it is only a pencil
sketch. The subject matter is present in
the form of the structures, the partitions,
the conduits, the mechanical and electri-
cal unit.

It is the ephemeral and practical side of
the building, but it is what makes up the
whole.

In developing the dichotomy previously
established one can say that the concepts
which are based on the trio, geometry,
structure and space are the permanent
part, the essence of architecture. While
the ephemeral materialism is based on
the context made up of the rules of soci-
ety, of the programme of the client and of
the physical characteristics of the site as
well as by the material through which
these contexts are given concrete form.

Similarly the perception of space by
the senses has two levels, that of elemen-
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tary needs, functional needs prior to plea-
sure (such as temperature, light, acous-
tics), and that of intellectual pleasure.
None the less despite the diversity of the
discovery-invention-creation, there is a
constancy in the space which stimulates
our senses. The common thread is the
concept, variations result from the con-
text and from the material. The approach
of the architect is not in images or mate-
rials, but in constantly posing the ques-
tion: “WHY".

All of this is valid for an architecture
designed to last, but all buildings for man
do not necessarily need an architect.
Thus writings such as those of Christo-
pher Alexander are designed to guide the
approach of those who practise self build-
ing. The domestic architecture is calligra-
phy, one re-copies the essential things
with a personal touch. The protective
role of “mans den” leaves little place for
discovery, invention or creation. Man
has to be able to revive himself there, and
to be close to his roots.

Thus the captivating side of the profes-

sion of architect is that there is not a

Kok e AR 2720 0# 2 TG, it
AESR, T7o—FLULEDLDTHE, £
niZoeTH= i FEmN7 7e—F12 &
A{EGSOESELME ZH I TRO L 108
CTea, DI TOZ e AR, Redbk
LOTHREFE T, ABHIL8ERE~ b A%5
To, FRBMELRMFLO= Y 22D
T, VFLEBELTC(, £ LTRBEO
HEL, 838§ LAARNITROHE, T
R, FREOBRPET. —HEOH L 2k
O—EE LTHFLLEY S, DO BE- T
{DTH,

Jean-Luc CAPRON
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priori, a good or a bad shape, not a good
or a bad structure. Architecture is the
conclusion of negotiations designed to
achieve a balance which is each time
renewed between different preoccupa-
tions. If there were “right” answers there
would be no need for an architect.

The perpetual questioning of things in
order to understand the fundamentals is
more than an approach, it is a methodol-
ogy, as Samyn reminds us in writings
published by the Institut Supérieur
d’Architecture Saint-Luc Brussels on the
occasion of an exhibition devoted to his
projects: “The process of composition is
wrapped up in an irregular spiral in a
long iterative process. It developes in a
random way in a matrix of concepts and
constraints. It is nourished by the real-
ities of the external world and by princi-
ples which by virtue, which by coming
together and then seperating, by har-
monising and by becoming contradictory
finish by co-existing as part of a coherent
whole”.
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