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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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