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INNOVATIVE LOCAL ARCHITECTURE FIRMS
ARE USING TRADITIONAL VIETNAMESE
BUILDING STYLES TO BUCK SUBURBAN HO
CHI MINH CITY'S NEO-VICTORIAN TREND
OF TOWERING WHITE WALLS, ELABORATE
GOLDEN GATES AND MERCEDES-SIZED

GARAGES. BY SIMON STANLEY. PHOTOS
BY HIROYUKI OKI.
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apen on three sidesiolithe lush greehery of
the garden, A cobalt blue swimiming pool
projects dancing fibbonsof sunlight onio the
contemporary conerete :'r:ilm:,; above, and
my two-wheeled fight across the city centre
has become a distant memory. With a backs
ground in high-end holiday resort design, it's
no surprise to learn that relaxation ig near
the top of MM+ +'s design agenda regard:
less of size, shape or location. | half expect 8
waiter to arrive with a cocktail menu,
“When you look arour portfolio of proj:
cets,” says Charruault, “it's all about tropical
woather and the relationship berween
interior and exterior: finding some greenery,
natural ventilation, controlling the sunlight.”
Founded in 2009 by My An, a Univer-
sity of Hanoi graduate, MM+ + pr()\fidj:."\
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“We always think about taditonal Vict
pamese or French colonial arcliteeture,” siays
Clhurruant, “To the pist, i Vierman, they
fonned S many smart ways to build, siar
watys 1o s the spaces ' 4 good sLarL, evien
in contemporary architecture.” The palin
leal ool above us is certainly proof of that
Elsewhere on the property, apen-plan rooms,
ventilated briek walls and carefully post
tioned shatters Keep temperatires comfort
able without the need for air-condinonimg.

"Here, it’s really cool, we have lots ol large
streets, lots of alr around, so we've tiken
advantage of that," says Charruault, He mo
tions towards the row of opulent multi-ga
bled mansions currently under construction
niearby, “If you make that kind of house, you
kil it. You kill the airflow...1v's completely
closed.”

Despite its striking dissonance with the
hotses surrounding it, the Jocal community's
reaction has been surprisingly positive,
sWhen people are walking-around, all the
neighbours, they really enjoy this ll_uuSv.“
says Charruault, “With these materials, it re-
minds them of their past, of when they were
a child maybe; it reminds them of things

they enjoy."”
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MM + + is not the only firm looking to shake
things up in Vietnam. Inspired by the global
success of Hanoi-based heavyweight Vo
Irong Nghia, designer of the Vietnamese
pavilion at the 2015 Milan World Expo; and
Saizon’s A21 Studio, winners of the 2014
wWorld Architecture Festival's Building of
the Year Award, an expanding collective of
small, dynamic design houses are rising up
to challenge current conventions. “They're
changing all the usual codes,” says Char-

ruauit, “[and] developers are starting to
listen.”

For MM+ +, the layout of a home comes
first, with each floor plan tailored to suit the
specific needs of the client while offering
a ‘back to nature’ way of living, something
Charruault believes is possible even in a
dense urban environment. “Each site is dif-
ferent but your target can be the same. How
you think about natural ventilation, natural
lighting, for example, or a small garden,
maybe we'll try to use the roof; it’s possible
in every typology. It's a way of designing.”

With Saigon’s green-space under constant
threat, many contemporary architects are
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focusing on the integration of plants and
trees into bunlding design. A recent Vo Trong
Nghia project in Tan Binh District, entitled
House for Trees, is one example. Consist:
ing of five interconnected concrete housing
modules, each doubles as a giant plant pot,
measuring up to 10 metres in height, with
micro-gardens and banyan trees sprouting
from the roofs.

“An over-abundance of moetorbikes causes
daily traffic congestion as well as serious air
pollution,” Nghia said in a 2014 interview
with ArchDaily Magazine, “As a result, new
generations [living] in urban areas are losing
their connection with nature.”

. DESIGN FOR
| THE MASSES

But can contemporary design provide
practical, long-lasting solutions for those

of us without huge budgets or the sort

of space required to turn our homesinto
giant plant pots? My An and Charruault’s
response would be a definite “yes”. Their
compact residential projects in Go Vap.and
Phu Nhuan districts look almost as bright
and spacious as their villas in Binh Phuoc or
Dalat, while their 'design and build' service
allows them to monitor costs and adhere to

~  adient’s budget from the drawing board to

the handing over of keys.
Charruault explains that, unlike in Europe
orthe US, this'is a fairly typical practice
for Vietnamese architects. “Ir changes the
Way we do projects,” he says, “because it
Means that when you design something, 2
few months later you will have to build it.”
In this way MM+ + can offer real-world,
OW-cost solutions, acting simultaneotsly
5 architect, quantity surveyor and project
Manager,
“Of course you cannot get luxury with
oW budget, but even if we have a very
"tstricted budget and a smart client, then
e are able to do something really good. My
IS approach to architecture is all about
People: listening and understanding first,
‘e sharing her enthusiasm with everyone,
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from the client to the workers on.the con-
struction site.”

One challenge for firms like MM+ + is ob-
taining building permits for their ‘unconven-
tional’ modern designs. In the case of many
new development sites, such permits are is-
sued by a local administration office, often.a
public/private company imposing strict lim-
its on the types of buildings allowed. Many
landowners therefore find themselves faced

with just-a handful of pre-prescribed designs.

“They always find people who enjoy {those

houses],” says Charruault, “but the problem

comes when you don't have a choice.”
Thisiis justa small part of what MM++
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sees as a wider issue in Vietnam, where [l

progress in areas such as-urban develop-
ment, sustainability and environmental ‘
impact is stalled because of a simple lack

of cohesion. Although firms like MM+ +,
A21 and Vo Trong Nghia are nudging things
forward one building at a time, Gharruault
feels that a collaborative approach, involving
both local and national authorities, promises
to bring the most benefits. “It needs to be a
chain,” he says, “from politics - the people
who choose, the people who plan the city

- 1o the architects. Then we can all work to-
gether. The challenge is to find this workflow
between the different parties.” El




