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Feature:

Vo Trong Nghia Architects

1§58 ¢
RENEBRESMR

This is a special issue devoted to the work of Vo Trong Nghia
Architects (VTN), a practice based in Ho Chi Minh City and
Ha Noi, Vietnam.

Above all, their work is concerned with how they can contribute
as architects to cities and society in Vietnam.

In recent years the Vielnamese economy has grown rapidly,
with numerous development projects underway in Ho Chi
Minh City, Ha Noi, and other urban areas. But economic
growth has brought with it overcrowding, deterioration of the
living environment, and increasing inequality. Meanwhile, the
applicability of Western-style architecture is open to question.
In Vietnam’s climate, warm in both the rainy and dry seasons,
architecture that introduces a barrier of glass between inside
and outside cannot be called a very realistic choice.

In this context, VTN proposes three solutions: bamboo
architecture, green architecture, and low-cost houses. Their work
is informed by a renewed evaluation of traditional Vietnamese
lifestyles, but it is not nostalgic. It is the result of thinking about
what architecture should be today and in the future.

As is clear from their belief that bamboo can replace steel

as the structural material of the next century, their bamboo
architecture is more than simply a style. Through repeated
experiments, they have developed new structural designs and
construction methods, and organized and trained a group of
skilled craftsmen with the requisite specialized expertise. This
process has been described for this issue by Takashi Niwa,
Director of the VI'N Ha Noi Office.

The emergence of Vo Trong Nghia as a globally known architect
has brought new attention to Vietnam, which has often been
overlooked within the profession. That he is conscious of his
role as leader can be seen in his dedication Lo architectural
education in Vietnam.
Can a single architect change the future of Vietnam’s cilies?
One hopes that Vietnam’s cities will be able to develop without
losing sight of the best in the country’s traditions or its love of
tropical greenery, light, and natural breezes. We look forward
with great anticipation to what the future holds for this practice.
(a+w)

Translated from Japanese by Thomas Donahue
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Vo Trong N

Vo Trong Nghia was born in 1976 in Quang Binh province, Central
Vietnam. He moved to Japan in 1996 as a Japanese government’s
scholarship student and started studying architecture. After
graduation from Nagoya Institute of Technology in 2002, he
joined the University of Tokyo’s Landscape and Civic Design
Laboratory under the Department of Civil Engineering. There he
studied under Prof. Hiroshi Naito. He received his master’s degree
in 2004. His research thesis discussed the utilization of wind in
Hoi An, Central Vietnam and received president award of the
University of Tokyo. After 10 years of studying and living in Japan
he then decided to return to Vietnam.

In 20006, he started his firm, Vo Trong Nghia Architects (VTN) in
Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam. The early projects were characterized
by bamboo structures. From the first bamboo project, Wind and
Water Cafe (See pp. 12-19), he developed his bamboo construction
team through his bamboo buildings. The design approach
combined with bamboo treatment and construction brought him
global awards and recognition.

Several years later, he also started green projects which utilize

not only landscape plants, but started to design green facades

and roofs which work as a bio-skin for buildings. His aim is to
rehabilitate Vietnamese urban condition with greenery in order

to reconnect humans back to nature. Model of green architecture,
House for Trees (See pp. 118-125) is a project that is now a

series of projects working to bring more and more greenery to
Vietnamese cities and aiming to solve the problem of urban
problems such as air pollution, flood and thermal environment.
Nghia received international prizes and honors including but not
limited to: AR House award, ARCASIA gold medal and Building of
the Year, FuturArc Green leadership Award. He also was selected
as one of Young Global Leaders 2014 by the World Economic
Forum. Besides running his architectural practice, Nghia has
continued to be involved in architecture at a grass roots level by
teaching at the Singapore University of Technology and Design in
2015. Currently, he is a visiting professor of Hiroshima Institute of
Technology.

Nghia is a registered architect in Vietnam.

Portrait courtesy of the architect.
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View of office in Ho Chi Minh City (above) and in Ha Noi (below) / i SCASTA 5 Fr(e il abmliti ¢ 1) ArN O F) i L4

Founded in 2006, Vo Trong Nghia Architects (VTN) is a leading
architectural practice in Vietnam with offices in Ho Chi Minh
City and Ha Noi. More than 60 international architects,
engineers and staff work closely on cultural, residential and
commercial projects worldwide.

By experimenting with light, wind and water, and by using
natural and local materials, VTN employs a contemporary
design vocabulary to explore new ways Lo create green
architecture for the 21st century, whilst maintaining the essence
of Asian architectural expression. The motto of VIN is “Greening
the City” which VTN considers the most effective method for

a Vietnamese city to become a sustainable city with happiness.
The VI'N’s building designs utilize trees and local materials
while considering the harmonization between function and
energy efficiency.

VTN works in strong collaboration with Wind and Water House
JSC, a construction company specializing in green buildings
construction, to realize designs of high quality in Vietnam.

TS
Photos courtesy of the architect.
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Statement:

What Can Architects Do in an Age When Nature Is Being
Destroyed by Human Acquisitiveness?

Vo Trong Nghia

R

TEALRERIF B AR, BRAa U4
HEX

RinE F

1. The Social Background of Our Practice

There is no limit to human desires. For example, when people
are young they want a bicycle. In their student years they want
a motorbike, and then they want a car. There is no end to the
desire for more and more. The idea is that “the more things you
have, the happier you are”. But looking back, we notice that
qualitatively there was no difference between the happiness of
gelting a bicycle and the happiness of getting a car. It may well
be that we were happier to get the bicycle. In this way, human
desires multiply without limit. This leads to the desire to master
nature, and to the development of science and technology.

In such a society, everything tends to fall into a vicious cycle,
which develops with tremendous speed. Stronger desires appear
one after the other, and we grow ever more estranged from
nature. The earth is destroyed, wars and climate change arise,
and changes accelerate as the world becomes less stable.
Especially in Asian cities, population density is very high. Ho Chi
Minh City and Ha Noi, where our offices are located, each have
a population of aboul seven million. Many of those people ride
motorbikes, releasing exhaust gases, and an enormous volume
of radio waves are generated by the use of electronic devices. We
live in dense cities and cut down forests to build condominiums.
Rivers are polluted, and the streets are overflowing with waste
from petroleum-derived plastics.

Our job as architects is to provide spaces that meet human
desires, and to create beautiful things. But I think that an
important theme for architects from now on will be how to
connect people and nature.

2. Green Architecture

What we want to do, first of all, is something very simple - Lo
increase the amount of greenery in cities and restore a bit of
nature to where it originally existed. Beyond increasing the
amount of green space, we also think about urban farming and
how to deliver food to Vietnam’s 90 million people. Currently,
conventional agriculture uses chemical fertilizers and pesticides
to produce large volume of food. Both are probably harmful

to our health. This is why we think it is important Lo increase
the amount of urban land where vegetables can be planted.
Since the act of building architecture is itself implicated with
the elimination of nature, we think that it is meaningful

to incorporate agriculture in part of the architecture. To
summarize some of the many advantages of increasing the
amount of greenery: it 1) improves the appearance of the
neighborhood; 2) improves the living environment; 3) reduces
the risk of flooding, thanks to the water storage function of
trees; 4) increases the amount of arable land and the ratio of
self-sufficiency in food; 5) shields buildings from the direct
sunlight, to decrease the amount of heat stored by the buildings;

and 6) provides shade. to counter the heat island effect.

Our final goal is, through architecture, to create spaces where
people and nature can come together. But the social influence
of our activities alone is limited. So we try to convey our
philosophy by having our work and activilies taken up by
media like magazines and TV. We hope this will help change
people’s consciousness. We are also approaching the Vietnamese
government with suggestions about changing architectural
standards and drawing up green guidelines for new buildings.

3. Bamboo Architecture

We believe that bamboo is “the steel of the 21st century™. It is
inexpensive. easy Lo obtain, lightweight, durable, fast growing,
usable in various types of structures, and has about half the
tensile strength of steel. With properties such as these, we think
that bamboo can be a viable alternative to materials like wood
and steel.

[t is no exaggeration to say that almost all of the Vietnamese
timber that can be used as a structural material has already
been harvested. Currently, logging of natural tropical rain
forests has reached as far as Laos. It is no longer easy Lo procure
wood materials. But bamboo is abundant. And because it grows
so rapidly, the impact on the natural environment is small when
it is harvested. This is what prompted us to try using bamboo
instead of architectural materials such as concrete, steel, and
wood. There are still few precedents for using bhamboo as a
structural material, so builders have to be trained. Therefore,
from our first work, we founded a construction company and
employed acquaintances of mine from my native village who
were looking for work. The company has gradually grown, and
now provides a firm foundation for new challenges to explore
the possibilities of bamboo architecture. Precision is increasing,
and we want to pursue further development as more engineers
are lrained.

4. Low-Cost Houses

According Lo stalistics, the average residential area in the
Mekong Delta area of southwestern Vietnam is 10 m®. Further,
people’s average income is from 100 to 200 USD per month.
Almost all of them live in shacks and other temporary housing.
This increases vulnerability to land subsidence and the harsh
tropical climate, and ironically ends by increasing maintenance
costs. It is difficult to build in this region because of the lack of
roads and other infrastructure. There is a pressing social need in
this region for housing that is inexpensive, durable, and easily
built. Architects normally receive design fees for their work,

so the needs of these people tend to be forgotten. Against this
background, we have worked toward the goal of developing a
low-cost house that the residents themselves could build in three



hours, and that would last for 30 years or more and cost 3,000
USD or less. Up to now we have developed three protolypes,
which have been evaluated and improved each time. After
media announcements, inquiries have come from every part
of the world, which reinforced our belief that the demand for
low-cost housing is a global phenomenon. We plan to continue
development with a view to use in regions such as India and
Africa, which have the problems of slums and poverty, as well
as in Southeast Asia, where natural disasters are frequent.

5. Everyday Practice: Enhancing Awareness Through
Meditation
It is said that 95% of human thoughts are about pointless
matters. Recently it seems that the flood of information has
shifted the focus of human consciousness away from nature and
toward settling into the world of the Internet.
We set aside two hours during every working day as time for
meditation by everyone on the staff. It is a time for observing
ourselves and putting our thoughts in order. Observation allows
us to take an objective view of ourselves, to remain composed,
and lessen the burden of desires and stress. It results in greater
concentration and creativity, and helps foster the awareness and
sensilivity needed Lo create architecture that connects man and
nature. Through our everyday practice, we intend to continue
designing architecture that brings in nature as a part of daily
life.

Translated from Japanese by Thomas Donahue
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Essay:

The Meaning of Creating Architecture in Vietnam

Pham Thuy Loan

X
BROMETHENENX
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Personally, I got to know Vo Trong Nghia for the first time in
2000, when I was a PhD candidate at Urban Design Laboratory,
Department of Urban Engineering, University of Tokyo. At that
time. Vo Trong Nghia had just left Nagoya for the University

of Tokyo. where he would study for a master’s degree in
architecture. As a Vietnamese student, he learnt from Japanese
culture how to be kind and considerate to friends; thus he came
to meet and greet each member of the Vietnamese Students
Union at the University of Tokyo, bowed, and said “yoroshiku
onegai itashimasu”.

Then, we quickly became intimate friends and he usually shared
his passion for architecture and design with me. as well as what
he had learnt from Japan, the buildings he was undertaking and
the new ideas that he was pondering and nurturing. One day,
he told me a bit about how to build a seven-story timber house.
the highest of its type ever known in Japan, which required
extremely strict fire prevention regulations. As [ had also studied
architecture in Vietnam before, we quickly found something

in common — it was architecture, of course! His stories about
architecture seemed to be really new and interesting to me,
because I saw how large an impact the Japanese thinking and
methodology had made on him. Vo Trong Nghia, at the time,
was just a student, like any other students | had met before.
However, | realized something extraordinary in this guy! He was
really great in his mind!

One day, he suddenly asked me a question while we were
visiling an architectural exhibition in Roppongi: “Do you think
that I should go back home in Vietnam for my future career?”.

[ did not answer his question instantly. Instead, T put my

own question: “Why don’t you stay in Japan? You are highly
appreciated by the Japanese. You speak Japanese so well. You
have a chance to work here ...”. In realily, Vietnam was still
such a poor country that only a few people could build their own
houses. There were not many large construction projects either.
Once the Vietnamese went abroad to study or to work, the
majority of them often chose to stay there, il it was possible. He
responded “But Japan has produced so many star architects on
the world stage! One more star will not make a change. Vietnam
really needs me and my homeward trip, my dear sister!”

I smiled because | thought that what he said was true.
Therefore I told him “Yes, | agree with you! It depends on you.
Whatever you choose, I will always stand by your side!”. But

[ did not really believe that he would be able to overcome so
many difficulties in his upcoming professional career as well

as in Vietnamese society in order to become a star architect.
Eventually, he was right! Today, he was a brilliant practitioner
in the whole world of architects. A star architect from Vietnam!
We are all proud of him!
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Socio-economic transformations and the building market
in Vietnam

In the last few decades, Vietnam has seen dramatic change.
According to the assessment of the World Bank, Vietnam is
widely considered a developmental success story. Driven by the
Doi Moi (Reform) that began in late 1986, Vietnam has rapidly
evolved from one of the poorest countries in the world into

an emerging middle-income country. In the span of about 25
years its GNI per capita has risen from less than $100 to over
$1.,000. living standards have tripled and the poverty headcount
has fallen by 80%. Vietnam’s urbanization, urban development
and construction industry have been developing in parallel.
Currently, Vietnam has 765 cities, towns and townships,
classified into 6 classes.

The real estate market was realized, turning housing and land
into tradable commodities, even the most profitable ones. Large
cities in Vietnam have managed to enable a pluralistic supply of
housing to meet the needs of different segments.

Every year. the total housing supply varies between 30 and 70
million m* The past 20 years has seen a boom in the building
market in Vietnam, together with a vigorous growth in the
domestic economy. This building sector promises to be an
immense labor market for architects. Vo Trong Nghia returned
home and joined the development in time.

Nevertheless, such rapid development has also resulted in
numerous environmental problems for many cities in Vietnam,
particularly large cities. The land area for agriculture has
significantly diminished. The traffic situation has become worse.
The living environment has been polluted with a large amount
of waste and contaminants, including many rivers, lakes, ponds
and paddy fields. Green areas and waler bodies in cities are
replaced with buildings and the natural landscape there has
been spoilt. In addition, natural resources have been exploited
on a large scale as inputs for the manufacturing of everyday

life products in a fast-growing economy. We are running out of
energy, minerals, and especially forest wood. As an ecological
and a favorite building material, wood is becoming exhausted
and is extremely hard to find today, as a consequence of
deforestation and uncontrollable exploitation. Vo Trong Nghia
has seen it all. As for him, practicing architecture in Vietnam is
both an opportunity and a sense of responsibility. He has a great
chance to make a substantial contribution with various building
designs. At the same time, an architect must be responsible to
protect and to shape the environment. He or she is expected

Lo create pioneering buildings which should use as few natural
resources as possible. Architecture is a remedy, helping humans
become closer to nature and love nature much better.
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Bamboo architecture and green architecture: looking
forward to “saving the earth” as an SOS message

Vo Trong Nghia returned to Vietnam and established his own
career in 2005. He started with buildings that used bamboo as

a major construction material. Initially, he embarked on a cafe
for an old acquaintance, the second cafe called Wind and Water
Cafe (See pp. 12-19), and then a bamboo dome named Wind
and Water Bar (See pp. 20-25) in Binh Duong province. After
that he went on to design another outstanding bamboo building
- Bamboo Wing in Dai Lai (See pp. 26-32).

He started from scratch and appeared to be a little strange in
the limelight with his first bamboo designs. Then his bamboo
buildings conquered Vietnam and the world. Vo Trong Nghia
has received an avalanche of national and international awards.
His recent projects include Kontum Indochine Cafe (See pp. 40-
45). Son La Restaurant (See pp. 46-53) and EXPO 2010 Vietnam
Pavilion. Bamboo, in Vo Trong Nghia’s architecture, is used as
an original language of both architectural and structural design.
Strictly abiding by his own rules, he has reached a pinnacle of
success and combined all the essential factors, such as structure,
aesthetics, micro-climate and environment. I asked him a
question “Why did you begin with bamboo? Is there anything
special in bamboo and should it be an adventure?”.

Vo Trong Nghia opened his heart: “This is a natural choice and a
combination of reasons and feelings. But at the very beginning,
I believed that I could make it”. Make it — in his words - means
restore bamboo to the top of architectural design.

Feelings can be seen in the following aspect: Vo Trong Nghia
found bamboo very familiar. Bamboo was closely connected
with him throughout his childhood. He was born and grew up

in a poor province in central Vietham. He got the feeling that he
understood bamboo, loved it and wanted to work with it. He was
immensely influenced by and inspired from his supervisor — Prof.
Naito Hiroshi, whom he admired so much. Prof. Naito Hiroshi
succeeded in conquering the world with wood architecture. Vo
Trong Nghia is also keen on building with wood. But compared
with bamboo, wood is more difficult to acquire and more
expensive, because il takes a longer time to wait for a tree to

be usable for construction, and it may bring back the memory

of massive deforestation in Vietnam to him. He feels that he
should never use wood in his designs. It took him six years to
persuade people that bamboo is an appropriate material for
contemporary architecture: easy to find. fast-growing, low-coslL,
resilient and flexible enough to make different components. By
using traditional Vietnamese techniques, such as dipping bamboo
in water and fumigating bamboo against deterioration caused by
insects. etc. in combination with high-tech processes, for example
heating for shaping, modulation of components, etc. Vo Trong
Nghia is a real master in terms of using bamboo in architecture.
He has actually brought bamboo closer to present-day life of
many Vietnamese people by means of brand new architecture
made of bamboo. By design, Vo Trong Nghia emphasized his
point of view that he has helped to protect the eco-system and
environment and to improve living quality in cities. as well as

Lo create many jobs for farmers who get used to bamboo. These
considerations have shown a very high level of reasoning and he
is going on the right track.

Green architecture as a tendency

Having succeeded in bamboo architecture and being awarded
so many gold medals in both Vietnam and abroad, Vo Trong
Nghia continues to be internationally recognized for his “green
solutions™ in various types of buildings. from the smallest to the
most complex and innovative ones, such as Binh Duong School,
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Farming Kindergarten (See pp. 126-135), FPT University Hanoi
Education Center and House for Trees (See pp. 118-125). Green
architecture, in Vo Trong Nghia’s concept is truly simple.

At first, it provides us with the feeling of the green color of
vegetation that can be seen everywhere, inside and outside one
certain house or building. He would like to reduce the stress
caused by modern city life and urban space on the residents

so that everybody may have a direct contact with nature in his
or her home. Still on top of this, green areas in and around

his buildings go very well with his intelligent passive design
solutions. Together, they help to minimize solar radiation and
thermal effects on buildings. Simultaneously, it is possible to
maximize cross ventilation and fresh air for the house, as well as
to use energy more efficiently and to ensure indoor bio-climatic
comfort for building occupants. Normally, his design solutions
do not use complicated technology or equipment. Instead, he
prefers to take simple and nature-based measures. As a result,
the total building cost will not increase so much. He invited

me to put forward some proposals with him to the Ministry

of Construction and we insisted that this state agency should
think about new requirements and regulations on green area
planning and design in architecture, not to replace green areas
with buildings any longer as often misunderstood and done in

a wrong way. He always imagines that our cities will become
more beautiful and environmentally friendlier. The effect “urban
heat island” will be eliminated, when we have green facades

as he designed in Stacking Green (See pp. 110-117) in Ho Chi
Minh City. as well as green roofs, for example House for Trees
or Farming Kindergarten.

Vo Trong Nghia’s strategy of launching many green building
designs within a short time comes from his huge concern about
the pollution in the environment of the largest cities in Vietnam
(Ha Noi and Ho Chi Minh City) and from an in-depth view of
negative global climate today as a consequence of excessive
industrialization, urbanization and consumption.

Vo Trong Nghia — with his designs — will always keep on trying
to go beyond the basic requirements applicable to an architect
nowadays, namely design with nice view and convenient in use.
To him, architecture means much more than that. Architecture
is an open message and strong commitment in which the
responsibility for the society, ecology and environment could
be clearly reflected. Architecture is a bridge connecting people
and nature, teaching humans what life really means and how
precious it can be.

p. 9: The current situation of Ho Chi 9T+ BT B AR B AR
Minh City. Photo courtesy of art4d
magazine / Ketsiree Wongwan.

Associate professor, Dr. Pham Thuy Loan is currently working as Deputy
Director of the Vietnam National Institute of Architecture (VIAr). a leading
professional organization under the Ministry of Construction and operating
in the field of research. consultation and training in architecture and urban.
She was a head of Department of Urban Planning. National University of
Civil Engineering (NUCE). She is a member of Vietnam Architect Association.
Vietnam Urban Planning and Development Association, Japan Institute of
Architects, and Japan Society of Civil Engineering.
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