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5.3	 Apparels of Nomadism

The third thematic axis stems from the insufficiency of conventional classifications 
to explain informal artifacts. We will analyze the conception of the built artefact as 
a conceptually separable entity with respect to the rest of the world, for which we 
understand the built environment as a continuous medium where the separation 
between formal and informal design, the legal and the illegal, the natural and the 
artificial are confused in a constant state of renegotiation and redefinition. 
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5.3.1	 Ruralism and Urbanity1 

5.3.1.1	 The Streets of Phái 

The collective housing blocks had been built on the fiction that modern materi-
al welfare and industrial design could be exported to the households of socialist 
Vietnam. It is therefore eloquent that one of Vietnam’s most renowned artists, Bùi 
Xuân Phái (b. 1920, d. 1988), is so because of the Thirty-Six Streets cityscapes 
he painted during the socialist period.2 The sleepy, economically depressed city-
scapes of what had previously been the buoyant Thirty-Six Streets were disliked 
by the Party because they quietly challenged the developmentalist narrative cele-
brated by socialist realism (fig. 305). His support for the critical movement linked 
to the literary journal Nhân Văn (‘Humanities’), which would have its European 
reflection in the Prague Spring (1957), would cause his fall from grace with the 
regime and delay his official recognition until a few years before his death.

His painting technique, a product of his pre-war French academic training and 
which extended to his own image and private life, shaped an alluring image of a 
tortured intellectual that was maintained for the rest of his career - mostly under 
very difficult material conditions - until his death in 1988. His melancholic land-
scapes of Hanoi were colloquially known as Phố Phái (‘the streets of Phái’) and 
recurrently focused on the landscape of old Hanoi during the socialist era, which 
was described by many foreign visitors as a grey, ‘dreary and pale’ city with de-
serted streets.

Phái’s ‘brown’ and ‘grey’ periods correspond to the war period where the earthy 
tones portray a deathly atmosphere; all the doors and windows appear closed and 

1	 This section is predominantly based on the author’s article ‘Arte, Informalidad y Ciudad En El Hanói 
Contemporáneo’. Revista Europea de Investigación En Arquitectura, no. 20: 159–76.

2	 Dinh Quoc Phuong and Derham Groves, ‘The Aesthetics of Hanoi’s Architecture: Sense of Place through the 
Eyes of Local Painters’, Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 69.1 (2011), 133–42>.

Fig. 303.	 Lewis M. Stern. Agricultural vehicles on Giảng Võ Avenue in front of the collective apartment blocks, 
1991, Hanoi. Source: Hanoist.
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the city seems muted and devoid of human activity.3 Phố Hàng Bè (1963) and Phố 
Hàng Bạc (1963) refer to their respective trades: the street of embroidery and 
the street of silversmithing. Phái’s preference for earthy tones, beyond the mate-
rial scarcity of paint aimed to represent, according to his son Bùi Thanh Phương,4 
a sense of emptiness that did not fit with the unofficial propagandistic vision of 
socialist realism (fig. 306). His paintings during the 1970s do not, in fact, show 
any appreciable transformation in the landscape of Thirty-Sixth Street; the tones 
changed to grey, and occasionally a human presence or a sign of activity was visi-
ble, such as the sign of a small tea stall or a street name sign.

Having been purged from the university in the 1950s, and having had no official in-
come since then, Phái found himself marginalized from the art spheres. The 1980s, 
however, would show a new vitality, depicting ‘vibrant and lively’ cities with street 
markets, brightly dressed people and sunny landscapes. This would be reflected 
in paintings of his time such as Chợ Gạo (‘rice street’) in 1986 or Hàng Giấy (‘shoe 
street’). 5Some of them would show nocturnal landscapes, but still enlivened by 
the implicit presence of social life, reflecting a higher level of optimism (fig. 251, 
309).

It is with Nora Taylor, however, that we understand the posthumous importance of 
Phái’s work once it was exposed to the eyes of Western collectors seeking ‘truth-
ful’ portraits of Vietnam. Beyond the portrait of post-war, moribund Hanoi, Phái’s 
landscapes were defining in the ‘cultural production of taste’ and the creation of a 
system of perceptions about Vietnam.6

3	 Phuong and Groves, op. cit., p. 135.
4	 Op. cit., p. 137.
5	 Op. cit., p. 137.
6	 Nora A. Taylor, ‘“Pho” Phai and Faux Phais: The Market for Fakes and the Appropriation of a Vietnamese 

Fig. 304.	  
Rév Miklós, Hanoi, 1959. Source: The 
Hanoist.
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The aforementioned divergence between Asia and the West when it came to eth-
ically valuing the production of artistic copies, which has been discussed in the 
cases of Dafen and the Shanzhai culture in China, favored this situation, since there 
was no genuine interest in drawing a line between the original and the counterfeit. 
With the end of the American embargo in 1994 and the massive influx of French 
and American expatriates, a renewed interest in Vietnamese art was born, which 
Taylor frames within the global interest of the moment in primitive and aboriginal 
arts.7

Since Phái was in the habit of gifting his friends with his works without keeping 
any kind of record, it has been very difficult to catalogue his work. While it was 
an obvious fact for Vietnamese artists and gallery owners that all art buyers were 
foreigners, the flood of fakes during the 1990s took Western collectors by surprise. 
While Chinese painters were trying to outdo the master by repeating his works, 
the Vietnamese created a market for fakes that had become detached from the 
original sources.8 Forgeries of the forgeries themselves thus emerged as a Western 
demand for Vietnamese art was created which, for Taylor, ‘could only be supplied 
by the forgery industry’. It is in this context of sustained cross-cultural confusion 
over time that the reading of Phái’s work, including the nebula of fake and apocry-
phal works, connected with the Orientalist desire of Western audiences. 

Pho Phái’s paintings celebrated nostalgia for an exotic place, preserved by decades 
of inactivity and decaying before the eyes of foreigners: history was conceived, to 
quote James Clifford, ‘not as an inventive life’, but as ‘irresistible decay’ (fig. 308). 
Modern and tasteless constructions, obeying the aesthetic yearnings of the Viet-
namese nouveau riche, obliterated the historical heritage of an ancient city where 
notions such as building quality and historical authenticity lost all relevance (fig. 
256, 257). On the other hand, it should be noted that the Vietnamese view di-
verged from that of foreigners for whom the ruin was a romantic artefact or al-

National Symbol’, Ethnos, 64.2 (1999), 232–48.
7	 Taylor, ‘“Pho” Phai and Faux Phais: The Market for Fakes and the Appropriation of a Vietnamese National 

Symbol’, p. 237.
8	 Taylor, ‘“Pho” Phai and Faux Phais: The Market for Fakes and the Appropriation of a Vietnamese National 

Symbol’, p. 234.

Fig. 305.	  
Xuân Phái, An Urban Scene, oil on board, 28 x 37 cm. 
Source: Christies, 2020.

Fig. 306.	  
Bùi Xuân Phái, Streets of Hanói, oil on canvas, 58 x 78 
cm. Source: Christies, 2020.
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legory that somehow linked with eternity. Panivong Norndr had claimed in 1996 
that the ‘[foreign] nostalgia for Old Hanoi’ was nothing more than the return of the 
old colonial fantasy of an Indochinese Confederation, a reverie for which Phái’s 
visual universe constituted, almost fortuitously, the appropriate visual language in 
the political context of the Đổi Mới. Those interviewed by Nora Taylor showed an 
open rejection of these pictorial landscapes: ‘we lived thirty years in that misery’ 
or ‘who would like to go back to that’.9 However, at the beginning of this century, a 
singular twinning of interests would take place in the cultural policy of the French 
and Vietnamese governments: while the former needed to vindicate the cultural 
legacy of its colonial period through a deployment of soft power  to participate in 
Vietnam’s economic take-off, the latter needed to heal the wounds of three de-
cades of wars while benefiting, in parallel, from the economic potential of the Viet-

9	 Taylor, ‘“Pho” Phai and Faux Phais: The Market for Fakes and the Appropriation of a Vietnamese National 
Symbol’, p. 237.

Fig. 308.	  
William E. Crawford, Houses seen 
from Dinh Liet Street, 1986. Source: 
Crawford, W, Hanoi Streets 1985-2015: 
In the Years of Forgetting (Images 
Publishing Group, 2018).

Fig. 309.	  
Bùi Xuân Phái, Scene from a Street in 
Hanói, 1978, oil on canvas, 52 x 72 cm. 
Source: Christies, 2021.

Fig. 307.	  
Phái addressing the public during the 
opening of his first exhibition on 22 
December 1984. Source: Facebook.
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namese diasporas in Europe and North America.10 In this way, both governments 
converged in their renewed interest in Pho Phái; his personal style, unmistakably 
scholarly and European and which had been considered decadent and contrary to 
the optimism of socialist realism, was then presented as that of a patriot imbued 
with a deep love for his hometown. The French education that had stigmatized 
him as a bourgeois intellectual was constituent part of the mixed heritage that 
incarnated the contradictions that constituted the national cultural legacy.

Phái’s first public exhibition was in 1984 (fig. 307), four years before his death, 
thus initiating a process of public rehabilitation that culminated in the posthu-
mous awarding of the Ho Chi Minh Prize. The government was thus sending the 
message that, at last, melancholy was no longer a counter-revolutionary senti-
ment. In short, Taylor shows us that Phái’s value as a creator of the visual universe 
of post-war Hanoi lies in the surprising convergence of interpretations of a very 
different nature on the part of the official Vietnamese narrative. On the one hand, 
a testimony to the colonial past, a truthful chronicler of the harshness of post-war 
times, a ‘real’ artist who lived his whole life in economic hardship and deprived of 
official recognition; on the other, the West’s need for self-representation through 
the nostalgic orientalization of old Hanoi, articulating an a posteriori legitimisa-
tion of the colonial experience.

The last years of Phái coincided with the appearance of the first independent art 
space in Hanoi: Salon Natasha, founded by the artist Vũ Dân Tân (b. 1946, d. 2009) 
and his Russian wife Natalia Kraevskaia (b. 1951). Vũ Dân Tân had just returned 
from a stay in the Soviet Union, which in the late 1980s was immersed in the wave 
of artistic experimentation that accompanied perestroika. Salon Natasha would 
become the first place in Vietnam where experimental photography, installations 
or interactive and undisciplined events would take place (fig. 312, 313).11 In view 
of a contemporaneity that started from scratch, with the US embargo still in place, 
the ethnic mosaic that makes up Vietnam would serve as an initial repository of 

10	   It should be remembered that these diasporas are made up, to a very significant degree, of descendants of 
refugees fleeing the North Vietnamese regime. See the data of the Migration Policy Institute for the case of 
the United States, where Vietnamese immigrant immigration before the Vietnam War was insignificant; only 
in the days after the fall of Saigon (1975) 130,000 refugees would arrive in the country and 30% of them were 
doctors or technological professionals.

11	 Natalia Kraevskaia, ‘Salon Natasha. Opposing the Sanctioned Mainstream.’ (Bangkok: BACC, 2014), p. 187.

Fig. 311.	  
Contemporary Europeanizing ornament in the Thirty -six 
Streets Quarter, Hanoi, 2016. Source: author.

Fig. 310.	 Current state of the Sino-Vientamite 
houses in the Thirty-Six Streets Quarter, 
Hanoi, 2016. Source: author.
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forms and motifs. Against the commercial picturesqueness, Kraevskaia warned 
against the growing opportunism of opportunistic affiliations with political causes 
to construct identity discourses as ‘promotional tools within the framework of the 
international art community’.12

Vũ Dân Tân, the son of a disgraced critical intellectual and thus also deprived of 
material means and institutional platforms, had developed his work by transform-
ing waste objects into fantastic creatures that were nonetheless mundane symbols 
of opulence such as matchboxes or household appliances (fig. 314-316).

The project Rien Car Nation (1999-2000) by Vũ Dân Tân and Lê Hồng Thái (b. 1966) 
will address the question of identity derived from the importation of the capitalist 
way of life. The relationship between nation, ethnicity and object was made mani-
fest in the final sculpture, Cadillac-Icarus, a 1961 American Cadillac that was mod-
ified and transformed into a kind of flying Vietnamese being. Organized by Pacific 

12	 Natalia Kraevskaia, ‘Collectivism and Individualism in Society and Art after Doi Moi’, in Essays on Modern and 
Contemporary Vietnamese Art (Singapore: Singapore Art Museum, 2009), pp. 103–10 (p. 107).

Fig. 314.	  
Vũ Dân Tân, Elephant, 1996, 
from the exhibition Black & White, 
Salon Natasha, Hanói. Source: 
Asian Art Archive, Hong Kong

Fig. 315.	  
Vũ Dân Tân, Black Angel, 1996, 
from the exhibition Black & White, 
Salon Natasha, Hanói. Source: 
Asian Art Archive, Hong Kong

Fig. 316.	  
Vũ Dân Tân, Mask, 1996, from the 
exhibition Black & White, Salon 
Natasha, Hanói. Source: Asian Art 
Archive, Hong Kong.

Fig. 312.	  
Bùi Xuân Phái portraying Phan Thị Thu Hà (a Hanoi art 
student) in the studio of Vũ Dân Tân on 19 December 
1984, Salon Natasha, Hanoi. Source: Asian Art Archive 
online archive, Hong Kong.

Fig. 313.	  
Vũ Dân Tân and Natalia Kraevskaia at a meeting 
with friends and artists on 19 December 1984, Salon 
Natasha, Hanoi. Source: Asian Art Archive online 
archive, Hong Kong.
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Bridge Contemporary Southeast Asian Art, the project involved purchasing a vehi-
cle from an Oakland Pick-n-Pull and transforming it into a winged entity with a life 
of its own (fig. 317). Neither artist had ever driven a car before; the very choice of 
the Cadillac alluded to the hidden desire that the imagery of American capitalism 
awakened in nascent Vietnamese capitalism. Once transformed into one of Vũ Dân 
Tân’s fantastic creatures, the vehicle was shipped by boat to Hai Pong, the port of 
Hanoi. There, against the backdrop of modified houses and semi-rural practices in 
an incipient capitalism, that its winged, hybrid silhouette seamlessly blended into 
the urban landscape. Cadillac-Icarus was painted by Eric Leroux, a regular collabo-
rator of Salon Natasha; all that remained then was the ceremony of Vietnamization 
to transform this object into a genuinely local entity, metabolizing its hybridity 
within the national mestizo heritage. A ritual based on indigenous rites of north-
ern Vietnam was executed for this purpose and performed by performance artist 
Đào Anh Khánh (b. 1959). Cadillac-Icarus would thus come to condense in a bas-
tardized object the tensions between the visceral desire for Westerness (in Frantz 
Fanon’s sense) and one’s own identity. A flying domestic creature that was born 
from the hybridization, assimilation and reappropiation of foreign artefacts.
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Fig. 317.	 Vũ Dân Tân and Lê Hồng Thái, documentary photographs of the sculpture and performance Cadillac-
Icarus, 1999-2000, by Rien Car Nation with welcome to Vietnam performance by Dao Anh Khanh and 
paintings by Eric Leroux, Pacific Bridge Contemporary Southeast Asian Art, Oakland/Hanói. Source: 
Asian Art Archive, Hong Kong
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5.3.1.2	 At a Turtle’s Pace 

Nora Taylor affirmed that the critic often characterized the Vietnamese artists’ 
‘seemingly reclusive status’ by focusing on ‘the “naïve” and “folk” qualities of 
Vietnamese painting’.13 The anticolonial movement invented indigenous origins 
for many aspects of Vietnamese culture that had partially foreign origins. On the 
other side, the socialist promise of a bright future represented through ambitious 
programs of ports, highways and outer space satellites is a recurring feature of 
the official government narrative that was named ‘utopian infrastructuralism’ by 
Christina Schwenkel (fig. 320).14  Once economic reforms are consolidated, these 
infrastructure projects are presented as another step towards the achievement of 
pure socialism. The visual contrast between futuristic progress and the humility 
of rural ways is in no way indicative of scepticism or subtly expressed cynicism, 
but rather serves as a reminder not to lose reference to national identity (and its 
supposed moral qualities of humility, tradition and community) in the face of the 
superficial seduction of modernity.

In 2011 Đinh Quốc Phương and Derham Groves posited in The Aesthetics of Hanoi’s 
Architecture: Sense of Place through the Eyes of Local Painters a bold but illustrative 
comparison between the classical work of Bùi Xuân Phái and that of a contempo-
rary artist, Nguyễn Mạnh Hùng (b. 1976) whose urban subject matter portrayed 
the aspirations of a Hanoi very different from Phái’s.15 Nguyễn Mạnh Hùng deals 
with the visual relationships between dislocated, decontextualized and de-esca-
lated elements. Juxtaposition of conflicts, as in Go to Market, Barricade (2013), a 
clear exponent of the impact of socialist housing on the identity of the city and its 
architectural dioramas and presented during his exhibition at Hanói One Planet’s 
Manzi Gallery in 2013 (fig. 323).

13	 Nora A. Taylor, Painters of Hanoi: An Ethnography of Vietnamese Art (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 
2004), p. 7.

14	 Christina. Schwenkel, ‘Spectacular Infrastructure and Its Breakdown in Socialist Vietnam’, American 
Ethnologist, 42.3 (2015), 520–34; Suan Bayly, ‘Beyond “Propaganda”: Images and the Moral Citizen in Late-
Socialist Vietnam’, Modern Asian Studies, 2020, 1–70.

15	 Phuong and Groves.

Fig. 318.	 William E. Crawford, Edge of the Rice Fields, 1988. Source: Crawford, W, Hanoi Streets 1985-2015: In 
the Years of Forgetting (Images Publishing Group, 2018).
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It is common that, when people are crammed into ‘dense verticalized urban vil-
lages’, the natural impulse is to colonize as much space as possible by adding new 
rooms, as there is budget and symbolic capital to maintain control of what you ‘con-
sider rightfully yours’.16 Hùng grew up in these apartments and enjoyed as a child 
the socialization characteristic of collective apartments, as well as the everlasting 
cohabitation conflicts that could turn ‘rural high-rise living’, into a succession of 
arguments and tribulations. In reaction, residents turned their apartments into  
‘barricades against inquisitive neighbours’ and against the efforts of district 
officials determined to remove illegal structures. The son of a Vietcong jet pilot, 
aviation, probably one of the regime’s most widely used symbols of progress and 
modernity, appears recurrently in his works (fig. 319).

The intersection between modernity and self-construction, the manufactures of 
everyday life in a developing society is the central theme of his work. Hanoi, which 
as discussed above is often conceived of as a ‘city of villages’,17 where ‘everyday 
life is characterized by the intersection of urban and rural elements’ (fig. 321). 

16	 Phuong and Groves.
17	 See references to Stephanie Geertman, ‘The Self-Organizing City in Vietnam; Processes of Change and 

Transformation in Housing in Hanoi’ (Technische Universiteit Eindhoven, 2007).’s doctoral thesis.

Fig. 320.	  
Diverse examples of 
renderings of future 
infraestructure works in 
provice cities of Vietnam. 
Source: google images.

Fig. 319.	 Nguyễn Mạnh Hùng, Go to Market (detalle), 2014. Source: Idesign.vn.
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Fig. 321.	 Nguyễn Mạnh Hùng, Living Together in Paradise, 2011, 7th Asia Pacific Triennial of Contemporary Art, 
Queensland. Autor: Fee Harding. Fuente: Nguyễn Mạnh Hùng.

Fig. 322.	 Nguyễn Mạnh Hùng, paintings from Painting the flags series, 2003, Galerie Quynh, Ho Chi Minh City. 
Source: Quynh.
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Modern socialist architecture coexists with and is gradually sifted by tradition-
al old uses. The recurrent juxtaposition of these elements is mediated by Hùng’s 
childhood memories, depicting military planes towing a Xe cai tien (agricultural 
carts usually pulled by oxen) as in Building (2006), thus showing how rural life 
somehow remains in the life projects of KTT inhabitants.

It is thus an essentialist representation of the identity of Hanoi, of the assumption 
of some vital uses, despite the ramshackle appearance of the chuồng cọp. Ugliness 
and constructive decrepitude thus become an identity resource that, unlike in the 
case of Phái, has found, not without great resistance, a place in the official dis-
course. 

The transformation of the KTT is thus presented as a product of Vietnamese idio-
syncrasy that extends its roots to the country’s past identity and links to a future 
pointed to by jet planes and that has been modelled on the basis of this particu-
lar identity. The embarrassing presence of the tiger cages is transformed into an 
identity claim, a national trait; the surrealist devices of works such as One-Planet, 
where the housing blocks rise above the clouds like a kind of postmodern bean-

Fig. 323.	 Nguyễn Mạnh Hùng, One Planet / The Barricade - Chiến Luỹ, 2013, Galerie Quynh, Ho Chi Minh City. 
Source: Gallerie Quynh.

Fig. 324.	  
Lewis M. Stern. Soviet-made ZiL 
agricultural vehicles in front of collective 
apartment blocks in Giảng Võ, 1991, 
Hanoi. Source: Lewis M. Stern.
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stalk, thus serve to provide a new re-reading of these appropriations, a patriotic 
manifestation. Phuong and Groves also interpret Painting the flags (2004) as a cri-
tique of nouveau riche culture.18 A ‘Tube House’ upright by a nouveau riche Hanoi, 
a dragon dance performance characteristic of celebrations such as the opening of 
a new business or a family event, and hired as a sign of social status, are neverthe-
less shown over a deserted wasteland. Dau su tu rigs (the animal heads used in 
Sino-Vietnamese lion dances) are transported by a Soviet ZiL truck (Zavod imeni 
Likhachyova) that was widespread used during the socialist era (fig. 322). A sim-
ilar theme - the display of family wealth, the high-rise apartment as a symbol of 
prosperity - had been presented by Nghiêm Xuân Bình in ‘The Wedding’ in 2004, 
The signs of status and supervening wealth are relativized by being hauled by 
the sturdy truck which is, very significantly, imported foreign technology and yet 

18	 Phuong and Groves.

Fig. 325.	 Nguyễn Mạnh Hùng, In Case of Emergency, 2016, 125 × 55 × 40 cm, Galerie Quyn.

Fig. 326.	  
Phạm Huy Thông, Planting Dreams, 2014, 100 × 100 cm.

Fig. 327.	  
Phạm Huy Thông, Landscape 2, 2014, 100 × 100 cm.
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Fig. 328.	 Old lady in Kim Liên lake. Rural life within the racionalist urbanism. A growing number of Đổi mới 
structures stand around the lake. Screenshots from the documentary by Nelobo Architects. ‘Lines of 
Flight 0.1/ KTT Kim Liên (1999-2000)’, 2009. 

lacking the nouvelle riche glamour of capitalist brands. However, we see again the 
identity traits: the jet fighter carrying the bale of hay and the man watering flags at 
ground level, which we can interpret as the authentic virtue of those who cultivate 
the future with patience and humility. Against this questioning of the pretentious-
ness of the newly enriched peasant, the quintessence praised in its modesty but 
driven by the power of the jet engine above the sky manifests itself again. Hung’s 
work is therefore very eloquent of the new tactics of reworking a narrative where 
a stigmatized artefact is metabolized into an identifying feature of a place or a city.

The work of Nguyễn Minh Phước (b. 1973) focuses on the conflicts of displaced 
rural workers who are forced to live in the frenetic life of the city. The Red Étude 1 
(2009) series of photographs present the contrast between the highly rural life and 
the frenetic city life. Or the happening Sleepwaking 1 (2003). Like Nguyễn Mạnh 
Hùng, Quang Huy resorts to the juxtaposition of disparate elements. The ongoing 
conflict between the new and the old, identity and modernity, often transpires in 
the juxtaposition of traditional elements with a strong symbolic charge with other 
elements that can be modern kitsch, or shocking. In Case of Emergency (2016) by 
Mạnh Hùng, is an installation featuring a fire truck based on a Soviet Ural4320 fire 
truck (design from 1976) piggybacked by six giant turtles (fig. 325). Turtles are an 
emblematic animal of Vietnamese nationalism and are a symbol of the timeless-
ness of its national essence. Having won independence against China, a mytholog-
ical turtle received the sword from King Lê Lợi and took it with him to the bottom 
of Hoàn Kiếm Lake (‘The Lake of  the Returned Sword’), today located in the cen-
tre of the capital. The contrast between modern vehicles (now obsolete but still 
recognizable to the middle-aged public) and their giant turtles as leisurely means 
of locomotion is thus unmistakably patriotic. Foreign technology advances, in its 
expiration and precariousness, over the slow but steady pace of national progress; 
the imperfections of everyday life, the ‘nine makes a ten’, the feeling of being less 
rich or industrious than other nations are thus understood as joking manifesta-
tions, typical of the people - let’s remember the Chinese minjian and the ethics of 
the ‘common folk’ - whose underlying wisdom develops however on another time 
and value scale. It can be seen how, along with national economic progress, the 
sense of decorum evolves from the demands of cleanliness and discipline required 



347

THE BIRDCAGE
Ruralism and Identity

by the socialist regime to a more advanced vision, in which the imperfections of 
everyday life are seen as a constituent element of the national character.

In analysing the reactions of the Hanoi public to post-war war memorials, Susan 
Bayly distinguishes two clear families of reactions: those that lacked the ‘Vietnam-
ese heart’ and were ‘too Soviet’19 and those that were somehow perceived as sin-
cerely embedded in the Vietnamese tradition. From the vertical analysis in the 
third section, it is easy to deduce which public monuments could be assigned a 
‘more Vietnamese’ spirit: less robust figures and softened facial features, avoiding 
overly stern or severe gestures, displaying traditional decorative motifs, not overly 
geometrized, and spaces designed for the ritual presentation of offerings. Offer-
ings that should be made with a civic character but whose rituality was based on 
pre-colonial cults. Urban monuments were also required to have a more dispersed 
landscape conception, without the excessive focus on hyper-masculinized land-
marks that was typical of Soviet monumentalism.20

Phạm Huy Thông (b. 1981), the youngest of these artists, naturally assumes his 
belonging to a rapidly changing globalized world. The Fall of Saigon (2009), refer-
ences the evacuation of the American embassy in Saigon, showing the masses of 
upper-class South Vietnamese trying to flee to the United States whose efforts and 
desperation in the final hours of the war were vividly documented by journalists 
of the time. This is probably one of the most bitter and politically explicit paintings 
presented here and is hardly exportable as it alludes to a Vietnamese diaspora 
situated at the opposite ideological pole (recall Carina Hoang’s Vietnamese Boat 
People project); nevertheless, this work is very descriptive of the ideological sub-
strate in which these creative processes take place, as they have been shaped by 
a web of moral and nationalistic references to which foreign critics and collectors 
may remain blind due to the language barrier. Another oil painting, called Planting 
Dreams (2014) is also significant in its vindication of socialist neighbourhoods as 
the identitarian seed of present-day progress (fig. 326). The farmer planting sky-
scrapers in the rice paddies. Concerning real estate development and the evacu-
ation of North Vietnamese communities is the subject of the oil painting Land for 
Sale (2015). The surrealism of Đào Anh Khánh and Vũ Dân Tân that articulates 
the fetishism for the industrial and architectural artefact, uniting the impulses be-
tween national identity and foreign technology, survives, although the ideological 
withdrawal can be noticed in relation to the experimental atmosphere of the turn 
of the century. 

Like Mạnh Hùng, Vietnamese-American Tiffany Chung (b. 1969) is the daughter 
of a fighter pilot. However, Chung’s father serviced in the South Vietnamese forces 
and was taken prisoner by the North. Although Chung is known for her experi-
ential cartographies, her installation D-CITY (2010) delivers an interpretation of 
Vietnam’s urban scenery (fig. 329). D-CITY, where the sidewalk cafés meet the stars. 

19	 Bayly, p. 52.
20	 One can evoke the Seven Sisters, the Soviet skyscrapers in the classicist style before the Krushsev reform that 

were also informally referred to as Stalin’s phalluses.
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Cafés and beauty salons are a sign of the country’s rapid modernization. D-CITY 
is a miniature landscape of skyscrapers formed by the aggregation of colourfully 
painted polystyrene foam wrappers. Around them, photographic montages of pan-
oramic views of the landscapes of Hạ Long Bay enhance the architectural character 
of the work, contextualizing it geographically and dimensioning it in its intended 
scale as a miniature skyline. The aggregation of unpredictable events, each minus-
cule and intelligible in its own right, a product of the constructive anarchy of the 
post-Đổi Mới era, forms an alternative reading of the ‘landfill aesthetic’ reviled by 
Schumacher. It is not known whether the choice of polystyrene packaging - arte-
facts of unpredictable shapes with a vague mechanistic semblance, evoking a small 
subtropical Shibuya - may allude to the precariousness of the constructive solu-
tions of the semi-domestic economies of Hanoi’s street life. Usually materialized 
by materials imported from China but with a superficial pretentiousness (golden, 
marble) that responds to the aspirations (‘cafés meet the stars’) of the new middle 
class. Street-side café, now fully metabolised into everyday Vietnamese usage, and 
beauty salons, the Vietnamese manicure is a typical export in the region - make up 
this balance between ‘cute’ decoration, social aspirations and street-side life. An 
analysis also present in Thế Sơn Sơn’s work on commercial signs in the tube-hous-
es in Nắng Sài Gòn (2017). Architectures dependent on an intensive use of air con-
ditioning and an unbridled consumption of plastic.21 They are materialized by the 
use of cladding, decorative details, imported Chinese ornaments, poorly executed 
air-conditioning and plumbing environments.

Such a tension does not seem to have been explicitly exploited any more in Chung’s 
work, but it appears recurrently in the new pop examples of Vietnamese graphic 
arts. State monitoring and a younger economy where there is less room for sar-

21	  The Ministry of Natural Resources estimated in 2019 that Vietnam generated 6% of the plastic waste 
dumped into the oceans.

Fig. 329.	 Tiffany Chung, D-City: Where Sidewalk Cafes Meet the Stars, 2009-2010, 100 × 600 × 200 cm MDF, 
plexiglass, expanded polystyrene, decorative tape and hot-melt adhesive, MC2Gallery, Milan. Source: 
courtesy of MC2Gallery.
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casm make it difficult to find the semiotic complexity of Hong Kong’s creative me-
dia here; however, it is still significant how habitual motifs of informal urban spa-
tiality are claimed as idiosyncratic national traits. One can cite the typographic 
font based on Hanoi’s electric poles Cột điện created by Nguyễn Thế Mạnh (fig. 
331), in line with other typographies by the same author based on Hanoi’s art 
deco and Saigon’s modern movement and claiming these precarious infrastruc-
tural arrangements as a representative feature of the capital. A similar mechanism 
is employed in the illustrated alphabets of Nguyễn Minh Ngọc and Trần Đức Minh 
(fig. 330).

Domestic iron lattices were already been noted by Cornell-Smith in Very Thai as 
an element of popular urban culture in Thailand. However, tracing their genealogy 
in the region is challenging due to by the vast variety in which they can be found: 
from the figurative religious motifs of Buddhist temples to colonial beaux-arts or 

Fig. 330.	  
Ilustrated alphabets, 2019. Source: Nguyễn Minh Ngọc 
and Trần Đức Minh/Behance.

Fig. 331.	  
Nguyễn Thế Mạnh, Cột điện, typeface typeface, 2019. 
Source: Nguyễn Thế Mạnh/Behance.

Fig. 332.	 Reborn Design, The Dancer of Nebula, The Real Robot God and The Interestellar Traveller, toys from 
the Knock Knock Stationery series, 2019. Source: Reborn.desing.
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the temples of syncretic cults such as the Cao Đài. Tracing decorative details hid-
den under modern interventions has thus become a practice of urban exploration 
thanks to social networks that allow the creation of communities of enthusiasts 
and the sharing of findings. This makes it possible for local creatives to identify 
opportunities and trends of interest. Reborn Design’s toys such as The Real Robot 
God or The Interestellar Traveller from the Knock Knock series (fig. 332) are thus 
based on ornamental patterns of the urban trellises of Hanoi and Saigon, which 
are articulated by creating toys for collectors that have a strong nostalgic signif-
icance. These creations are aimed at an audience not unlike ‘Goods Of Desire’ in 
Hong Kong, but stripped of the double entendre and unabashed attitude of the 
Cantonese brand. Nevertheless, one can guess the hybrid and surreal character 
of Vũ Dân Tân’s masks in the conception of Knock Knock toys, where everyday do-
mestic affairs are reinterpreted to create fantastical characters. Another example 
of the re-reading of urban trellises as a contemporary design object is Rebirth: New 
life - Old memories presented at Vietnam Design Week in 2020 by Diego Cortizas, 
a fashion designer based in Hanoi (fig. 333); in Rebirth the strategy developed by 
other creators is again applied, sublimating mundane objects such as building site 
fences with traditional motifs. At this event, however, a project was presented that 
would have been unthinkable a few years earlier, and which, despite its extremely 
basic workmanship, marks a definite change in the informal notion of decorum and 
quality. Tái chế ô tô cũ thành không gian chơi (2021), translated as ‘Old cars turned 
into playgrounds’ (fig. 334) presented a series of junkyard vehicles transformed 
into children’s playgrounds. These reconfigured cars by Nguyễn Tiêu Quốc Đạt, Vũ 
Văn Kỳ, Vũ Doãn Cảnh and Chu Kim Đức of the ‘Think Playgrounds’ collective hark 
back to Vũ Dân Tân’s Cadillac of twenty years earlier, whether a conscious refer-

Fig. 333.	  
Diego Cortizas, Rebirth: New 
life - Old memories, 2020, 
Vietnam Design Week, Ho Chi 
Minh City. Source: Vietnam 
Design Week.

Fig. 334.	 Nguyễn Tiêu Quốc Đạt, Vũ Văn Kỳ, Vũ Doãn Cảnh and Chu Kim Đức (Think Playgrounds), Tái chế ô 
tô cũ thành không gian chơi [‘Old cars turned into playgrounds’], 2021, Hanói. Source: Vietnam Design 
Week.
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ence or not, and illustrate the peculiar coordinates upon which creativity in Viet-
nam unfolds. Although both works share a formal strategy, the identity mysticism 
of Vũ Dân Tân is replaced by generic pleas for recycling and environmental sus-
tainability. It is noted a shift from the romanticizing the past to the critique of the 
emerging consumer society, offering an identitarian re-reading of informal urban 
architecture and the uses that shape it. At a time when Hanoi faces the dilemma 
between the demolition and preservation of many of these structures, the creative 
works presented update the terms of the valorisation of the past and present them 
to a more informed public opinion. Such evolution has been possible, paradoxical-
ly, to the slow progress of the redevelopment projects of the KTT neighbourhoods. 
They represent the creation of an aesthetic universe that is less dependent on in-
formal notions of decorum and more oriented towards the reality of everyday life 
in Hanoi.
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5.3.2	 Urban Bastards
Edward Luythens, the British architect of New Delhi, feared that crowds of millions 
would gather at the entrance of the new Secretariat building should a monumen-
tal staircase be built there,1 and so, as in an early display of defensive architec-
ture, terraced steps flanked by solid masonry parapets were erected. The expres-
sion ‘masses of millions’ thus reflected colonial fear of the incommensurability 
and vastness of Asia and its colossal demography. For colonial regimes, it was not 
worth the effort to map in detail the extensive and convoluted morphology of the 
pre-colonial organic city. In the context of a resource extractive economy it was not 
worth the colossal effort required to represent such crowds. In defiance of Cer-
teau’s vantage point of strategic supremacy, the ethnic identities, ‘imagined by the 
(confusedly) classifying mind of the colonial state’, were pending of a ‘reification 
which imperial administrative penetration would soon make possible’. A task that 
was even more unattainable due to ‘the census-makers’ passion for completeness 
and unambiguity. Hence their intolerance of multiple, politically “transvestite”, 
blurred, or changing identifications’.2

In early colonial Hanoi it has been shown how French maps simply desisted from 
mapping the urban fabric of the old city. The omission of certain ways of life or 
social groups from the hegemonic representation results in their exclusion from 
the graphic representation of the place, making them an ungovernable and un-
knowable entity. It is reasonable to venture that it is not only a matter of the desire 
to hide reality; there is an assessment that the effort required to carry out such a 

1	 This anecdote, which could be apocryphal, is recounted in Ridley, Jane, Edwin Lutyens: His Life, His Wife, His 
Work, Pimlico (Series) (Pimlico, 2003), p. 321. 

2	 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: 
Verso, 1991), p. 166.

Fig. 335.	 Mouth of Bangkok Noi cannel on the western bank of Chao Phraya River. Excerpted from the 1887 
Map of Bangkok and Tonburi. From Likitpornsawan, Thongchai, ed. 2430 [Map of Bangkok in 1887] 
(Bangkok: Kasikorn Thai Bank and Cultural Affairs Association, 2015).
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survey is not necessary. For a town planner, it makes no difference whether the 
roof of a certain illegal shed, one of several hundred in a settlement, faces east or 
west. The arbitrariness of the forms and their infinite variations in each of the ele-
ments of the whole discourage the remarkable effort of their cartographic survey. 
This is why the slum remains in a permanent shadow zone. On the other side of the 
coin, the graphic surveys can reveal regularities in the forms of spatial appropria-
tion, tendencies, uses and preferences of the settlers that no one had talked about. 
Dwelling solutions that had been overlooked, have become a typological artefact 
of a vernacular character by the force of use and their consolidation as a socially 
admissible practice.

Despite the supposed objectivity of maps, which are understood to be governed by 
the rigour of geometric projections, postmodernism tells us that their underlying 
ideology (what would be known as the ‘scientific-technical apparatus’) ultimately 
depends on who makes them and for what purpose. The making of a map involves 
a multitude of small decisions - most of them not even consciously made - about 

Fig. 336.	 Tiffany Chung, Flowering city, 2010-2011, plexiglass, wood veneer, plastic, aluminum, paint, steel cable, 
foam and copper wire, 11,5 × 5,5 m, Galerie Quynh, Ciudad de Ho Chi Minh.

Fig. 337.	 Triệu Chiến, Drone view of the village of Nha Xá, 2019. Source: Triệu Chiến.
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what and how to represent; decisions that will be subject to the biases and inter-
ests of the cartographer. To elaborate on this situation, two experiences of working 
with mapping and surveying will be detailed below: the first based on map draw-
ing based on subjective experiences in Vietnam and other conflict zones guided 
by artist Tiffany Chung and the second on the architectural plans of the slums of 
Bangkok by Chat Architects, led by Chatpong Chuenrudeemol in Bangkok. The ex-
hibition The Asian Everyday: Possibilities in the Shifting World hosted by Toto Gal-
lery in 2015 and curated by Erwin Viray, Chatpong presented Chat alongside other 
renowned Asian architects such as Võ Trọng Nghĩa. The common thread was again 
the architectures of the everyday: ‘[Chatpong and the other artists] have the ability 
to question existing landscapes and conventional methods of shaping the environ-
ment. They perform a destructive act’.3 To this end, and perhaps in line with the 
meticulous graphics of Atelier Bow-wow, the power of cartographic representa-
tion as a tool for reflection will be based, in this case, on its geometric precision 
(fig. 338).

Kasian Tejapira’s texts about the ‘postmodernization of Thainess’ (p. 221) argued 
how the recourse to essential national virtues had become a multi-purpose vessel 
devoid of significance. Unlike many of the architects of his generation, Chatpong 
claimed to be unconcerned with the search for a contemporary interpretation of 
Thainess, whether as an identity artefact or as a tool for positioning Thai creative 
industries within global markets. Chatpong argues that low-rent wooden architec-
ture, despite making up most of the original urban fabric and pre-industrial hous-
ing stock, was historically ignored in favour of western roads from the construc-
tion of Chaoren Krung which was itself flanked by hongthaew, a hybrid typology in 
its own right.4 The typical Bangkok hongthaew was an adaptation of the shophouse 
imported as a form of affordable modernity (p. 130), which in turn was the result 
of the intermingling of southern Chinese ways of life (fig. 339) with the commer-
cial traffic of the colonial ports. 

3	 Erwin Viray, ‘Message from the Guest Curator’, Asian Everyday, 2015 <https://jp.toto.com/gallerma/
ex151017/profile_e.htm> [accessed 1 August 2017].

4	 Chatpong Chuenrudeemol, ‘Personal Communication’ (Bangkok, 2016).

Fig. 338.	 Chat Architects, Bangkok Bastards, Architectural  model  at the exhibition The Asian Everyday- 
Possibilities in the Shifting World, Gallery Toto, Tokyo, 2015. Source: Gallery Toto.
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The utilitarian character of the shophouse turned it into the most versatile, mal-
leable yet abused urban type in Asia. Their front façades are interchangeable 
like masks that can shift smoothly from Western cosmopolitism to ostentatious 
displays of Chinese prosperity without altering its inner working. Street levels 
were optimized for the retail activity, prioritizing the display of goods. Trade and 
commerce replace any other architectural feature. Its mixed genealogy, imported 
through countless melting pots of international ports, always at the forefront of 
exchanges between the free trade introduced by the foreign steamboats and the 
nebulous, impenetrable darkness of the indigenous world. The crude pragmatism 

Fig. 339.	  
Malaysian Shophouses in a variety 
of architectural styles in Georgetown, 
Penang, Malaysia. Source: author, 
2016.

Fig. 340.	  
Prewar shophouses, also known 
as hongthaew, in Bangkok. Source: 
author, 2018.

Fig. 341.	 Thai shophouses of reincforce concrete, known as tuekthaew, near Rama 4 expressway in Bangkok. 
Each unit has been covered by grilles to avoid burglaries. Source: author, 2019.
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of the tuekthaew extended to the urban scale as they are serialized in never-end-
ing rows, exploiting the roadsides turned into the golden mile of the new auto-
mobile civilization. When the shophouse was still a novel type freshly imported 
from Singapore, architects still paid some attention to surroundings: the beaux-
art hongthaew responded to street junctions with ornamental accents aiming to 
achieve symmetry, as in the avenues in Europe. However, once modernity and its 
rationalist rhetoric were generally adopted, developers lost any incentive to adapt 
their new shophouse to their context. They were repeated ad infinitum, maximiz-
ing their performance as commodified, interchangeable unit of real estate curren-
cy.

However, new changes in the social and productive fabric would cause the post-war 
tuekthaew shophouses to decline as well as the model of the city they served. With 
the middle classes retreating to the suburbs and the commercial centres erected 
as new magnets of prestige and consumption, the old tuekthaew lost the charm 
of modernity. Various experiences of modernization and upgrading projects have 
resulted into a spatial, programmatic impoverishment of the urban fabrics and the 
homogenization of their human geography. There is a gradual disappearance of 
the spatial complexity and social granularity that used to conform these enclaves. 
The historical heritage, in some occasions, may still be sanitized and preserved in 
order to invest of the new gentrified environments of a renewed prestige. However, 
the prevailing trend is not only the destruction of the architectural legacy but the 
erasing of ‘locally produced differences’, which are ‘hybrids formed at particular 
crossings of histories’.5 However, we will attend to those local traits that still thrive 
through such modernization processes. While history and culture may be razed by 
new real estate developments, such ‘local differences’ find a way to express them-
selves through the live of the urban proletariat that the globalized city requires in 
order to exist. There where there is no land left by property speculation and the 
insatiable need for space of ever growing infrastructure networks, local differenc-
es are left to sail the urban interstices in a permanent state of precariousness and 
displacement. The lack of social or labour security, the impossibility of accumu-
lating capital and jumping onto the ‘property ladder’ prevents the creation of any 

5	 Nihal Perera, ‘Critical Vernacularism: A Locally Produced Global Difference’, Journal of Architectural 
Education, 63.2 (2010), 79–77 (p. 76).

Fig. 342.	 Interiors of tuekthaews in Bangkok, from the series Shophouses 4 x 8. Peter Nitsch, 2019. Source: 
Peter Nitsch.
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Fig. 343.	 Interiors of tuekthaews in Bangkok, from the series Shophouses 4 x 8. Peter Nitsch, 2019. Source: 
Peter Nitsch.
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life project that goes beyond the day-to-day survival. Temporality, nomadism and 
mobility get then imbricated by a built continuum formed by food stalls, vehicles 
and provisional settlers taking refuge in the voids and gaps left by the junkspace 
of the modern city.

The utility of many of them was often reduced to the exploitation of the commer-
cial space on the ground floor, while the upper floors were relegated to storage 
or employee accommodation. From being a symbol of petty-bourgeois prosperity, 
the shophouses became occupied by the urban proletariat and the ground floors 
of the tuekthaew are invaded by ‘a conglomeration of cheap objects piled up like 
archaeological sections detailing tastes and needs’.6

However, just as the advent of high-rise buildings and the widespread use of lifts 
marked the decline of the tuekthaew, the updating of fire regulations accompanied 
their conversion. From 1992, high-rise buildings would be obliged to incorporate 
active fire resistance tools such as sprinklers and fire extinguishers, and in 1997, 
those built under older regulations would be instructed on how to incorporate 
them. Stipulated both by the Building Act passed in 1992 and by Ministerial Reg-

6	 Regina Months, ‘Shophouses 4 x 8 m Bangkok’, Peter Nitsch, 2019 <https://peternitsch.com/works/
shophouses-4-x-8-m-bangkok/> [accessed 15 February 2023].

Fig. 344.	  
Rear ends of tuekthaew shophouses 
facing Khlong Bang La Phu in Bangkok. 
Source: author, 2019.

Fig. 345.	  
Front Arched tuekthaew façades with 
safety enclosures in Bangkok. Source: 
author, 2019.
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ulations No. 33 of 1992 and No. 47 of 1997, the latter specifying the adaptation of 
buildings constructed under obsolete legislation to the new fire regulations. How-
ever, the requirement to maintain at least one escape route per floor had been in 
force since 1931. It dates back to the 1931 Building Act or the 1933 Fire Preven-
tion Regulations. However, due to the country’s economic growth during the last 
quarter of the 20th century, the regulation with the greatest impact on Thailand’s 
building stock was the 1979 Building Act. The trellises allow views from the inside 
and the passage of air, but they are death traps in case of fire. To get around the 
municipal inspections, which had become more active due to the new regulations, 
grilles were installed on the façades. At least one per floor, as required by the old 
regulations. It seemed to matter little that these emergency exits were difficult or 

Fig. 346.	  
Rooftop cages in an industrial  building in 
Bangkok. Source: author, 2019.

Fig. 347.	  
Cages and grills in a tuekthaew in Bangkok. 
Source: author, 2019.

Fig. 348.	  
Intersection between modern tuekthaew 
design and informal architecture in Bangkok. 
Source: author, 2021.
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impossible to reach from the windows for people with average mobility. Nor that 
these doors remained padlocked to prevent intrusions, thus denying their use as 
an escape route, as long as the opening was open at the time of the municipal in-
spection, with administrative approval of the building’s viability (fig. 349).

This decrepitude would, however, bring a new life. Its semi-abandonment would 
generate an amalgam of illegal structures and coverings to camouflage its, gener-
ally, poor state of maintenance. Commercial signs covered the windows and bal-
conies. Sunshades on the facades became invitations for night-time assaults, and 
it was necessary to close the openings with trellises that covered even the roofs, 
which could be enveloped within trellised prisms of up to two additional heights. 
This second envelope had to be adapted to the forms conceived decades earlier by 
the architect. The parasols of modernist aesthetics created in previous decades 
became unexpected frames for these lattices, since they had to fit the shapes of the 
openings. As in the best vernacular architecture, a new type of urban artefact, the 
façade cages, emerged spontaneously from a neglected city fabric.

While the rear walls, usually harbouring kitchens and bathrooms, get often trans-
formed without restrain, the front façade remain as welcoming space for archi-
tectural polity. Not even the intensive use of prefabricated elements can diminish 
the variety of subtle architectural solutions found on the façade planes along the 
street alignments. Ornate grills, once a prominent feature of rural life as a sump-
tuary element of Buddhist temples and foreign villas, acquired a new sense and 
purpose when placed in-between the concrete frames flanking the tuekthaew 
front openings. Grills, themselves a hybrid creation, built on the intersection be-
tween beaux-arts and religious architecture (which, indeed, was the only realm for 
creative expression before modernity). While façade cages in Macau or Hanoi did 
tend to circumvent the entire building, engulfing it into a three-dimensional mesh, 
the grills and lattices of Bangkok tuekthaew remain constrained to the bi-dimen-
sionality of the street front. The space in-between the irons and the brick wall is 
rarely occupied by anything other than occasional air-con units or small utensils. 
Only in the areas occupied by street markets such as Saphan Lek (cleared in 2016) 
or Thalad Bobi, where illegal constructions encroached every single centimetre of 

Fig. 349.	  
Fire-safety doors installed in the 
façades enclosures of tuekthaew in 
Bangkok. Source: author, 2020.
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Fig. 350.	 Locally-produced differences. Window cages and grills in Bangkok. Source: author, 2019-2020.

Fig. 351.	 Textured surfaces in postwar tuekthaew. Source: author, 2019.

Fig. 352.	  
Grilled rear façades of tuekthaew in 
Bangkok. Source: author, 2020.
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open space, creating a sense of legal exception like if they were laisse-fair islands 
within the municipality, do tuekthaew modifications achieve more significance. 

The 2013 Bangkok Masterplan established generous development bonuses for de-
velopments in close proximity to metro and skytrain stations (fig. 353, 354). Real 
estate pressure, combined with low public appreciation of the decrepit tuekthaew,7 
force the demolition of entire city blocks almost on a daily basis in order to build 
massive condominium towers, following the routes laid out by the new skytrain 
line. Jane Jacobs affirmed that successful cities tend to ‘destroy itself—purely as a 
result of being successful’.8 Somehow, the forces of gentrification, a notion that was 
not yet articulated in her current form in times of Jacobs, who saw it instead a loss 
of diversity organically driven, somehow unavoidable. Inside the blocks circled by 
the new city infrastructure, far from the areas graced by floor-to-area bonus, ur-
ban transformation persisted, although at a different pace: height limitations and 
the dispersion of owners give way to more subtle gentrification processes. Cafés, 
restaurants, doctors’ surgeries and all sorts of small businesses are springing up, 
opting to renovate existing buildings. Among Korean dessert shops and Japanese 
restaurants, tuekthaew find space for a new life; while new facades are often erect-
ed to conceal them, various architectural practices have found a space in which to 
develop a critical reading of contemporary urban space in Thailand. 

There is a growing plethora of such modern interventions. We could present the 
transformation of two tuekthaew units by Allzone Studio (2009) (fig. 356) with a 
studied front-façade interstice, creating interstitial ventilation spaces that were 
also suitable for lounging outdoors, planting planters and housing outdoor air-con-
ditioning units. Other significant proposals include the art gallery The Shophouse 
1527 (fig. 357) by Nattapong Phattanagosai, Donlaporn Chanachai and Natnaree 
Wichiansin (2019), the flagship store for sneaker’s brand 24 Kilates by Barcelo-

7	 Peter Janssen, ‘Want to Save Bangkok’s Shophouses? Don’t Count Me In’, Asia Nikkei, 2018 <https://asia.
nikkei.com/Editor-s-Picks/Tea-Leaves/Want-to-save-Bangkok-s-shophouses-Don-t-count-me-in> [accessed 3 
February 2023].

8	 Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities (New York: Vintage Books, 1992), p. 142.

Fig. 353.	  
Zonning of Bangkok Master Plan of 2013. Source: BMA.

Fig. 354.	  
Planned mass transport grid of Bangkok for 2029. 
Source: Coconuts Bangkok, 2023
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Fig. 355.	  
Façade enclosures in modern 
tuekthaew buildings in Bangkok. 
Source: author, 2020.
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na-based studio External Reference (2019) (fig. 358) and the hotel ‘Shophouse 26’, 
designed by Thanipath Thanawuttima-nas (2021).

Meshes and lattices are recurrently used, creating translucent layers that do not 
hide but sift the brick walls beneath. In contrast to the formalist reworking of epi-
dermal ornamentation, the creativity here derives from the creation of interstitial 
spaces through the superimposition of textures, creating lighting effects which, 
precisely because of their transitory quality, serve as one more layer of the epider-
mis.

Concrete (as the original material), wood (generally reclaimed from demolition 
sites, probably bought at some scrap shop, sometimes retaining the marks of their 
old joinery), and the rusted metal of artefacts with forgotten functions and pur-
pose, are the main materials. White paint, because of its light appearance, is often 
used when a counterpoint is sought against the hardness of the aforementioned 
materials, working as a versatile canvas towards light-effects and slender metal 
add-ons. On other occasions, however, the roughness of iron and concrete is ex-
ploited with the intention that a contrast will be created by the presence of other, 
more delicate, vivid objects in the interior, such as the canvases in an art gallery.

The main distinction of this architecture from other comparable restoration/re-
construction actions is the manifest desire to reinscribe the shophouse, in its local 
tuekthaew variety, within contemporary creative discourse. The aim is not to cre-
ate historicist scenographies, but to interpret the structures and artefacts present 
in everyday life. The illegal interventions in the tuekthaew are incorporated as a 
constituent part of the collective identity heritage, fully assuming the mixed emo-
tions and reactions that they evoke in the common memory. These small business-
es in back alleys turned into an opportunity for small architecture and interior 
design firms. Although there is little doubt that such aesthetic codes are a trend 

Fig. 356.	 Renovation of a Tuekthaew by Allzone. Details of space between inner and outer façade layers. 
Bangkok, 2009. Photography by Piyawut Srisakul. Source: Arch2O.
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Fig. 357.	  
Shophouse 124 por Nattapong Phattanagosai, Donlaporn Chanachai y Natnaree Wichiansin (2019)

Fig. 358.	  
Shop 24 Kilates in a refurbished tuekthaew in Bangkok by 
External Reference (2019). Source: author, 2021.

Fig. 359.	 Chatchavan Suwansawat, ‘pocket gardens in the alleys of Bangkok, 2019. Source: Chatchavan 
Suwansawat.
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that will eventually fade, it must be acknowledged that the blending with post-war 
tuekthaew respond to a more nuanced perception of the place, less dependent on 
foreign forms and more oriented towards the reclamation and revalorization of 
local materials, artefacts and spatialities. Cultural usages such as ‘pocket gardens’ 
(fig. 359) are finally metabolized in the purpose of contemporary design as an item 
an practice that was there before the designer arrived. They find their room in the 
tacit tolerance of the gaps left by the urban ordinance (the one-and-a-half-meter 
strip that the tuekthaew must leave clear towards the public road) and are not the 
object of concerted planning actions, in despite their importance to the well-be-
ing of the community. The ‘hidden order’ and the ‘structural humanity’ quality of 
Asian cities that Wang Shu had described are reflected on these designs, even if 
they are relatively modest in budget and scale.

The ‘non-good’ buildings evolve into ‘bastard’ architecture, defined by its impure, 
hybrid origin, which defies the virtuous genealogy of the national character. These 
constructions have been kept apart from the official vehicles of representation 
constituting an unofficial history book from which we have the opportunity to 
re-learn outside the official academic discourse.9 We may refer again to Michael 
Wolf and his photographic series on casual bricolage in the streets of China: Hong 
Kong Informal Seating Arrangements and Sitting in China (2002). Wolf calls ‘bas-
tard chairs’ the catalogue of improvised and extremely precarious solutions to the 
sociability of street life, which is spiced up by board games and chats; they are 
usually made by a neighbourhood handyman and, although their ownership is col-
lective, their use and enjoyment is subject to local hierarchies at the street level 
(fig. 360).10

In the case of Bangkok we have presented a variety of creative movements, wheth-
er progressive or involutionary, that have acted from a critical stance towards the 
past and in relation to questions of religion, identity or capitalism. This is not the 
case in Hanoi, whose creative landscape lacked such a diversity of options. A lag 
that has been attributed to Confucian heritage of the Red River capital, particularly 
when opposed to the economic and social dynamism of the South, as well as the 
statist, highly monitored nature of cultural policies.11

The successive political regimes aspiring to make a tabula rasa of the vices of pre-
vious societies always understood art as a mechanism to educate and enlighten 
the people. The impact of Socialist Realism was, in the words of Huynh-Beattie 
and Taylor, particularly devastating for Vietnamese artistic creation throughout 
the successive waves experienced from the arrival of the first Chinese advisors in 
1949 until the fall of Saigon in 1972 and the ideological purge of 1974.12 The eco-

9	 Melalin Mahavongtraukul, ‘Building the Bigger Picture’, The Bangkok Post, 2016 <https://www.bangkokpost.
com/life/social-and-lifestyle/836172/building-the-bigger-picture> [accessed 22 May 2021].

10	 Michael Wolf, Sitting in China (Hong Kong: Steidl, 2002); Michael Wolf, Hong Kong Informal Seating 
Arrangements, ed. by Hong Kong (Wolf, Michael).

11	 Lynne Ciochetto, ‘Advertising in Contemporary Vietnam’, Media Asia, 29.2 (2002), 92–101 (p. 97).
12	 Nora A. Taylor, ‘Art without History? Southeast Asian Artists and Their Communities in the Face of 

Geography’, Art Journal, 70.2 (2011), 7–23.
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Fig. 361.	 Street access and section of Saigon House in Ho Chi Minh City by A21 Studio, 2014. Source: A21 
Studio.

Fig. 362.	  
Façade details with 
aesthetized cages and 
greenery in Hotel Myst 
in Ho Chi Minh City 
(2016) by A21 Studio. 
Source: A21 Studio.

Fig. 360.	 Michael Wolf, photographs from the series Bicycle Chairs, 2002, from Wolf, Michael, Sitting in China 
(Hong Kong: Steidl, 2002).
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nomic opening, on the other hand, was characterized by a radical opportunism en-
couraged by ‘unscrupulous gallery owners’ and ‘ill-informed collectors’, fostering 
a voracious market of fakes and impostors that only hindered the flow of capital to 
genuine creators.13

That, unlike in Thailand, has make it difficult for a contemporary creator to po-
sition his or her work as a natural continuation of some live tradition. The only 
option if someone wants to keep a foot with the inherited culture is the revival, 
the rescue of past forms of aborted movements or the recourse to vernacularism 
through the recollection of cultural artefacts engendered by the vast number of 
indigenous minorities in the country. A strategy that is admissible as long as it 
accompanies a discourse celebrating national unity in diversity. Irony, scorn and 
satire are firmly discouraged, even if they align with officially endorsed princi-
ples, since commissars know well that rhetorical figures, so favoured by the edu-
cated classes, can easily be retooled as Troyan horses for any sort of dissidence. 
Censorship acts from a common enunciative minimum that must be valid for all 
audiences, from the humblest to the most educated; special care is taken not to 
fall into the rhetorical traps of polysemy or postmodern ambivalence. It is illustra-
tive that Vietnam has not given rise to any current similar to the Cynical Realism 
that triumphed in China during the 1990s with the work of artists such as Zhang 
Xiaogang, Yue Minjun or Fang Lijun. Nihilistic, ambiguous or hedonistic attitudes 
would have no place in Vietnam.14 The platitude of the resulting artistic production 
should be understood as a price to pay for the cohesion of society as a superior 
good. Because of their relational, immaterial and transitory nature, performance 
art is probably the work that has most easily escaped censorship, even though it 

13	 Nora A. Taylor, ‘“Pho” Phai and Faux Phais: The Market for Fakes and the Appropriation of a Vietnamese 
National Symbol’, Ethnos, 64.2 (1999), 232–48.

14	 Other than the imitators that flourished during the early reform years as pointed by Taylor.

Fig. 363.	 Chat Architects, Mapping of informal houses in Sam Saeb canal, 2016, Bangkok. Source: Chat 
Architects
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generally avoids explicitly addressing the issues most denounced by critics of the 
regime, such as growing inequality, LGBT rights, environmental destruction and 
the lack of civic freedoms.

The art spaces that emerged in Hanoi were mostly small-scale personal projects, 
generally promoted by foreigners or Vietnamese returnees. Faced with this pan-
orama, private initiatives such as Salon Natasha were crucial in introducing inter-
national avant-garde, in her case through Soviet perestroika, to the creative scene 
in Hanoi. However, the survival of such personal projects are also very sensitive 
to any circumstance affecting the founding team. Spaces managed by diplomatic 
institutions such as the French Alliance or the Goethe Institute enjoy relatively 
large budgets and decent exhibition venues but are still far from what could be 
reasonably expected. 

It is instructive to note that Vietnamese advertising does not convey aspirational 
images of lifestyles. Ciocetto observed in 2002 that, unlike in so many other devel-
oping countries, there was a total absence of English language words15 and foreign 
representations.16 The tactic of arousing and exploiting desire in the audience, by 
surreptitiously appealing to the most vulnerable fibres of the psyche, is absent 
from Vietnamese advertising. Far from the creativity and expressiveness of Thai 
advertising, which does not hesitate to combine religious, sexual or political ref-
erences.

However, perhaps unexpectedly, it is in contemporary architecture where Viet-
namese creativity and artistic talent stand out. Current production has reached a 
singular level of critical novelty, articulating a reinterpretation of the urban ver-
nacular autonomous from both Western and Japanese trends. An architectural 
langue which is based on the specificity of the local context, search for the urban 
vernacular that re-examines the forgotten, rejected by-products of the construc-
tion city’s self-construction. Before vapid, green-washing vertical gardens starting 
showing up in corporate architectural renderings, architects like Võ Trọng Nghĩa 
had understood the particular connection between greenery and lattice-façades. 
Standing outside official representations of decorum, dismissing the pretentious, 
frenchified horrors built in the new KDTMs, but still appreciating the valuable fea-
tures of French heritage, the new designers could appreciate and reappropiation 
the ugliness and imperfection of the city of Hanoi, turning it as a creative resource. 
Such operation was made in the absence of any rhetorical cover, without ‘support-
ing theories’ that Western-educated architects (particularly American) were often 
trained to eloquently pitch to school and council boards. Here, the only resources 
were window grills, tin sheets and brick and plaster, applied devoid of any de-
clared ideology but still closely related of the context, as if contemporary houses 

15	 Probably a consequence of the government’s 1996 campaign against ‘Social Demons’.
16	 Ciochetto, p. 97.
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were organically popping out from the seas of self-built rooftops and pocket gar-
dens.

It is a paradox to see the success of contemporary Vietnamese architecture, which 
has nevertheless found its own motifs and originality in the peri-urban regions of 
its metropolises (Danang, Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City), generating a critical subtrop-
ical vernacularism based on the use of unapologetically local materials, spatiali-
ties and motifs, avoiding both the pastiche and the endless, politically adulterated 
identity debates of other latitudes.

The works of A21 (fig. 361, 362) and Võ Trọng Nghĩa, among others, managed 
to adapt to the technological capacity of local construction, avoiding the preten-
sion of mimicking foreign trends that are technologically out of reach for the local 
contractors, creating an architecture of human scale, contemporary and clima-
tologically sensible. One could suggest several reasons for the disparate quality 
of contemporary art and architecture in Vietnam, such as the existence of more 
open-minded management cadres in the private sector and that, paradoxically, the 
absence of identity-rooted state aesthetic guidelines left this new breed of manag-
ers free hands to select the highest quality architectures.

The civilizing process of Bangkok, first driven by the Parisian avenues of absolutist 
monarchy, then by post-war developmentalism and today by the conjunction be-
tween infrastructure and real estate speculation, is opposed to the informal flows 
of mobility that run underground to the city’s epidermal modernity. The neglected 
network of canals, of a importance is recalled by the regular flooding of the most 
neuralgic enclaves of the business district is superimposed on many other flows, 
economic and human, that find their way through the blind spots of the city’s for-
mal planning. The networks of bikers described by Sopranzetti, the daily logistics 
of street food sales and preparation, the itineraries of the mafia, the daily transport 
of migrant workers to construction sites and their accommodation in shacks in 
subhuman conditions, all consist of flows. These networks cannot be spatialized 
through Cartesian frames of reference, nor do they respond to fixed locations that 
can be geographically located; their spatial trace makes full sense only when it is 
in keeping with their fluid character that has to be socially reconstructed on a daily 
basis due to the precariousness and unpredictability of day-to-day circumstances. 
This condition acquires today a new dimension due to the availability of mobile 
messaging applications such as Line that allow groups dispersed over the territory 
to share information and synchronize instantly.

The Bastard Typologies emerged from the tension between the precise (sometimes 
almost obsessive) documentation of urban events and their terrible underlying 
human conditions. From the clinically aseptic documentation of the phenomenon 
social critique may emerge directly. This is the case of Thamarong Wanarithi-
kul’s meticulous work 8 a.m. (2019). Thamarong documented every day at eight 
o’clock in the morning for a month the passage under a bridge of vans transport-
ing workers to construction sites. A universe in the uniformity of the small daily 
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Fig. 364.	 Chat Architects, Samsen Street Hotel, 2018. Source: Chat Architects and author, 2019.
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variations of these second-class citizens (Laotians, Cambodians, or Burmese) who 
erect Bangkok’s brand-new skyscrapers under gruelling working conditions (fig. 
365). More recently, photographer Panasarn Pattanakulchai portrayed these same 
workers in Building the Apartments They Cannot Live In (2021). They posed before 
Pattanakulchai in the privacy of their corrugated iron shacks; they held behind 
them photographs of the luxury apartments they work in (usually in deplorable 
conditions) as if they were some kind of fantasy prop.17 Having visited a multi-
tude of substandard dwellings in the region it is clear that the inhabitants, no mat-
ter how harsh their circumstances, prefer to hide them so as not to ‘lose face’, no 
matter how flimsy and implausible their attempts to camouflage them may be. 
In Pattanakulchai’s portraits we can see the effort of his protagonists to adopt a 
dignified, self-sufficient and decorous pose within their material scarcity. A deco-
rum that responds to the practice of ‘saving face’ weinaa (‘respecting the dignity 
of others’).

The ‘Bangkok Bastards’ series attends to the ugliness but accidental purposeful-
ness of stigmatized constructions found in the backstreets, verges and vacant in-
terstices (fig. 366). The term bastards refers to the unwanted accidental accumu-
lation of ideas and resources in architecture erected by those rejected by society, 
such as migrant workers. The social scope of his work is thus derived from his 
technical activity. The tools deployed are those specific of the architectural prac-
tice: surveys and drawings. Architectural plans, construction sections and scale 
models serve to document physical spaces, materials and ensemble details.

Sahm Saen’s detailed survey of the canal slums provides an anatomically detailed 
description of the living environment of this informal settlement, including even 
the precise, crude but honest delineation of the garbage floating in the putridity 
of the canal. When he advocates the value of this architecture, there is not, on the 
other hand, the technological solutionism that present in many similar architec-
tural proposals. The designer does not offer himself as a superhero invested with 
technical knowledge to come up with mental elucubrations that straddle the line 
between some form of standardization and social engineering (fig. 309).

The Samsen Street project is probably the project where Chat Architects materi-
alized their notion of ‘Urban Bastards’ in the most elloquent manner (fig. 364). 
Samsen Street has been converted an old love hotel into a modern boutique hotel, 
a type of establishment that offers a distinct and often themed aesthetic experi-
ence. The tuekthaew heavily covered by illegal cages are typical of this area of old 
Bangkok, where the historic streets mix with cheap backpacker hostels, and it is 
reflected in the façade design. Since this project was conscious aesthetization, a 
formalist elaboration of pre-existing spontaneous architectures, Chat Architects 
decided to ‘spatially activate the façade’ by turning it into a sort of theatre stage 

17	 Panasarn Pattanakulchai, ‘Khn Xyū̀ Mị ̀Dị ̂S̄rā̂ng Khn S̄rā̂ng Mị ̀Dị ̂Xyū̀’ Chud P̣hāph S̄atĥxn Chīwit Khn K̀xsr̄ā̂ng 
[’Construyen Aquello En Lo Que Lo Que No Pueden Vivir’]’, Urban Creature, 2021 <https://urbancreature.
co/construction-worker-life-contrast-building/?fbclid=IwAR1qu5zXPmJyHm8rqfuvG3pHjdH3DOv9_
LM8wZvzdR5GSj6q6g3jjn08c88> [accessed 21 June 2021].
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Fig. 365.	 Panasarn Pattanakulchai, They build what they cannot live in, 2021, Bangkok. Source: Urban 
Creatures.

Fig. 366.	 ‘Thai Vernacular House 2014’. Chat Architects, Burmese workers’ accommodation shacks in Bangkok, 
2015. Source: Chat Architects.
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suitable for nightly film screenings that could also be inhabited by the guests. The 
ground floor was conceived as an area for street food events and festivals, serving 
as an extension of the amalgamations of food carts and street stalls that still stand 
a few meters in their raw and genuine form.

Fig. 367.	 Examples of maladaptations of air-con units to built-in façade receptacles in apartment buildings in 
Macau, 2008. Source: author. 
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5.3.3	 Flows, Vessels and Spires
Just as both mandala and grid could be sustained within the city plan, utopia and 
dystopia became entwined.1

Before the reign of Rama IV, Bangkok was orchards and canals, which is very el-
oquent about ‘how Thais think’:2 the canal network is not an orthogonal grid but 
a ‘soft’ system in constant reconfiguration depending on seasonal flows. Thailand 
was a multicultural country built on the hybridization of diverse cultures. A soci-
ety that had been formed, due to the annual cycle of floods, as essentially nomadic, 
agrarian and aquatic. With the exception of the temples, built in brick, Thai tech-
nology was not designed to be timeless in the European sense. It is therefore a so-
ciety built on water where, in the absence of geographical coordinates, water flows 
replace the cardinal points. This generates a specific mode of spatial production 
that is reflected in the way cities are built and inhabited. 

The hybrid character of national identity is apparent, if unintentionally, from pho-
tographs of King Chulalongkorn’s reception of his new Mercedes-Daimler, surely 
taken on his return from one of his trips to Europe. This fleet of vehicles - the king 
bought two for himself and then a dozen for his sons - was among the first private 
vehicles in Thailand and, in the absence of qualified drivers in the country, the 
royal vehicle had to be driven by his own son, Prince Rajburi.3 The decorations 
added to the chassis of the vehicles placed them at the service of the national proj-
ect; a Garuda bird, the royal heraldic symbol, was mounted on the chassis of the 
Mercedes and this, in turn, carried Lord Rama, the divine reflection of the mon-
arch himself (fig. 369). The beauty of these images does not only rely on the jux-
taposition of European Belle Époque artefacts with royal Thai imagery, but on the 
crossroads of long-standing traditions. In a country new to road traffic, cars were, 
on a conceptual basis, still considered as boats, they were thus decorated with the 
same heraldic symbols as the royal barges. Foreign luxury objects are metabo-
lized into such divine abodes; hybridization and the highest spheres of essential-
ist discourses seem not to generate frictions. It is appropriate to remark that this 

1	 Chua, l. 5109.
2	 Chatpong Chuenrudeemol, ‘Comunicación Personal’ (Bangkok, 2016).
3	 Steve Van Beek, Bangkok. Only Yesterday (Hong Kong: Hong Kong Publishing Company, 1982).

Fig. 368.	  
A Bridge of Houses, pag 10-Talad Noi PHoto Studio - 
The Fascination of Siam-oriental hotel- 1920. Source 
Cornell University Library Digital Collections.
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miscegenation is not the product of a sustained assimilation over time of different 
cultures, nor the result of a negotiation with a mutual agreement between parties 
or a conscious design statement. This merging of symbols are the product of the 
absence of formal, conscious planning itself; whether by omission of the authori-
ties in charge, by discrepancies between the legal apparatus and political agendas, 
by lack of adherence to norms or human error. In any case, the absence of effective 
planning constitutes in itself the idiosyncratic feature of this disordered hybridi-
sation of visual languages. An identity characterised by the ingestion of foreign 
bodies and yet in conflict with the discourse of timeless and essential wisdom by 
which the monarchy legitimises itself. 

In his research on Bangkok’s motorcycle taxis, Owners of the Map (2013), Claudio 
Sopranzetti explains their vital importance to the city’s daily life.4 Making up for 
the shortcomings of public transport networks, rural immigration to the capital, 
the ubiquity of motorcycles facilitated their emergence as the capital’s most ver-
satile transport system. Thaksin’s policies allowed them to organize themselves 
effectively and reduce their dependence on the police and military mafias, which 
partly explains the unconditional support of this collective by the Shinawatra clan. 
Bangkok’s social granularity, understood as an ecosystem where huge social differ-
ences constantly create ‘gaps’ or zones of opportunity, partly explains how these 
semi-formal networks can make up for the deficiencies of formal planning. Same 
as the typological classification of informal spaces and building customizations 
has been questioned, such merging shall extend to the architecture of mobility, 
understood as the material trail of an urban civilization that, in spite of Western 
urbanism, is still built on flows, for which they still govern cities and live hoods.

Ananya Roy had proposed the Indian term jugaad as an example of informal 
manufacturing, a craft that can indistinctively be deployed in either mobility, fur-
nishing or architecture. Materials and actions (welding, screwing) are the same, 
performed by the same operators and there is no factual distinction among disci-
plines. So-called jugaad vehicles are constructed by arranging discarded parts and 

4	 Claudio Sopranzetti, Owners of the Map: Motorcycle Taxi Drivers, Mobility, and Politics in Bangkok (Oakland, 
California: University of California Press, 2017).

Fig. 369.	 Reception ceremony for King Chulalongkorn’s vehicles. Excerpted from Steve Van Beek, Bangkok. 
Only Yesterday (Hong Kong: Hong Kong Publishing Company, 1982), p.43.
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wooden carts, powered by diesel engines and run ‘unlicensed, unregulated and 
uninsured’.5 Kisnaphol Wattanawanyoo described the motorized carts of Thai in-
formal vendors.6 Again they are seen as an extension, or continuation, of the boats 
and thus a continuation of Siamese cultural practices in modern Thailand. In this 
way, the so-called talaad sod (‘perishable food market’) or talaad naam (‘water 
markets’) functionally merge with street markets in a new conception of spatially 
dispersed buying and selling scenarios of which street vending and its mobile gear 
are an integral part. Rod-re (‘vehicle’) as well as the various typologies of mobile 
artefacts thus reflect the existence of an earlier, ‘Thai’ culture underlying modern 
infrastructural networks.7

Moreover, because of their tactical nature, mobility capacity and low cost, they al-
low for the tactical occupation of the city, so that vendors can operate in interstitial 
spaces and contribute, in an informal way, to the granularity of the social fabric. 
The nature of the vehicle defines the category of the street vendor: its radius of 
action, its products, and its daily or weekly routes. Thus we have the habre (street 
vendor with a bamboo pole from which he hangs baskets with his products and 
moves on foot); rodkhen (human-powered carts); bicycles and tricycles; motorcy-
cles and sidecars - both those with an attached container and those with a sign on 
them; rodre (modified van with covered rear storage for displaying food and goods 
for sale). This last vehicle typology can be divided into other categories depending 
on the nature of the product: rodkubkhao (selling fresh meat and vegetables); rod-
phak phonlamai (fruits and vegetables); rodkhongcham or rodchohuay (offering a 
wide variety of clothes, accessories and consumer goods). 

The almost artisanal nature of the construction and maintenance of these vehicles 
has given rise to countless vernacular adaptations throughout the region. These 
adaptations can respond to specific uses-agricultural, commercial, transport-or 
merely functional claims. Among them is the Skylab tuk-tuk, invented in 1977 in 
Udon Thani and still very common in the Isaan region. The influence of American 

5	 Shahana Chattaraj, ‘Jugaad (India)’, in The Global Encyclopaedia of Informality. Volume 2, ed. by Alena 
Ledeneva (London: UCL Press, 2018), p. 134.

6	 Kisnaphol Wattanawanyoo, ‘Rod- Re (Thailand)’, in The Global Encyclopaedia or Informality. Volume 2, ed. by 
Alena Ledeneva (London: UCL Press, 2018), pp. 144–117.

7	 Kasama Polakit and D Boontharm, ‘Mobile Vendors: Persistence of Local Culture in the Changing Global 
Economy of Bangkok’, 2008, pp. 175–201.

Fig. 370.	 Catalog of modifed tuk-tuks, including upgraded versions of the Skylab model. Source: Atipong Motor.
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culture in the region due to military base personnel did not only translate into 
music or entertainment, but permeated all aspects of popular culture. The Skylab 
tuk-tuk was a hybrid between a tuk-tuk samlor (‘three-wheeler’) and a motorcycle 
named after the American space station that disintegrated in the atmosphere in 
1979; a humorous way of referring to the shiny appearance of its chrome compo-
nents and the bulkiness of its cabin in comparison to conventional tuk-tuks (fig. 
370).

For Krzysztof Wodiczko (b. 1943), for whom the homeless had become perform-
ers of his own urban installations, his aim was generating new situations by at-
racting questions from passers-by. The debate was part of t Wodiczko’s relational 
approach: ‘on the one hand: emergency aid; on the other, a thought-provoking sit-
uation’. Wodiczko had conceived his trolleys as projectiles against the established 
order. However, in Asia we see in the de-ideologization of informal mobility or, more 
precisely, we see the dislocation of the ideological frame of reference, constructing 
an intellectual space for which Western political coordinates do not seems to have 
been deemed appropriate. The position of the creators varies according to their 
own identity, standing often as a counterpoint to the Western imagery (by North 
American or European) and based on their own memories. Very often, particularly 
when creators arrive from a business or engineering background, there is a pal-
pable technological solutionism behind the conception of artefacts to ‘facilitate’ 
informal street vending operations; there is hardly any questioning of the estab-
lished order, of the socio-economic system that informs it or of the vendor-con-
sumer or vendor-city relations. 

While Pink Man, with his pink cart, questions Thai patronage society (fig. 373), 
Surasi Kusolwong embraces it with its contradictions and accepts its cynical com-
ponent as part of its complexity. His ‘little spirits’, his shoppers scavenging through 

Fig. 371.	 Chatchavan Suwansawat, photographs of street food trollers, 2019, Bangkok. Source: Chatchavan 
Suwansawat.

Fig. 372.	 Nguyễn Thế Sơn, Carrying-the-Carriers, 2016. Source: Nguyễn Thế Sơn.
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the skeins of flax in an induced gold rush reflect the contradictions of society; his 
allusions to his mother hark back to memories forged in his childhood in Ayuttha-
ya that conceive of the street market as an ingredient of his own identity.

Surasi Kusolwong (b. 1965) would find his inspiration in the hangover of the crisis 
of the 1990s, as had Sriwanichpoom, of the same generation and also linked to 
Cities on the Move. ‘When I returned to Thailand in 1996 [having been trained in 
Germany] the country was in the throes of a financial crisis that forced me to ques-
tion modern consumption and capitalist democracy.’8 The wave of pseudo-classi-
cist kitsch had faded and earlier forms of living and socialising seemed to take on a 

8	 Nicolas Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics, Collection Documents Sur l’art (Les Presses du réel, 2002).

Fig. 373.	  
Manit Sriwanichpoom, Hungry 
ghost No1, 2003. Source: Rama 
9 Art.

Fig. 374.	  
Surasi Kusolwong, Golden 
Ghosts, 2017, Center for 
Contemporary Art, Pekín.
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renewed meaning. It was the case, in Kusolwong’s eyes, that street markets, those 
vibrant social situations on the streets of Asia and surely the most striking, visual 
and sensory expression of the informal economy, could be understood relationally 
as pure and spontaneous art:

In a traditional market, for example, people talk, sing, dance and stroll and go 
about their business. For me, what we know as ‘installation’ is actually a more 
familiar phenomenon.9

The experience of the street market was formed for a myriad of small social in-
teractions: negotiations as affirmative acts, the flâneur through a territory made 
up of mobile street stalls, the unexpected encounters with vendors through an 
instant-city. Nicolas Bourriaud, articulator of Relational Art theory, had been the 
curator of the Taipei Biennale where Kusolwong presented in 2014. In the instal-
lation Golden Ghost (Reality Called, So I Woke Up) (2014) Kusolwong hided twelve 
gold necklaces under five tons of industrial linen. Visitors were invited to search 
for the necklaces by digging with their own hands, turning them into unintended 
gold rush miners (fig. 374). Another finding of Golden Ghost was the subtle and al-
most imperceptible unease created among the audience as they wandered among 
the skeins of linen, making evident both the capitalist ‘dreams of gold’ and the 
‘ghosts’ of hidden greed. The title of the installation can also be understood as the 
figure of the Asian ‘spirit’, an entity in an eternal state of hunger and thirst and is 
a remnant of the animist cults that still permeate contemporary societies today. 
The sign ‘Golden Ghost Welcome Back the Spirits’ is placed on a mirror, projecting 
itself onto the reflection of the visitor, who is facing himself in the middle of the 
skeins.

The installation One Pound Turbo Market (You’ll have a good time) (2006) at Tate 
Modern was a relational installation consisting of a literal flea market featuring 
worthless items that visitors could buy for a dollar (or a pound or a euro, depending 
on the country). The apparent simplicity of the installation was meant to enhance 
the relationship whereby the visitor strolled through, looked at various products, 
and perhaps bought something (fig. 375). The Thai flea market experience was 
synthesized to be transplanted into the aseptic container of a contemporary mu-
seum. Enhancing the everydayness of the experience itself, Kusolwong explained 
how her mother (like so many others in her hometown Ayutthaya) already lived it 
on a daily basis “except that she never called it an ‘art installation’”.10

This is precisely why Surasi Kusolwong’s installations at the Tate Gallery and the 
Centre for Contemporary Art in Beijing were so intense despite their apparent for-
mal banality as mere flea markets. The consideration of the act of buying and sell-
ing as a cultural element recognizable to all was contraposed to the understanding 
of abstract art as an elitist artefact imported from the West.11 In conversation with 

9	 Yidi Tsao, ‘Surasi Kusolwong — Thailand Every Day’, Cobo Social, 2019 <https://www.cobosocial.com/
dossiers/surasi-kusolwong-thailand-every-day/> [accessed 28 April 2021].

10	 Tsao.
11	  This has been argued in discussing the introduction of Abstract Expressionism in Thailand in section 3.1, 
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Rasheed Araeen, Kuan-Hsing Chen asserted that the limits of ‘European modes 
of knowledge’ included cultural studies and postcolonial studies. To articulate a 
‘proper mode of thought production’ would require an external system of thought, 
something that would necessarily include language. Consequently, in order to even 
consider the possibility of a decolonization of modes of thought, the use of English 
as a universal language would have to be overcome.12

Despite the ground-breaking aura of abstract art, in post-colonial contexts it will 
be understood as an instrument of American imperialism, not only because of 
its well-known impenetrability for the general public, but also because of the so-
cio-economic dynamics that fed its spheres of creation and diffusion (galleries, 
embassies and collectors belonged to the establishment). This association be-
tween abstract art and American cultural imperialism is not always perceptible 
to Western audiences who, due to their own historical development, understand 
the artistic avant-garde as a progressive movement. For Third World audiences, 
however, abstract art was born much later: it only became conscious of it when 

mainly based on the analyses of Apinan Poshyananda.
12	 Rasheed Araeen, ‘A Conversation Between Chen Kuan-Hsing and Rasheed Araeen’, Asia Art Archive, 2013 

<https://aaa.org.hk/en/ideas/ideas/a-conversation-between-chen-kuan-hsing-and-rasheed-araeen> 
[accessed 22 May 2021].

Fig. 375.	 Surasi Kusolwong, One Pound Turbo Market, (You’ll have a good time), 2006, Tate Gallery, Londres.

Fig. 376.	 Chatchavan Suwansawat, fotografías de puestos de venta, Bangkok. Source: Chatchavan 
Suwansawat, 2019.
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the American government and large corporations began to export it as an ambas-
sador of capitalist ideology. It is not surprising therefore that the great Thai ab-
stract artists had to emigrate to Europe and the United States in order to make a 
career out of it.13 Rasheed Araeen gives the penetration of abstract art in Pakistan 
as an example, although this can be extended to the whole of Asia. Arriving in Paki-
stan in 1958 under the military dictatorship of Ayyub Khan (1958-1969), abstract 
art was accompanied by American consumer products with the clear intention 
of replacing in Pakistan, as in the rest of the Third World, the economy of need 
with the economy of desire.14 According to Araeen’s postcolonial vision, Abstract 
Expressionism created artists subordinate to what was happening in New York; 
their work would always be seen as ‘regional’ or ‘vernacular’ varieties of Western 
centrality.

The style called, perhaps with a tone of disdain, the ‘Floating Market School’ was 
therefore neither a mere pictorial industry for tourists nor a naïve traditionalist 
romanticization. These themes reflected the difficult position of the post-colonial 
creator who, having achieved political independence, faced the chimerical task of 
carving out an aesthetic path of his own without the tutelage of the West. The suc-
cessive irruptions of colonialism, socialism and capitalism made it impossible to 
return to the path of a tradition where cultural and social roots had been blown up. 
The floating markets thus constituted an imagery in which the public felt them-
selves portrayed, without detriment to the use of realist techniques developed by 
European academicism but, in this case, placed at the service of the national tra-
dition. In contrast to their Western peers it was impossible for Southeast Asian 
artists to avoid positioning themselves in relation to questions of modernity and 
national identity.

13	 Apinan Poshyananda en   (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992). This is recounted by Apinan Poshyananda 
in Modern Art in Thailand: Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992).

14	 Araeen.

Fig. 377.	 Surasi Kusolwong, Naked Machine (Volkswagen Modern), 2011, in the exhibition Play Van Abbe Part 4: 
The Pilgrim, the Tourist, the Flaneur (and the Worker), Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven.
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High-density public housing blocks have been determinant in the constitution of 
a Hong Kong identity and, therefore, susceptible to being employed as a symbolic 
artefact in political confrontation and, especially, during protests such as the 2015 
‘Umbrella Movement’ and the 2019 Anti-Extradition Law protests. Kacey Wong’s 
performance Wandering Home II (2014) denounced the limited scope for the 
majority of Hong Kong’s population to participate in urban and housing policies 
(fig. 379). Consisting of a half-square-metre habitat that evoked the architectural 
features of 1960s composite buildings, again alluding to nostalgia for a mystified 
past, carried by a pedal-powered rickshaw. Once again we see the rickshaw as an 
expression of precariousness, of migration and the effort of carrying one’s life by 
means of a mobile artefact in the absence of a ground, a land of rootedness where 
the only compass is precisely the identity baggage symbolized by post-war archi-
tecture.15

Manuel Castells argued that the creation of public housing in Hong Kong was ini-
tially aimed at freeing up land for industrial development rather than for any al-
truistic purpose.16 The creation of urban industrial plants close to workers’ homes 
reduced the problem of transportation and facilitated the growth of small business-
es in urban areas. As a result, people became accustomed to living in high-density 
environments and became accustomed to basing their daily routine on short-dis-
tance commuting.17 Are the Chinese better equipped to withstand these high-den-
sity conditions better than Westerners? Rooney cites the work of E. N. Anderson18 
as well as a large number of anthropological and psychological studies on human 
adaptability to high-density circumstances, and culturally rooted psychological 
differences. Anderson pointed out that Chinese family members were not expect-
ed to have a need for private space within the home because the home was primar-

15	 Kacey Wong, ‘Wandering Home II’, Kaceywong.Com, 2018 <http://www.kaceywong.com/wandering-home-ii> 
[accessed 28 April 2021].

16	 Manuel Castells, L Goh, and Reginald Yin-Wang Kwok, The Shek Kip Mei Syndrome : Economic Development 
and Public Housing in Hong Kong and Singapore (London: Pion, 1990).

17	 Nuala Rooney, ‘At Home with Density. Spatial Representation in Hong Kong Public Housing’ (Napier 
University, 1997), p. 128 <https://www.napier.ac.uk/~/media/worktribe/output-285322/rooneypdf.pdf>.

18	 “Some Chinese Methods of Dealing with Crowding” Urban Anthropology, vol. 1, (2) 1972 pp. 141-150, quoted 
by Rooney, p. 68.

Fig. 378.	  
Kacey Wong, Wandering Home, 
2008. Source: Kacey Wong.
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ily focused on social activities. Within the Chinese family, members were always 
expected to eat together. Bedrooms were used exclusively for sleeping and were 
never occupied during the day. He concludes that the Chinese have developed cul-
tural and social mechanisms to cope with high-density situations.19

David Lai studied the living conditions in Hong Kong’s oldest public housing 
blocks, the ‘Mark I’ apartments.20 He suggests that it was not just specifically the 
lack of space that caused frustrations but the poor quality of the housing and lack 
of facilities. Lai pointed out that a community of Europeans would not tolerate liv-
ing under such conditions for a long time and would probably experience a social 
and mental health crisis. All members of the Chinese family have a sense of their 
own hierarchical position, implying that family relationships depend on status and 
hierarchy. What then is the nature of this tolerance of high density? Anthropologist 
Barbara Ward describes one possible method: ‘Adults ignore a child who has an 
outburst of crying, until the child learns self-control. The child learns that such be-
haviour should be restrained’.21 Ward suggests that this early temperament helps 
people adapt to high-density environments where frustration and lack of privacy 
may lead to conflict both within the family and with neighbours.

The main concern for Chinese immigrants, a very substantial percentage of the 
population in these neighbourhoods, was to build a life project in Hong Kong, for 
which any other need was relegated as an unnecessary luxury. Paradoxically, from 

19	 Rooney, p. 68.
20	 Chuen-Yan David Lai, “Human Crowding in Hong Kong: A Study of its Earliest Type of Public Housing” in M. C. 

R. Edgell & B. H Farrell (eds. ) Themes on Pacific Lands. Western Geographical Series vol. 10, Victoria, British 
Columbia: University of Columbia, 1974. p. 158, collected by Rooney, p. 90.

21	 Barbara E. Ward, Through Other Eyes: An Anthropologist’s View of Hong Kong (Hong Kong: The Chinese 
University Press, 1985).

Fig. 379.	 Kacey Wong, Wandering Home II, 2014. Source: Kacey Wong.
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Beijing’s point of view, housing is also seen as the unspoken seed of the conflicts in 
the former colony. Beyond the literal ‘Five Demands’ demanded by pro-democracy 
activists during the 2019 protests, the government in Beijing always understood 
the underlying cause of the unrest to be housing affordability, as the younger gen-
eration had been excluded from the property ladder.22 Perhaps due to the eco-
nomic take-off and the fulgurating rise of the Chinese middle classes and the avid 
consumption of capitalist status symbols, there is a tendency to ignore the weight 
that historical materialism still has in the interpretation of contemporary events 
by the Chinese Communist Party, for whom the struggle for control of the means 
of production continues to be the motor of historical conflicts.

As early as 1842, as soon as it took possession of its new colony, there was con-
cern in the United Kingdom about the legal security of land rights over the terri-
tory. It should be recalled that China was at that time ruled by the Qing dynasty 
and that it was a vast and unwieldy territory, governed by a tangle of pre-colonial 
customs, and plagued by peasant revolts and warlords. However, the agreement 
with China stipulated that the enclave should be returned at an agreed date. To 
ensure that land transactions on colonial territory enjoyed sufficient guarantees, 
it was decided that the colonial government would retain a monopoly on land de-
velopment and that land would be placed in private hands only on a long-term 
leasing basis. A system not unlike that used today in socialist nations and by which 
the United Kingdom would protect its legal system from hypothetical turbulence 
due to the transfer of sovereignty over its real estate assets to a nation of dubious 
reliability. Thus, at the end of the leasing period the liability of the colonial gov-
ernment would have expired, protecting the security of real estate transactions 
within the Empire. Thus, what should have been a mere legal device to ensure the 
soundness of British property rights became instead a mechanism by which the 

22	 The term ‘Property ladder’ refers to the consolidation of a life project that a young person realizes through 
his first real estate acquisition, just as composite buildings had enabled previous generations during the 
1960s.

Fig. 380.	  
Façade of the Herring Gull House (1981) at Sha Kok Estate, Sha Tin, 
2016 Hong Kong. Source: author.

Fig. 381.	  
Kong Kee, illustrations from the Dragon Delusion series, 2021. Pen 
drawing and digital coloring. Source: Kong Kee.
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colony’s government, in collusion with business groups linked to the Kwok (Sun 
Hung Kai Properties), Li (Henderson Land Development), Lee (CK Asset Holdings) 
and Cheng (New World Development) families artificially restricted the supply 
of housing and land in order to maximize the value of their assets.23 Despite the 
widespread perception that Hong Kong’s high density is due to a lack of land, as 
much as 40% of the land is devoted to natural parks and only 7% to residential 
land, and therefore lack of land is not the main factor leading to overcrowding. In 
Beijing’s view, the long-term answer would be to encourage the construction of 
new affordable housing, consolidating social peace once again;24 the big business 
groups were thus left in a tricky situation as they were accused by the Communist 
Party’s media mouthpieces of having encouraged the terrible economic inequality 
that had given rise to the protests.25 The housing shortage and the helplessness of 
a significant part of Hong Kong’s population are thus revealed as the crucial piece 
shared by two ideologically antagonistic and irreconcilable positions, especially 
for those born since the 1990s.

For this reason, Kacey Wong’s performances and installations, made prior to the 
2019 protests when the climate of political unrest was already fully palpable, 
questioned the guiding principles instilled in several generations of Hong Kong 
whereby the acquisition of property is the main milestone in the construction of a 
vital project. The precariousness of the habitable artefact, as opposed to the mon-
ster buildings, reclaims the idealised ‘old Hong Kong’ as a moral compass that can 

23	 A Poon, Land and the Ruling Class in Hong Kong (Enrich Professional Pub., 2011).
24	 Blake Schmidt and others, ‘Why Hong Kong’s Property Tycoons Are Beijing’s Scapegoats’, Bloomberg, 2019 

<https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2019-hong-kong-property-tycoons/>.
25	 Chen Qingqing, Bai Yunyi, and Zhao Juecheng, “Global Times,”Global Times[‘Hong Kong Can’t Wait 

Any Longer to Solve the Housing Problem!’]People’s Daily, 2019 <https://wap.peopleapp.com/
article/4585666/4466706>

Fig. 382.	 Kacey Wong, Sleep Walker, 2011. Source: kaceywong.com.
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still guide the journey. Padding Home, meanwhile, alludes to the prefabricated con-
crete facades clad in tiles characteristic of the next generation of public housing 
(figs. 383). Again, a small habitable artefact drifting in the vastness of the bay, with 
the recognizable towers of Sung Kai and New World Properties visibly placed in 
the background.26

26	 Kacey Wong, “Padding Home,”Kaceywong.com, 2009 <http://www.kaceywong.com/new-gallery> [accessed 
27 January 2021]

Fig. 383.	  
Kacey Wong, Paddling-Home, 
2009. Source: kaceywong.com.
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5.3.3.1	 Street Shamans

Rattana Salee (b. 1982) is a Thai sculptor who achieved notoriety with her exhi-
bition Suspended Memory at the People’s Gallery at BACC in 2018. Again her sculp-
tures are inspired by scaffolding and building forms. Denouncing real estate spec-
ulation, the alignment produced by unbridled urban development but, like Manit 
Sriwanichpoom’s work, in the context of Bangkok they are also read as dismay at 
the missed opportunities for progress, which remain ascertained by unfinished 
structures, failed projects due to corruption and incompetence, spread throughout 
the city.

In this sense (and although the confronted feelings differ) the work of Rattana 
Salee and that of Eliane Chiu reveal certain similarities beyond the formal repre-
sentation of overwhelming structures: both reproduce the sensation of alignment 
and oppression of these spaces while, each under its own idiosyncrasy, they recre-
ate the almost obsessive fascination that these spaces exert. Her sculptures have 
a marked constructive and geometric character, evoking a continuum constructed 
between the buildings under construction to the scaffolding and extending to the 
informal activities (flea markets, rigging) that surround them, forming an undif-
ferentiated natural environment. However, the addition of paints and resins to the 
grids blur their Cartesian appearance, giving the structures a dreamlike character 
in the manner of three-dimensional sketches that emerge from empty space. The 
titles of the works refer precisely to this condition of loss: Vanishing Point (fig. 
384).

In order to conclude this chapter, we should present one particular individual 
whose artwork blends in a unique, seamless manner into the charms and com-
plexities of the urban life of Bangkok. In 2014, photographer Beer Singnoi, whose 
reports on Thailand’s Brutalist architecture have helped to spread awareness and 
appreciation of this architectural style, shared on his Facebook account photo-
graphs of mysterious graffiti whose motifs appeared in various locations around 
the city (fig. 385). Those who stopped to look closely at to them discovered a tan-

Fig. 384.	 Rattana Salee, Vanishing 
Point, 2018. Source: La Lanta Fine 
Art, Bangkok.
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gle of disconnected electro-technical diagrams, annotations with no apparent 
meaning and mystical declarations. These drawings combined numerological cal-
culations with geometrical patterns, which were accompanied by vaguely techni-
cal marks (always incomprehensible) indicating that the mysterious author might 
some background in engineering. Singnoi collected testimonies attributing them 
to ‘a man in his forties’ with some psychological problem. The drawings were made 
with chalk, marker or paintbrush and appeared on all kinds of urban elements, 
such as manhole covers, pavements, pillars or concrete walls. They were generally 
found in areas of communication junctions, highway junctions and subways. When 
this author first encountered these drawings on the pavement of Ratchatewi, he 
initially thought that they were indications for some infrastructure work in the 
making. Then his eye caught religious motifs embedded within what looked like an 
electro-technical diagram, where a small isometry of Wat Aarun, a five-spired tem-
ple representing Mount Mehru, the sacred mountain of Buddhism, was connected 

Fig. 386.	 Street drawings by Sametr Rattanapornchai in urban furnishes in Bangkok, 2018. Source: Michel Treza.

Fig. 385.	 Photograms of graffitis made by Sametr Rattanapornchai, 2014. Courtesy of Beer Singnoi/Facebook.
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to an amalgam of technical diagrams accompanied by profuse non-sequitour an-
notations in both English and Thai. In 2016, the digital media Coconuts Bangkok 
had reported on this graffiti with the suggestive title ‘Homeless man dedicated to 
unravelling Illuminati conspiracy under Ratchatewi Bridge’.27 Although they had 
come up with the correct name of the author, he no doubt refused to be photo-
graphed, so the journalists, with a remarkable lack of scruples, photo-graphed and 
interviewed a different homeless person posing as the artist.

In the documentary Mystery Mind Maps of Bangkok (2019), film maker Raphael 
Treza traced these diagrams until reaching to Pichai Rattanapornchai, also known 
as Sametr, who claimed to have been living on the streets for thirty years.28 Sametr 
stated on camera that he had been expelled from the army and that the numerical 
calculations he wrote everywhere were aimed at uncovering the culprits of his 
personal misfortunes (fig. 386). Beings of evil intent were responsible both for his 
fall from grace in the army and for the death of several members of his family due 
to oesophageal cancer, which he attributed to poisoning. Simple events such as a 
butterfly landing to drink from the water were understood as symbolic clues that 
led inevitably to the resolution of his family’s fatal destiny. ‘It’s not a map, it’s just 
a drawing of a pigeon’, he replied to the map Bangkok he had drawn, unmistakably 
identifiable by the delineation of the Chao Phraya River. Although Sametr did not 
consider himself an artist, his graffiti could be understood as Art Brut, a concept 
coined by Jean Dubuffet (b. 1901, d. 1985) to refer to ‘art made by outsiders’ who 
were alien to any artistic school. Art Brut was then riding a new wave of popularity 
thanks to the influence of exhibitions such as Art Brut in America: The Incursion 
of Jean Dubuffet at the Museum of Folk Art in New York in 2015-16, which would 
place great emphasis on the relationship between the compulsive disorders of 
many of these unschooled artists and the meticulous and intricate reiteration of 
formal motifs.

However, the scope of Sametr’s diagrams goes beyond mere graphism. His se-
quences merge into the physical and programmatic continuum of the urban inter-

27	 ‘Homeless Man on Quest to Scribble Illuminati Conspiracies on Ratchathewi Bridge?’, Coconuts Bangkok, 
2016 <https://coconuts.co/bangkok/features/homeless-man-quest-scribble-illuminati-conspiracies-
ratchathewi-bridge-photos/> [accessed 12 September 2022].

28	 Raphael Treza, ‘Mystery Mind Maps’, Raphael Treza, 2020 <https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=bbVPzSGQ2Xg&t=78s> [accessed 10 April 2021].

Fig. 387.	 Screenshots of documentary Mystery Mind Maps by Raphael Treza 2019, Bangkok. Courtesy of 
Raphael Treza/Youtube.
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stices of the metropolis. Cursed areas discarded by urban development: motorway 
loops, railroad shoulders, forgotten pavements. Often their traces, especially when 
they are on particularly visible surfaces such as pavements or electrical boxes, are 
diligently erased by the city council. This cycle of creation-destruction continues 
throughout Sametr’s itinerancy through the urban margins. Thus, unless a flâneur 
walker is always equipped with a quality camera, he may not be able to find the 
hieroglyphs he happens to stumble across again. 

Sametr Rattanapornchai would go from being a homeless man discovered by blog-
gers and coolhunters on the streets of Bangkok to exhibiting on the Thai contem-
porary art circuit. In 2019, curator Suebsang Sangwachirapiban featured Sametr 
alongside a selection of Japanese and Thai artists in the show Art Brut: Figure of 
Unknown Beauty at the Bangkok Art and Culture Centre (BACC). Treza’s documen-
tary introduced the artist to an international audience. A year later, his definitive 
consecration took place at the Bangkok Art Biennale, curated by Apinan Poshy-
ananda and sharing stage with the greatest figures of contemporary art such as Ai 

                   Work fence decoration on the site of future Samyan mix-used complex featuring some of most prominent 
street artists in Bangkok. Source: autho, 2017.

Fig. 388.	  
Sametr Pornwattana, Untitled series, 2019, Bangkok Art and Culture 
Center, Bangkok Art Biennale. Source: author, 2020.

Fig. 389.	  
Sametr Rattanapornchai, Untitled series, 2019, Bangkok Art and Culture 
Center, Bangkok Art Biennale. Source: author, 2020.
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Weiwei, Amish Kaphoor and Marina Abramovich, among many others. Rattanap-
ornchai still lives on the streets and refuses to give interviews or be entertained 
by the media, thus constituting the archetype of the accursed artist who devotes 
himself to pure creation with total disdain for the supervening attention and fame 
that distract him from his transcendental goal (fig. 388, 389). 

Soon before the presentation at the biennale, Rattanapornchai moved to draw 
on packing cartons, probably at the suggestion of the police or some authority 
trying to prevent him from damaging public pavements. Before the confinement 
due to the 2020 pandemic he could be seen daily drawing on the roadway next to 
the Phra Kannong skytrain access, although his drawings were common in other 
neuralgic areas such as Ratchatatewi, Nana and On Nut among others. Cartons 
are easily to transport (and sell) and neighbours would easily donate markers to 
the ‘mad professor’, as he was commonly called by Thais. This change of media 
was undoubtedly a signal of the domestication of Sametr’s creative instincts. The 
perennial conflict between street art and civility traces back, at least, to the first 
time a graffiti was praised as an artistic expression. Since then, street artists seem 
to have relied on questioning or taunting such contradictions, which is precisely 
the reason why Sametr’s expressive drawings were so captivating. However, when 
actions are sponsored by governments, particularly there where Junta-appoint-
ed leaders arrogate themselves the duty to safeguard public morals, there is lit-
tle room to tease the law. In the absence of firm government support, the aim of 
many young local artists is to obtain some sort of corporate sponsorship, entering 
a profitable cycle based on royalties and selling collector’s goods. Therefore, it was 
not rare to see most of renowned graffiti artists in the city to join forces for a col-
lective mural for the site of the future Samyam Shopping Mall, an extremely specu-
lative development run on land belonging to a public university. Once Sametr’s art 
was inserted into the institutional circuits, it had to be sanitized and civilized. His 
compulsive production still evoked the ‘gestural tree’ that Rilke had portrayed in 
Mon Corps. Pseudo-technological diagrams followed uninterruptedly the flows of 
traffic, pollution, dirt and people. In spite of the abandonment of street furnishings 
as pictorial media (may be temporarily), no one expressed the coexistence of tech-
nological and spiritual spheres in Bangkok in such a bold, candid, and eloquent 
manner.



6.	CONCLUSIONS



Fig. 390.	  
(Previous page) Illegal cages in the inner courtyard in a mid-
rise apartment builting in Macau. Source: author, 2008.



6.1	 The Spheres of Spirit and Reason

The spatiality generated by the cages is governed by two parallel systems: positiv-
ist thinking, a system originated in the Western origin but fully assumed in Asia, 
and a ‘spiritual’ thinking, which covers an interconnected mesh of social, tradi-
tional and community traits. Without risk of orientalising, it can be safely stated 
that kinship, social capital and religious rituals, whether they respond to inner 
supernatural beliefs or not, modulate contemporaneity societies in Asia. While 
responding to their own specific values, both spheres coexists autonomously. It 
has been proved how spatial configurations and domestic self-made architecture 
serve are expressions of the subtle, largely unnoticed frictions between both sys-
tems of values. Informal façade modifications, as they are located there where the 
confrontation of private and public domains is starker, are a very eloquent archi-
tectural expression of such discord. The introduction of western thinking and its 
overlay over local social organizations that had produced organically their own 
city making methods has given place, however, to a fertile terrain for unforeseen 
aesthetic artefacts, creative actions and architectural experimentation.

This research started from the implicit assumption that authored architecture, 
in general, relates poorly to the day to day experience of the urban dweller. Only 
when some successful features trickle down from high culture to retail architec-
tural practice, captivating taste and aspirations of the general public, such connec-
tion may be effectively established. In order to be scaled into the broader markets, 
good design becomes itemized and packed into gimmicks that are appealing to 
the public and easy to imitate. Those gimmicks1 that make it to the mainstream 
practice may not consist necessarily on the design innovations that were the most 
acclaimed by academic criticism.

Such premise, although very sceptical of the architect’s alleged transformative 
power, could be universally valid with the exceptions of the few societies that have 
managed to bring high quality design in housing and environment to the daily ex-
perience of the common folk, like in central Europe. However, in Southeast Asia 
the mismatch between academia and city takes becomes even wider, and not only 
because of the stark socioeconomic inequalities. The misalignment between the 
desires for Western imagery and the way related goods are actually consumed in 
Asia is primary due to the fact that they are not intended to satisfy a necessity, 
but to satiate social aspirations. It is enough to visit a few of the ostentatious ba-
roque classicist mansions being built by Thai and Vietnamese companies on the 
rice fields of all Indochina, from Laos to Sinakhuville,) to realize that their pomp-
ous marble chambers are inhabited in very different ways to the European polity 
the aim to evocate, responding instead to specifically local modes of dwelling and 
comfort. When setting the theoretical framework for this dissertation, it became 
clear that many of the postulates informed by Bourdieu’s classic Distinction: A so-

1	 Understanding ‘gimmicks’ as itemized design traits that are easily marketable.
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cial Critique of the Judgement of Taste, that still conforming our appreciation of 
contemporary trends,2 is not enough to explain the preferences of on aesthetics 
and decorum that take place in the region. Concepts as the ‘imposter’, or ‘symbolic 
capital’ that were so useful to understand the transactional side of the West cultur-
al spheres, become useless when applied in Southeast Asia. The tensions between 
agenda and image modelled by the French thinker become frictionless and void 
when transplanted into Asia, particularly out of the social minorities that conform 
local internationally minded circles. The extent and nature of such misalignments 
exceed the scope of this work.

The primary aim was to describe the relationship between the discourses that 
conceived of planning spaces and those generated by everyday practice. This task 
has been developed in the field of narrative: the discourses, symbols and stories 
that can either stigmatise or revalue everyday architectures. The construction of 
narrative threads makes it possible to give a moral value to an action, a space or 
an object.

The cohabitation of animist practices with the symbolic and aesthetic apparatus 
of the modern Thai state has been detailed. A cohabitation that is not necessarily 
conflictive: flows of symbols, practices and narratives are moulded to the unspo-
ken interdependence between official state tinsel and everyday practices. Despite 
their asynchrony, the coexistence of these universes of values pulsates in Bangkok’s 
processes of spatial production and negotiation. It has been shown how pre-colo-
nial rituals and belief systems coexist in Thailand with a legal and political system 
built on a European model. Animistic beliefs external to Theravada doctrine are 
internalised by everyday rituals. Civic rituals overlap with religious ones, allowing 
the spheres of the spiritual and the rational to evolve without friction.

The transition from the economy of need to the economy of desire took place in 
Thailand with great momentum. The nation’s capital opened up to American hab-
its, mediated by the aristocratic classes co-opting the penetration of brands and 
lifestyles. Siwilai: decorum and identity has addressed the definition of Thainess, 
the supposed national essence, through the articulation of contemporary visual 
codes. It has described the tensions between contemporary creativity and strict 
essentialist visions of national identity that Philipp Cornwel-Smith had described 
as ‘a missionary puritanism freed from foreign interference’. The formal exuber-
ance of the bubble economy years has also been presented, as well as the subse-
quent period of nationalist retrenchment resulting from the Tom Yum Kung crisis. 
The fifth edition of Cities on the Move would be held in this climate of a hangover 
from the real estate excesses of a predatory business class and a corrupt and inca-
pable political establishment. Given the absence of world-class exhibition spaces 
in Bangkok, prompting the use of its very streets as exhibition spaces, the city’s 

2	 Mark Greif, ‘The Hipster in the Mirror’, The New York Times (New York, 12 November 2010) <https://
www.nytimes.com/2010/11/14/books/review/Greif-t.html>; Jonathan Y, Chuai, Sherman Tan Jun Hao, 
and Laura Tan Su Ying, ‘The Rise of “Hipster” Culture in Singapore: Spatial Transformation in Tiong Bahru’ 
(Singapore, 2014) <http://www.academia.edu/7061683/The_Rise_of_Hipster_Culture_in_Singapore_Spatial_
Transformation_in_Tiong_Bahru>.
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popular culture would claim itself as its main and most genuine creative banner. 
Controversies involving the guardians of the supposed national cultural essences 
and prestigious artists such as Rirkrit Tiravanija or Bhandit Thongdee have also 
been studied within the pop valorisation of items relegated to the folk and eth-
nographic sphere. The popularity of hipster antique markets and themed visual 
universes in leisure parks such as Changchui illustrate the relationship between 
middle-class consumption habits and the growing appreciation of urban informal-
ity as part of cultural and identity heritage.

The notion of national identity, even if enunciated as a primordial entity underlying 
external manifestations, is permanently redefined according to the fluid evolution 
of the political agenda. Nakrob Moontamas’ postmodern Collages, characterised by 
the juxtaposition of Buddhist heraldry, Ramakien national epic and Europeanising 
monarchical tinsel, have been studied as a paradigmatic case of the crystallisation 
of these tensions. All this articulating texts that can be interpreted at different lev-
els of critique and irony, widening the semiotic horizon of the work as a means of 
escaping censorship. The section Karaokes and Neon is devoted to the spaces of 
desire and clandestinity, the most accentuated expression, in architectural terms, 
of the divergence between public discourse and intimate viscerality. Taweewit 
Kijtanasoonthorn’s work conceived of neon lights as creating ephemeral, private 
spaces, giving rise to ‘happy worlds’ that are alien to the harshness of everyday life 
for the urban proletariat, and which mask the harsh relations of exploitation they 
harbour. The defensive architecture of hotels by the hour and their capacity to cre-
ate bubbles of unreal universes will also be used by Prabda Yoon in his film Hotel 
Myst to criticise the hypocrisy of a patriarchal and hierarchical society.

Next, in The Integral Collectivisation of Life, he studied the ideological component 
of the collectivisation of Vietnamese housing, which was accompanied by the im-
portation of technology from the communist orb. In order to study the implemen-
tation of socialist narratives, this work has referred to Nikita Khrushchev’s reforms 
that coincided in time with North Vietnam’s independence. It was not enough to 
improve prefabrication technologies, but it was necessary to educate about how 
to live in the new flats in a modern way. The new residential typologies proposed 
a novel city model and demanded the ideation of furnishings and consumer goods. 
Susan Reid’s research has helped to understand the tensions between pedagogi-
cal representations of socialist housing and decorum and the everyday life of its 
inhabitants. The collective housing blocks or Khu Tập Thể were to become the res-
idential areas for the regime’s privileged groups: party militants, military, bureau-
crats and academics. Imported into Vietnam was what Walter Mignolo would call 
the ‘socialist future’ which, despite its emancipatory rhetoric, shared with capital-
ism its skewed vision of universalist positivism.

Visual Universes has presented the fascination that the Walled City of Kowloon has 
exerted on audiovisual creation, inspiring the creation of images of urban futu-
ribles representing a ‘high-tech low-life’ future. The future is thus depicted as a 
dense, verticalised, Asian city whose skyscrapers are covered with variegated in-
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formal structures and orientalising illuminated signs. Yet this futuristic, dystopian 
universe today serves to visually shape the nostalgic pleas of Hong Kong’s mil-
lennial generation. This apparent paradox has been explained through the use of 
small, informal modifications to their facades, the commercial signs of their street-
side businesses and their slow but unstoppable disappearance due to new by-laws 
and urban improvement operations. 

In Neon Nostalgia it has been argued why Hong Kong’s composite buildings and 
neon signs constitute some of its main constituent elements of the visual language 
of a future past. Movements for the documentation, archiving and preservation of 
Hong Kong’s neon signs not only respond to a renewed interest in urban historical 
heritage but to the social and economic fabric that gave rise to them. The visu-
al imaginary of neon is thus reinterpreted to accompany social demands related 
to the social and economic transformations Hong Kong is currently experiencing. 
It has been shown how this visual and urban imaginary has become a narrative 
resource to communicate the anxiety and uncertainty that the ongoing political 
transformations of the former colony have brought about.3 The survival of illegal 
structures is now understood as a matter of heritage preservation.

3	 As these conclusions were being drafted in June 2021, the critical newspaper Apple Daily was shut down 
by the Hong Kong government in a move the White House said was aimed at ‘suppressing independent 
media and silencing dissenting voices’ < https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-
releases/2021/06/24/statement-by-president-joe-biden-on-hong-kongs-apple-daily/> [accessed 28 June 
2021].
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6.2	 The Art of Muddling Through

Informal structures reveal a particular relationship between user and society, be-
tween domestic space and the public realm. It has been aspired to understand 
the social process by which spatial appropriations are mediated in the social and 
shared space of cities. 

The first section, The Charter of Rattanakosin, has studied, with the help of Cha-
tri Prakitnonthakan, the policies of beautification of the centre of Bangkok, which 
have been accompanied by the expulsion of local communities. At the same time, 
the historical heritage has been intervened in order to distort its iconographic pro-
gramme with a view to vindicating the image of the absolute monarchy. It is within 
this national project that contemporary urban beautification operations in Bang-
kok’s historic core are framed. Michael Herzfeld recounts how Pom Mahakan, one 
of the semi-formal communities that had thrived in the city’s interstitial spaces, 
resisted eviction by the city council during a decade of negotiations. The re-appro-
priation of national identity through multiple cultural and artistic activities served 
as a legitimizing tool for the Pom Mahakan residents’ claims, as well as for commu-
nicating this renewed status to international audiences.

On the other hand, it has been studied how Manit Sriwanichpoom’s work has acid-
ly criticised Thai patronage society since the 1990s, especially with his character 
Pink Man. His work reflects the trauma of the financial crisis and the ensuing real 
estate bust that left Bangkok dotted with contemporary ruins, with pretentious, 
half-built classicist buildings, compounded by the endless cycle of military coups 
and tumultuous civilian governments. Sriwanichpoom has denounced the pred-
atory collusion between the political class and the small number of families that 
control all the levers of production, sustained by a flawed education system that 
promotes blind patriotism.

The living compartments that are illegally added to communist housing blocks in 
Hanoi are colloquially known as ‘Tiger Cages’, an onerous term of black humour 
because of its connotations as an instrument of torture. The relationship between 
these illegal modifications, impossible to ignore because of their size and audacity, 
and the Hanoi municipal authorities has been explored. Once the question of the 
appropriation of domestic space in communist collective housing has been intro-
duced, the complex process of negotiation and construction of these constructions 
has been explained, taking into account the relations between neighbours and 
with municipal officials. Finally, the change in the government’s attitude towards 
these illegal interventions was noted. It has thus confirmed the shift from direct 
censorship due to a supposedly shameful display of poverty to considering them 
a legitimate testimony of popular inventiveness during the times of scarcity pri-
or to the Đổi Mới era. The artistic activity of several creators, especially Nguyễn 



402

ESCUELA TÉCNICA SUPERIOR DE ARQUITECTURA DE MADRID
Programa de Doctorado Transversal en Arquitectura y Urbanismo

Thế Sơn, in relation to the collective memory and the unusual stylistic qualities of 
these slums has been decisive in this progressive change of attitude.

Having established the identity and sentimental value of Hanoi’s illegal structures, 
Preserving Neon has analysed the work of Hong Kong artists and activists working 
to rescue, or at least preserve, neon signs as a fundamental part of the former col-
ony’s historical heritage. 

The notion of social stability can be understood either as the preservation of the 
status quo or as the absence of the suffering that results from social conflict. This 
was Lee Kwan Yew’s legitimisation in ordering the forced relocations of his cele-
brated public housing programme (‘clearing the communist swamp’)4 and it was 
justified decades later by Kishore Mahbubani when he put the ‘right to live in 
peace’ before Western human rights.5 The notion of illegal housing modifications 
as expressions of individual free will, a kind of silent revolt against the alignment 
of modern urbanism, is thus an overly heroic representation of the underlying dy-
namics.

Stephanie Geertman, whose work regarding the self-organizing qualities of Ha-
noi’s urban fabric, also studied another genre of spatial appropriation practices: 
skateboarding and parkour, identifying ‘small-scale, non-ideological and non-bel-
ligerent tactics’ in the everyday life of Hanoi skateboarders.6 These practices in-
cluded recourse to empathy, progressive and gradual occupation of spaces, grad-
ually increasing social acceptance of the activities by increasing the number of 
interveners and, perhaps most significantly, promoting a positive discourse of 
these new activities. The locations and degree of intensity of the sport activities 
avoid conflict with other users and municipal authorities.7

However, despite the formal and aesthetic mimicry with Western movements, 
born in subversion and defiance of social conventions, Nguyễn Phương An,8 as well 
as Geertman, have demonstrated the limitations of these ‘politics of confrontation’ 
in understanding the ‘transformations in state-society relations in Vietnam’.9 Spa-
tial negotiations, always mediated by a constructive and positive narrative that 
enhances the national essence under whatever Westernized forms mediate the 
negotiations between society and spatial forms. Again the appeal to feelings is the 

4	 Clancey, p. 72.
5	 Mahbubani, p. 32.
6	 Stephanie Geertman and others, ‘Youth-Driven Tactics of Public Space Appropriation in Hanoi: The Case of 

Skateboarding and Parkour’, Paciffic Affairs, 89.3 (2016), 591–611 (p. 293).
7	 Geertman and others, p. 594.
8	 Phuong An Nguyen, ‘State-Society Relations in Contemporary Vietnam: An Examination of the Arena of 

Youth’, Asia Pacific Viewpoint, 47.3 (2006), 327–341.
9	 Geertman and others, p. 595; David Koh, Wards of Hanoi (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 

2006).
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best recourse to bureaucratic rationality,10 becoming a constant in the tolerance of 
informal occupation of urban space.

Knowing that the government has control over the long-term time horizon, the 
lack of a structured plan in terms of objectives becomes an operational advantage: 
for a regime whose legitimisation is fundamentally based on efficiency, it is vital 
that its failures are not made explicit. Avoiding defining objectives with concise 
conditions makes failure dialectically impossible. Illegal spatial appropriations 
are the material and spatial crystallisation of this conflict. The frictions between 
the private and the public find in this intermediate zone ground to materialise, 
redefining its outer perimeter in social connivance with its neighbours and in the 
testing of the limits of state tolerance. Informal formations are assumed as a part 
of the very being and of the inheritance received where the different forces in con-
flict are metabolised as an inherent part of the visual imaginary of the collective 
memory, assuming the conflict as part of the same identity.

It indirectly reveals the existence of a social contract that runs along the lines of the 
paternalistic conception of civil society that is advocated by postcolonial thinkers 
such as Kuan-Hsing Chen and Partha Chatterjee. This contributes to the delinea-
tion of the conceptual framework advocated by Roy that understands urban infor-
mality as an entity governed by its own logic and not as a ‘failure’ or ‘accident’ of 
the legal system. This relationship is revealing of the place of the citizen in relation 
to society and the state, allowing the expectations that each holds for the other to 
shine through, and communicates the practices, subterfuge and tactics employed 
in the processes of spatial production at each site. It is here that the narratives and 
ideological programmes studied in the previous section are materialised through 
the constructive action of the dwellers in their social sphere. Dichotomies such 
as public-private, state-individual or casual-planned are broken down into a ka-
leidoscope of agents and crossed interests: administrative levels, neighbourhood 
associations, corporations, single parties and, articulating all of them in a fluid but 
invisible way, the informal networks of contacts and the personal charisma of local 
leaders.

10	 Christina. Schwenkel, ‘Reclaiming Rights to the Socialist City: Bureaucratic Artefacts and the Affective Appeal 
of Petitions’, South East Asia Research, 23.2 (2015), 202–25.
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6.3	 The Birdcage

Finally, it is shown that these informal architectures are a cultural artefact. Instead 
of vindicating their worth from an anthropological perspective, as if we were ama-
teur ethnographers, as orientalising wanderers exploring streets that have already 
been surveyed and narrated, we help ourselves with the tools and methods of the 
architectural theory and typological analysis. Such construction practices respond 
to very specific modes of spatial production and inhabitation. They should be con-
sidered as segments or episodes within the realm of the built environment, a phys-
ical continuum that amalgamates planned and spontaneous interventions, where 
some isolated, aestheticized highlights rise thanks to the sensitiveness of some 
particular user or a fortunate confluence of formal features and casual circum-
stances. They are distinctive, urban artefacts that reflect specific times and places, 
and also human productions susceptible to literary metonyms that can even lead 
to identify them with the essentialist self-representation of an entire nation.

Once both the discursive aspect of informal structures and the political implica-
tions of their spatial implementation have been articulated, attention must be paid 
to their objectual character, the physical trace of their deployment in the city. This 
last thematic axis has taken place in the intermediate zone between architecture 
and object; a territory in which, for example, the street vending cart is confused by 
its workmanship and materiality with the precariousness of the sheds that shelter 
it at night. This part of the research has found that the physical artefacts created in 
the informal processes of spatial production tend to avoid taxonomic classification 
from a functional and symbolic point of view.

It has become clear, mainly from Nora Taylor’s research and the holdings of the 
Asian Art Archive, how Bui Xuan Phái’s pictorial work has been instrumental in 
creating the urban imagery of Hanoi - languid and nostalgic, as opposed to the 

Fig. 391.	  
Variation of “Buddhist Temple’s Bird Cage”. Kansuke 
Yamamoto, 1940. Source: Nagoya City Art Museum.
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economic and social dynamism of Saigon - and how Salon Natasha articulated the 
transition from the socialist economy to the contemporaneity of Đổi Mới. This 
research has seen how these early influences have shaped the identity impuls-
es that lie between post-reform individualism and today’s socialist rhetoric. The 
work and themes of local artists such as Nguyễn Mạnh Hùng, Nguyễn Minh Phước 
or Phạm Huy Thông have thus been contrasted with the positioning of diaspora 
members such as Tiffany Chung, making explicit different attitudes towards urban 
informality.

Having presented the Western notion of typology in the background section, its 
postcolonial critique has been analysed through the work of Atelier Bow-Wow, 
Wang Shu and William Li, Nihal Perera and Diana Agrest among others. As a con-
sequence of this new conceptual framework, ‘non-good’ architecture, devoid of 
programmatic or symbolic legitimisation, has become the new centre of reference, 
a stylistic and methodological guide to understand the insertion of architectural 
interventions within the urban fabric. It is in this context that we can see how the 
work of Chat Architects has questioned the essentialist interpretation of building 
types in order to enhance their hybrid character. The amalgamation of uses and 
structures thus highlights those aspects of society that are made invisible by offi-
cial narratives. 

In 1990s Hanoi, Natalia Kraevskaia argued that Vietnamese art had bifurcated 
into two main trends: ‘picturesque ethno-kitsch’ that aimed to satisfy the orien-
talist demand of the international market, and modernity-tradition dichotomies 
to ‘proclaim the primacy of national identity’.11 The Think Playgrounds installation 
at Vietnam Design Week 2021, or the works of Nguyễn Thế Sơn would have been 
unthinkable just a few years ago and are indicative, once aware of the institutional 
filters of Vietnamese art, of a shift in position regarding what should be considered 
‘decorous’ and can be praised as ‘representative’. A change of attitude that has 
been largely made possible by the didactic work of Thế Sơn himself.

The mobile tacticism of food carts, tuk-tuks, motorbike taxis unfolds in the loop-
holes of the ‘conceived’ city. They are easily adaptable to uncontrollable exogenous 
conditions such as variable laxity in the enforcement of by-laws, the flow of cus-
tomers and passers-by, or the variable availability of supplies. The marked social 
inequality between the conditions of street vendors and those of their customers, 
which are defined not only by their net incomes but also by the precariousness 
and informality of their work regimes, is another condition added to this forced 
tactical condition. It is noticeable how some creative and academic currents prefer 
to focus on mobile architecture from a purely solutionist point of view, conceiving 
them exclusively as technological artefacts whose users can be helped by func-
tional improvements. The informal wheeled vehicle can even be conceived as a 
functional and symbolic extension of the boats that served the pre-colonial wa-
ter city from Bangkok to Hong Kong, navigating a cartography devoid of cardinal 

11	 Natalia Kraevskaia, ‘Collectivism and Individualism in Society and Art after Doi Moi’, in Essays on Modern and 
Contemporary Vietnamese Art (Singapore: Singapore Art Museum, 2009), pp. 103–10 (p. 105).
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points and defined only by the variable flows of water and directional landmarks. 
Vehicles as a physical artefact integral to informal networks of communication 
and resistance thus acquire a determining value in the qualification of the polit-
ical question. Accordingly, Kacey Wong’s mobile installations have been contex-
tualised within the framework of the housing crisis in the former British colony, 
one of the roots of the social unrest that, in the opinion of several analysts, led to 
the pro-democracy protests of 2019. The political dimension of the architecture of 
mobility has been covered by researchers such as Claudio Sopranzetti who called 
Bangkok’s motorbike taxis ‘the masters of the map’ due to the domination of terri-
tory they demonstrated during the 2010 protests through their extensive informal 
networks. Also featured is the research of Chatchavan Suwansawat who has sys-
tematically documented Bangkok’s informal urban vernacularism. His installation 
for Bangkok Design Week 2021, which significantly coincides almost simultane-
ously with that of Think Playgrounds in Hanoi, notes the informal legitimisation of 
everyday informality as a cultural fact.

Positing informal urban appropriations as a bastard artefact, an unauthorised 
hybrid constructed from previous categorisations where legitimising narratives 
based on their functionality or symbolism are challenged, has the logical conse-
quence that the human body itself is seen as the next contested terrain. The typo-
logical indefinition of the informal artefact can indeed extend to the scale of bodily 
function, so it should come as no surprise that the work of some of the creators 
studied has evolved precisely from the architectural to the posthumanist realm. 
It is in this context that the work of Sametr Pornwattana, the archetypal cursed 
artist, has been presented. His compulsive drawings, combining meaningless elec-
tro-technical diagrams with outbursts of mysticism, take the question of the ap-
propriation of urban space through artistic action and bodily function to its most 
literal and visceral expression.

Serial repetitions of documentary photographs such as those by Chatpong Chuen-
rudeemol, Michael Wolf, Noritaka Mirami, Thamarong Wanarithikul, Chatchavan 
Suwansawat, Panasarn Pattanakulchai and Benny Lam have been used to critique 
essentialist identity discourses through the taxonomic classification of stigmatised 
objects. The worse the social consideration of the object, the greater the question-
ing of the usefulness of typology as a repository vehicle for timeless virtues, and 
yet the more pronounced the awareness of a collective identity underlying infor-
mal representations.

This analysis makes clear the breakdown of typological differentiations of the in-
formal artefact in the post-colonial context, where its makers ‘are forced to deal 
with their own affairs in a foreign language’. However, the implosion of taxonomic 
classification systems does not only affect the nomenclature of objects, but ques-
tions the dual functional and humanitarian agenda that, according to certain op-
tics, legitimises their existence. Categorisations between use, scale and medium 
are blurred by the superimposition of different ‘lived’ territories, in a Lefebvrian 
sense, that respond to autonomous but interdependent systems of reference. The 
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mechanisms by which these categories vanish do not only respond to the classic 
dynamics of postmodernity, such as the reappropriation of symbols, the ambiguity 
of the relations between creativity and the market, the glorification of the stigma-
tised or pop culture. Other tensions emerge, such as the increasingly divergent 
notions of futurism employed by the Asian diaspora in relation to local creative 
spheres, digital cognitive bubbles, strategies of post-censorship and, above all, the 
growing thrust of a contemporary Chinese youth that, imbued with a deep na-
tionalism, constructs its own notion of modernity. Many of these tensions have 
emerged very recently and are likely to offer interesting developments in the com-
ing years.

Mobile architectures, tactical contraptions par excellence, are conceived to slip 
through the interstices created between official urbanism and the territories of 
everyday life. However, unlike Krzysztof Wodiczko’s trolleys (conceived as mis-
siles directed against capitalism) in our field of study, mobility and posthuman-
ism emerge as adaptations to the existing situation that ultimately lead to the re-
production of the established order. Few creators have taken an explicitly critical 
stance, among them the writer and film director Prabda Yoon and the photogra-
pher Manit Sriwanichpoom in Thailand, or the sculptor and performance artist 
Kacey Wong. Aversion to direct confrontation, as Kishore Mahbubani states, and 
the deployment of the tactics of ‘the poor’, as James Scott would say, generally 
prevails. The notion of a civil society, reproduced by art and media, conceived as 
a compassionate patronage, thus persists. What are often presented by Western 
critics as heroic acts of user resistance to planning are, in the light of this research, 
picaresques that are absorbed by the selective tolerance of the paternalistic state 
in Asia where ‘nine is accepted as ten’.
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