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THE ANCIENT QUARTERS

Ha Noi was founded during the Ly dynasty in 
1010 by King Ly Thai To (1009-1028). The city 
was then called Thang Long and the site was 
carefully picked by the king as a place with good 
conditions and few threats. Although juxtaposed 
to the Song Hong (Red River), flooding is not a 
problem in Ha Noi and the local climate makes 
even the hot summer days bearable. The city de-
veloped around the citadel at the Ho Tay (West 
Lake). 2

Most of the citizens lived in the Commoner’s City 
as the royalties were protected by guards and 
walls in the Forbidden City. The Commoner’s 
City was the place for manufacture and trade, di-
vided into blocks after different crafts and kind of 
goods. The narrow streets were named accord-
ing what was sold, i.e. Hang Bac (Silversmith 
Street), Ma May (Rattan Street), Hang Dao (Silk 
Street) etc. The character of these quarters was 
very significant and is still preserved, with small 
shop stalls next to each other, facing the narrow 
street. Behind the shop stalls, houses were de-
veloped in the early urbanisation process. The 
narrow and deep houses are seldom more then 
five meters wide but usually at least 20 meters 
deep, which is the reason they were called tube 
houses. This structure provide as many as pos-

2  Lonely Planet (2003)

ARCHITECTURE AND URBAN CHARACTER

The citadel and Commoner’s City in Ha Noi west of 
Song Hong - the Red River
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sible with access to the street. The small houses 
were the place for living, working, worshipping.

A traditional urban house had a timber carcass 
and tiled sloping roof. The front part of the house 
is usually lower than the part at the back of the 
house, in accordance with feng shui3. Accord-
ing to royal rules, the houses were low: one, or 
one and a half, storey, never higher then 3 me-
ters each. Some houses had small courtyards to 
separate the public shop from the private parts 
and to get light and air into the house. The court-
yards also separated different rooms from each 
other to establish more privacy. Others were 
without the courtyards, making the rooms very 
dark in the rear parts4.

The street pattern and the structure of narrow at-
tached houses have been preserved over time. 
Most houses are higher today, usually between 
3 to 5 storeys, and the facades have changed 
as well. The architecture is very varied and many 
houses have been personally designed by the 
owners in cooperation with architects. The tube-
house is nevertheless a common type of house 
in these quarters even today. The Commoner’s 
City is today called the Ancient quarters, or old 
quarters, and is still the busiest shopping area in 
Ha Noi. 

3  Tran (1999)

4  Tran (1999)

Life in the Ancient quarters is a continuous inter-
action between the public and private life. The 
winding street pattern and high density within the 
blocks limit the private space for its residents. In 
the old quarters, there are more or less just two 
kinds of space; buildings and streets. The quar-
ters are more or less solid with no or small back 
yards and tiny alleys leading to the entrances in 
the inner parts. 

People in Vietnam are generally poor and the ea-
gerness to earn money leads to a willingness to 
start up companies and businesses. Located in 
the ground floor of the houses, many restaurants, 

Street and building structures in the old parts of the 
city. Houses are traditionally deep and narrow.
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shops, cafés, laundry services, travel agents etc. 
are run by the family living in the house5. Shops 
and other functions are integrating factors be-
tween indoor and outdoor activities. Recently, it 
has become popular to have a glass door and 
big windows towards the street, a way to com-
bine the open character, modern look and keep-
ing dust and pollution out of the shop. Still, am-
bulating shops and markets are very popular in 
the city centre – women walking around with the 
sticks over their shoulders selling vegetables, 
fruits, underwear, key rings, China, toys etc. or 
traditional markets as well as temporary kiosks, 
more or less just a table, along the streets. 

Lack of modern facilities and limited living space 
in the city make the citizens use the streets for 
private needs, such as cooking, washing, eating, 
meeting friends, playing etc. The way of using 
the streets for private issues, where the borders 
between public and private are diffuse, gives a 
high social control and security and little priva-
cy. Moments for the unexpected to happen ap-
pear frequently as the life between the buildings 
changes along with different people being there 
at different times during the day.

5  Vietnam Developing Report 2004 (2003)

Above left: The roofscape shows the structure of tube 
houses in the Ancient Quarters. 
Left: House in the Ancient Quarters.
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COLONIAL ARCHITECTURE

The French colonial era began in 1888. Ha Noi 
was meant to be the capital of Indochina and a 
big effort was made to implement French archi-
tecture worthy a capital and the French popula-
tion living there. The French quarters were clearly 
separated from the Ancient quarters, where most 
Vietnamese lived. Areas around Hoan Kiem Lake 
were planned according to French principles, 
with boulevards, public parks and streets in a 
grid pattern. Vietnamese traditions were neglect-
ed, historical buildings demolished with intention 
to assimilate the local population into French 
customs. For example, a cathedral was built on 
the site of one of the oldest pagodas in Ha Noi 
as a statement of the new, European culture in 
charge6.

Villas, offices and public buildings were a con-
glomerate of beaux-art, neo-renaissance, neo-
classicism and art deco building styles. In the 
beginning of the colonisation, new urban quar-
ters were built around Hoan Kiem Lake to suite 
the French population but later the Ancient Quar-
ters were partly rebuilt in colonial style. Streets 
were enlarged and paved and facades got a new 
look with European details. As time passed, the 
patriotism decreased and traditional Vietnam-
ese details and styles complemented the French 
architecture, especially in the Ancient Quarters. 
The tube-houses remained and the orientation of 

6  Tran (1999)

rooms was preserved even though the facades 
got a new design7.

The French colonial period (1888-1954)8 creat-
ed a complex and charming streetscape in Ha 
Noi, with different styles, foreign and traditional, 
combined in the facades. The opportunity to mix

7  Tran (1999)

8  Lonely Planet (2003)

Old postcard showing the theatre in Ha Noi which was 
built by the French. 
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The French colonial quarters in Ha Noi is located around Hoan Kiem Lake, 
south of the Ancient Quarters.

elements according to personal taste has lasted 
over time and the architecture introduced by the 
French has continued to dominate the Vietnam-
ese houses. 

Living in the crowded city centre is a challenge for 
families, with limited space, unsatisfying playing 
facilities for children, pollution and noise from the 
intense traffic. In the early 1990s, residential are-
as around the city centre started to become very 

popular and new residential areas were planned 
and built according to the increasing demand for 
new ways of living as well as increasing incomes. 
The architecture is often inspired by colonial and 
classical expressions and high walls in the resi-
dential areas surround the houses. The houses 
are usually quite narrow and deep, even though 
the most extreme forms are unusual. The princi-
ple is still that the width of a room constitutes the 
width of the house, approximately between four 
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and seven meters wide. Located within 10 km 
from Hoan Kiem Lake, these residential areas 
have become very popular for the upper mid-
dle class, working in the city centre, affording a 
higher living standard.

The character of the residential areas and the 
city centre can, in a simplified way, be described 
as contrasts. If the city centre is to be described 
as a place where life is taking place in the public, 
the residential areas are totally private. Enclaves 
of one family houses are creating an archipelago 
of closed private spaces. High walls and gates 
along narrow streets and alleys surround the 
houses. The density in those areas is high and 
as in the city centre, it is basically contains built 
spaces and street spaces. Generally, the houses 
are rather big and facilities are modern and well 
selected. It is not unusual that each bedroom 
has an attached bathroom and kitchens are gen-
erously dimensioned. Ceilings are high creating 
spacious rooms in contrast to the houses in the 
old quarters. 

In front of the houses are small yards for park-
ing, flowers and plants but gardens in a Euro-
pean sense are rare. A variety of styles are to be 
seen in the residential areas and a combination 
of styles is often used on the same house9. To 
have something different is important to the own-
ers, giving a personal touch to the house while 
at the same time using a ‘copy-paste’ strategy. 

9    Tran (1999)

Described in Another modernism10, one way of 
designing the house is to look around in the city 
for details or styles you like, copy them and paste 
them onto your own house. Art deco, French co-
lonial style, modernism and rules of feng shui
are all put together in the architecture. Although 
the expression along the winding streets in the 
residential areas is diverse, the impression is the 
same; patterns are repeating themselves but in 
different orders. 

Access to the residential areas are good, as they 
often are juxtaposed to main roads and major 
streets. Albeit, street patterns within the areas 
limit flow and transition of traffic. Narrow grid pat-
tern streets, 2-3 m wide, hardly admit cars driv-
ing through nor transition to other areas, simply 
because the streets are closed within the area. 
For people living there, the conditions are better, 
especially for children, with less traffic, noise and 
pollution. On the other hand, the social control 
and security is lower due to middle class people 
working away during the day and not as in the 
city centre where people are living and working 
in their own houses.

10   Tran (1999)
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Above: House in a residential area near Ho Tay. The archi-
tecture is influenced by the colonial architecture.

Above right: Street in the residential area. The streets are 
narrow and cars must be parked outside the quarter.

Right: Yard in front of the house for flowers and parking. 
Fences are common.
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RUSSIAN IMPACT

After the French left Vietnam in 1954, the impact 
from the Soviet Union grew very strong. Social-
istic ideas and ideals were implemented in po-
litical structures, values and also in the spatial 
planning. Socialism and communism imbued all 
parts of the society, from individuals to political 
ascendancy. Industrialisation and economic de-
velopment were two of the main issues, which, 
without going deeper into political statements, 
also were reflected in terms of architecture and 
planning. Experts from the Soviet Union were in-
vited to develop a modern society, using modern 
building techniques to improve the built struc-
tures and “a national and modern socialist archi-
tecture”11. Small-scale private productions were 
replaced by large, state owned industries. Five 
year plans succeeded each other, individual in-
fluence was eliminated, state owned companies 
monopolized construction work and several cit-
ies, e.g. Ha Noi, were provided with new master 
plans12.

Private owning of land and houses was not al-
lowed and seen as anti-socialistic. Though indi-
viduals have the right to build their own houses 
nowadays, owning land is still illegal. The state 
owns all land and individuals just own the right to 
use it for agriculture, production, houses etc. 

11  Tran (1999) 

12  Tran (1999)

Apartment buildings were seen for the first time 
in the 1960s as a sign of the modern and social-
ist Vietnam. Big scale areas and concrete build-
ings were found around Ha Noi along with ideas 
of the communistic society. Houses were built to 
empower the collective and were designed ac-
cording to a less private living. New living areas 
were composed as neighbourhoods with the 

Peoples Committee Building in Ha Noi.



23

necessary facilities, such as kindergartens and 
department stores. These neighbourhoods were 
given the same style and impression – every 
worker should have the same living standard in 
their neighbourhood. Anything else was not con-
sidered socialistic enough. On the other hand, 
the apartment houses were as collective as they 
could be, especially in the 1960s. Kitchen and 

bathroom were shared between 5 to 6 families 
in the beginning, but were limited to two families 
in houses built in the 1970s. The traditional two 
storey buildings were abandoned, substituted by 
stereotypical four to five storey buildings. Apart-
ments were provided to state employees and 
the rent was very low. Even though people might 
have disliked the collective house hold, with 

Ho Chi Minh´s mausoleum in Ha Noi. Dwellings from the Russian period.
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shared facilities, the low costs were a financial 
blessing for the workers and it also signified high 
social status13.

The Russian tradition did not correspond to the 
Vietnamese way of living. Space was used ef-
ficiently excluding spots for Vietnamese rituals 
and worshipping; the ambition to create a mod-
ern society neglected old traditions and customs. 
The Russian socialistic architecture was based 
on geometric forms and rational usage, which 
did not correspond to the traditional Vietnamese 
style with feng shui and personal requests. New 
materials like glass and aluminium were intro-
duced and gave the facades a new look in the 
1950s.14

The residential areas from the socialistic epoch 
are today generally in a bad condition with low level 
of living qualities. Attempts to rebuild and demol-
ish housing areas for new architecture have been 
made during the late 1980s and early 1990s, al-
though countless neighbourhoods still exist. The 
typical code system on the houses has been kept 
to distinguish one house from the other, albeit the 
apartments have been re-built and often enlarged 
to suite the inhabitants better. The aspiration in 
the 60s and 70s to create a collective society 
failed, but some ideals from that period remain. 

13  Tran (1999)

14  Brumfield (1993) The houses are generally in a bad condition.

Families tried to make the apartments a few squarem-
eters bigger by building extensions.
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Due to a rapidly growing population in Ha Noi, 
construction of new houses was growing out of 
control for the government. In 1998, the Hous-
ing and Urban Development Corporation, HUD,
formulated a new strategy to control the spon-
taneous building and visual complexity charac-
terizing the cityscape of Ha Noi and to increase 
the number of flats between 2000 and 2010. The 
idea was to synchronize the development of a 
new urban area concerning infrastructure and ar-
chitecture instead of everyone building their own 
part every now and then.  HUD introduced the 
term new urban area for this whole solution strat-
egy and it has resulted in several new residential 
areas around the city. The new urban areas are 
supposed to integrate living, shopping, working, 
health care and recreation as well as a sub-dis-
trict committee. 

Today several projects have already been built, 
some are getting implemented and others are in 
the stage of planning. The built areas, for exam-
ple in Linh Dam and Trung Hoa, have become 
fancy residential areas, with modern architecture 
and fully equipped apartments and single-family 
houses. Though the aim is good, the new urban 
areas tend to be separated from their surround-
ings and perform more as gated communities, 
with empty open spaces and little spontaneous 
public life. Old complex structures have partly 
been replaced by a monotone expression of 
buildings and the density of both buildings and 
people has decreased compared to the tradi-
tional quarters. The likeness in design of social-
istic neighbourhoods and today’s new urban ar-

Boulevard in Linh Dam new urban area.

Big scale buildings in Linh Dam new urban area.
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eas is striking. Stereotype houses accompanied 
by spacious streets in attempt to increase living 
qualities and dissociate from the crowded old 
quarters appear to be the ideology for both new 
urban areas as well as during the 1960s, with fo-
cus on the social reforms. 

The social control in the new urban areas is, 
like in the residential areas, lower than in the 
traditional quarters. The people living here are 
working elsewhere and during office hours the 
areas are more or less empty. The height of the 
buildings is also affecting the social security in 
a negative way, and the immediate connection 
between outside and inside is poorer. 

Opposite page: New urban areas 
in Ha Noi and Ha Dong marked in 
pink.
Right: Trung Hoa new urban area.
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SUBURBAN AREAS

In all major cities, suburban areas appear out-
side the city centre, which is the case in Ha Noi 
as well. After the economic reformation, doi moi,
in the 1980s when the economy started to grow 
and borders were opened, the urbanisation ac-
celerated, putting new demands on the cities. 
Ha Noi is neither, even though it is the capital, 
the economic centre nor the most modern city in 
Vietnam. The development in Ho Chi Minh City 
(HCMC), previously known as Saigon, has been 
more rapid, with stronger investors, and focus on 
trade and economic development. 

The population in Greater HCMC is more than 
twice as big as Greater Ha Noi. In comparison, 
HCMC has been a step ahead of Ha Noi for a 
long time, but Ha Noi is now transforming from 
a city to a metropolis, dealing with the issues of 
urbanisation, rapid economic development, ur-
ban sprawl, foreign investments, increasing real 
estate prices etc. This also means that Ha Noi 
at present is a dynamic urban zone, improving 
its urban structures and built environments. The 
former slow urban development has been more 
gentle than in HCMC and the character has not 
been harmed in the sense of brutal reconstruc-
tion and demolition. The fact that Ha Noi has 
been a poor capital in a poor country has had 
an impact on the urban development, which has 
continued to be concentrated around the city 
centre and not, as in Europe and America, be-
ing sprawled over huge distances. Still, suburbia 
exists in Ha Noi too; a complex mixture of build-

Suburban areas with various noisy and polluting 
activities.

Durable goods are often sold along the main roads.
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ings, styles and density, located near main traffic 
roads, with poor living conditions and a variety of 
businesses less suited for the city centre. 

As mentioned above, suburban areas are not 
sprawled out far from the city centre in Ha Noi, 
but rather penetrating more high quality urban 
structure. The integration between urban areas 
is bringing qualities to the suburbia even if the 
architectural and spatial aspects have been 
neglected. The houses are mainly one to three 
storey buildings combining living and working. 
Small-scaled factories and industries along with 
motor-related businesses are classical suburban 
phenomena, as it is suitable with the structure of 
roads, space and location. Ha Noi is no excep-
tion in this matter. 

Suburban areas in Ha Noi are not ‘slum’, as one 
might presume at first due to the situation in 
many cities in developing countries. Even though 
the standard is low, the houses are still proper, 
although sometimes simple without modern fa-
cilities. It is a mixture of shops, flats and houses, 
industries and businesses. It is still small scale 
avtivities in the suburbs, except for the main 
roads passing through, while the inner parts are 
narrow with small streets and integrated street 
life.

Motorbikes for sale. 

Traffic can be very dense on the main roads.
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PARKS & RECREATION AREAS

The most important thing to mention about parks 
and recreation areas is that they are very few. The 
urbanisation process has over time decreased 
the parks in the city in favour for built areas. The 
biggest park is the Reunification Park, located in 
the southern part of the French Quarters. Other 
important parks are the Ha Noi Botanic Garden 
south of Ho Tay (West Lake) and the Ha Noi Zoo. 
These three main parks are popular spots for 
recreation, especially the Botanic Garden and 
the Reunification Park. To be allowed to visit 
these parks, a small entrance fee must be paid 
at the gate. 

There are many lakes in Ha Noi and one of 
the most famous is Hoan Kiem Lake, south of 
the Ancient quarters. A strip of trees and flow-
ers are surrounding the lake, making it a very 
popular place for morning exercise and walks 
for young lovers in the evenings. Exercising
in the parks is generally very popular and is al-
most the only possibility for the citizens to visit 
a place without traffic and is therefore extremely 
important for well-being. 

Most of the lakes in the city offer some kind of 
recreation, even if just small pocket parks here 
and there. Though the number of parks is few, 
the impression of the city is surprisingly green 
after all. Trees on one or both sides of the street 
give appreciated shadow during warm summer 
days.

To mention ecologically sustainable develop-
ment and Ha Noi in the same sentence is a 
contradiction. The economic development and 
urbanisation after doi moi has tended to focus 
on other aspects than the ecological ones, for 
example to create a modern telecommunication 
network, reformation of the political administra-

Men playing chess at Hoan Kiem Lake.
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Though there are few parks in Ha Noi, the streets are 
relatively green thanks to the trees.

Reunification park is one of Ha Noi´s biggest parks. A newly built public space near Hoan Kiem Lake.
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tion, to frame new policies to attract foreign in-
vestors etc. 

As urbanisation has increased; the number and 
size of parks and water areas have decreased 
over the last ten years.  Ha Noi’s estimated total 
area is 93 000 ha, of which only 250 ha is used 
for parks and recreation areas15. This means the 
ration between parks and built space is 1:372. 
Hence the park area per person in Ha Noi city 
centre is only 1,25 m2.16 The environment has 
unfortunately been of secondary importance, but 
NIURP is working actively to re-create parks and 
water areas in the city. Even if the intention is to 
supply the citizens with 16 m2 park per person, 
the problem is to find financial support for im-
plementing the green area strategy. Investors, of 
whom NIURP is depending, rather invest in flats 
and offices than in parks and recreation areas, to 
decrease the cost and increase the profit17.

15  I have estimated the park and recreation areas in 
Ha Noi. The calculation includes all parks, lakes and 
rivers in Ha Noi except for Ho Tay (West Lake) and 
Song Hong (Red River).

16  NIURP

17  NIURP

The development in Ha Noi illuminates how easy 
parks can be erased and how difficult it is to 
recreate them. It seems to be legitimate to re-
place parks with buildings, but not the other way 
around. Still, building a house is done in basi-
cally no time, but breeding a tree takes about 20 
years. It is therefore important to see the green 
structure in a long-term perspective.

Reunification park.
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ARCHITECTURE AND URBAN

PLANNING IN THE 21ST CENTURY 

The question where Vietnamese architecture is 
today is difficult to answer, if not to say impos-
sible. Economic growth and foreign influences 
characterized the development in the 1990s, 
making the city change faster than ever before. 
The supply of products is unlimited and all fa-
mous brands are to be found in Ha Noi today, 
as well as the latest technology. In the last ten 
years, Ha Noi has changed from being a bicy-
cle city to a beehive of motorbikes, which has 
changed the character of the streets dramatical-
ly. Globalisation has got a strong grip and signs 
of international companies have given the urban 
landscape a new look. International investors 
use their impact to control the development to 
suit their interests. New materials are being used 
and introduced; tile and glass facades are get-
ting popular among shop owners, skyscrapers 
are popping up around the city centre etc.18

The different characteristics of the city comple-
ment each other like different layers in the urban 
landscape. The impression of the architecture is 
complex and very varied, continuously using and 
mixing elements from different styles. The city is 
like a collage where details, forms and styles are 
being copied and pasted from national and for-
eign sources of inspiration. The modernisation 
proceeding after doi moi has also added new 

18  Tran (1999)

Signs and advertisments are new elements in the 
urban landscape.

New house in Lihn Dam.
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demands of modern facilities for the people, 
searching for a higher living standard. 

Private houses are continuously built and re-built 
around the city, usually fully or partly designed 
by the owners themselves. The eagerness to 
have a unique house is strong and is making the 
impression of an all but homogeneous city. The 
traditional narrow and deep houses are still the 
most common and even if modernism is pen-
etrating everyday life, traditions are being kept. 
Geomancy is playing an important part in the de-
sign and orientation of houses, which might add 
odd expressions to the design, for example ex-
tremely narrow doors, the number of steps lead-
ing into the house or orientation of entrances19.

Architecture in Ha Noi is somewhere in between 
traditional design and modernism, or to put it 
in other words, taking bits of both to satisfy in-
dividual demands. The architecture, the urban 
planning, the structure in the city as well as the 
economic development in the country are fac-
ing a transformation to catch up with the world 
outside. Different influences; Asian, American, 
Australian and European, are crossing the bor-
ders, and leaving their footprints, but so far none 
of the international styles has had the necessary 
impact to establish a common style. 

19  NIURP

The deep and narrow houses are common even 
today. 




