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o NP Architects have composed a heautiful har-

mony for-the new British Embassy Residency in
Bangkq__!_c,- writes Narong Othavor-h.:_
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There were two reasons to enter the
British Embassy in Bangkok. One was to
apply for a visa and the other was to go to
the Ploenchit Fair, a popular annual fund-
raising event. The latter was generally a
more dignified, special occasion and one
felt more confident on entering the
compound than when visiting to deposit
an application for a visa. Apart from food,
drinks and all kinds of goodies on offer,
there was also funky British music and
entertainment to enjoy. The chancery
itself, which is over 40 years old, is
recognized as an excellent piece of
architecture. With its landscaped garden
in the background, the setting turned a
day’s party in the heart of Bangkok’s
shopping district into a memorable
experience. But, I am sorry to say, this
special fair is no longer held here, it was
moved to the Royal Plaza a couple of
years ago. Even applying for a visa, the
only option left for having an inside view
of the British Embassy is no longer
available. It used to be the case that one
would sit in the embassy’s cramped and
brightly lit consular section anxiously
waiting to see if the visa application had
been approved. Now this process is taking
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place elsewhere, in nearby Rajdamri.

I am not sure of the reasons for not
holding the Ploenchit Fair at the embassy
nor why the visa application centre was
moved but they might have something to
do with the arrival of a group of new
buildings in the compound, which may
also explain the closing-off of the old
entrance on Ploenchit Road, the re-
modeling of the entire site and the
movement of tower cranes that is
indicative of construction work at present
hidden from our view.

London-bhased MJP Architects beat off
competition from five other practices to
win this project. It teamed up with two
Thai companies and was appointed to
provide residential accommodation,
recreational facilities, and staff amenities
for the British Embassy in Bangkok.

I caught up with Jeremy Estop,
architect and managing director of MJP
Architects and he showed me the simple
and quiet rendering applied to the new
buildings, which are set amid the green
oasis of the mission. This may not appeal
to young designers who are attracted to
something bold and more adventurous.
Yet it is clear that AJP Architects has
years of experience and diplomatic skills
to match, in scooping up this prestigious
assignment.

The architects’ main idea was to
incorporate the existing facilities and new
staff quarters into the rich local ecology
while preserving the beautiful landscape
and the grounds, and enhancing its
potential and functionality.

As well as consolidating the entrance
from Ploenchit to Wireless Road, the new
layout means the staff accommodation
buildings sit according to the tradition of
an English country house, where landscape
and residence are revealed gradually
through a sequence of views and spaces.

The structural rhythm of the staff
accommodation plan is such that it can bhe
read as a musical score, with living space
inserted between structural ‘heats’. The
sensitive placement of the living spaces
blends in with green terraces, which
cascade into the open landscape. The
clubhouse is anchored in the big pond at
the back, making it the hub of all the
amenities and leisure activities.

Architecturally speaking, the residences
were designed with energy efficiency and
sustainable solutions in mind, and many
interventions were added to ensure
pleasant living in our tropical climate.

MJP’s new staff accommodation has
an overtly rhythmic expression. Apart from
making it visually arresting, the diversity
of resulting spaces also has a functional
benefit. Multiple openings and enclosures
within the concrete structure and the
interior open plan layout mean that
natural ventilation is maximized. Fine-
looking shadow gaps provide much needed
shade and help keep the interior cool.

Both the clubhouse and individual
residences have high ceiling with double
level overhanging eaves, which were were
designed specially for these medium-size
buildings. They are also fitted with ceiling
fans for natural cooling.

But if such low-cost, low-energy passive
design techniques prove too muted for
the Thai summer, solar-powered air
conditioners could be an answer as they
would provide a low-carhon alternative to
electric ones. In such a case, one has to
consider the ease of maintenance and the
availability of the product locally. Solar
power can provide electricity all year
round and also heat water during the
short winter period in Thailand.

Material-wise, teak was hauled from a
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sustainable plantation in Thailand and
granite slabs came from a mine just
outside Bangkok. Reinforced concrete
was a preferred building technique as
local craftsmen are more skilled in using
this medium. As for the concrete panels,
they are coloured by the application of
mortar powder and white cement to
achieve natural colouration that is easier
to maintain than if one used acrylic paint.

If a diplomat is someone who can
narrate well and speak fluently and
coherently, then MJP is an exceptionally
fine diplomat, for its architectural
language is smart and cool. Its built visual
effect may not be phenomenal or heart-
stopping, but its delivery never falters.
The focus has always been on
fundamental things. Most important of
all, the buildings underpinned by the
simple modernist grammar, look like their
plans. This is better than what could he
said of many architectural works which
chose to attempt some complex riddles,
but are unable to crack any of them.
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