STORY OF A FONT WESTGATE « CUA TAY

English

An Elegant Testament to
Saigon’s History

Saigon is evolving everyday. In its rush to modernity, much of
the heritage of the city, as typified by unique architectural
buildings, is disappearing. Yet amidst the soaring towers and
soulless skyscrapers, there remains one symbol of HCMC
which has stood the test of time—Bé&n Thanh Market.

This iconic marketplace, Saigon’s answer to Les Halles in Paris, appearing in
countless photos and illustrations, has become a prime tourist destination and
the unofficial symbol of the city.

Through its many variations today’s edifice developed from a wet market created
in the early 17th century by street vendors who traded near the Saigon River.
The name “Bén Thanh,” which means “wharf of the Citadel,” derives from the
market’s original location.
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Fig.1 — The concrete lettering in front of Bén Thanh Market’s West gate —
Photography by Ha Doan, 2020

The market was formally established by the French colonial powers on Boulevard
Charner (now Nguyén Hué street) next to le grand canal (kinh 16n) in 1859.

This version was destroyed by fire in 1870 and rebuilt to become Saigon’s largest
market. In 1912, the market was moved to the present-day site, with construction
being completed in 1914.

The market has since then undergone a few renovations. During one of which,

in the early 1950s, a set of concrete letters were installed on the newly
refurbished facades of the North, East and West gates. The letters were situated
within a structural framework, accompanied by ceramic murals of farm and

sea animals which were made by the renowned Bién Hoa artisans, famous for
their pottery and distinctive celadon glaze. The European modernist influences,
predominantly of the Art Deco movement, can be seen in the distinctive
typography used in the setting of the facades as a whole.

Fig 2.1, 2.2 & 2.3 — Ceramic murals of farm and sea animals in front of the North, East and West gates —
Photography by Ha Doan, 2020

The typographic remnants carry an elegant, cleanly condensed form inspired

by early 20th century typography with elongated letterforms combined with
geometric lines and curves. The most charming feature is the Vietnamese
diacritics which are harmoniously integrated into the letterforms, thus
compensating for the typographic challenges of the Viethamese language
system while not compromising legibility. The digital typeface Westgate (Cua Tay)
was created to emulate these typographic remnants.
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Fig 3.1 — Different weight options of the Westgate typeface Fig 3.2 — Vietnamese diacritics in Westgate
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As part of their research and development, the creative team also spoke with
vendors, both inside and outside of the market to glean any further historical
insights. The response varied, yet there are no particular remarks about the
aesthetics of the type remnants or the facades themselves. Instead, the vendors’
comments generally alluded to the functionality of the signage as a part of their
daily life. Familiarity does breed neglect. A similar sense of apathy can be found
in most locals, and even design enthusiasts. Over time, as the market slowly
became a significant landmark imbued in the collective memory of those living

in Saigon, less attention has been paid to the fine points of the typographic
aesthetics. Only when one truly pays attention to their surroundings, will they
notice the invisible beauty.
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Fig 3.1 & 3.2 — Daily lives near the market — Photography by Ha Doan, 2020

Over 50 years after their installation, the type remnants may not be as significant
as when they were originally built, yet they represent the influences of the past
century. The typographic signs stand as a silent, elegant testament in stark
contrast to the cacophony of events going on inside the market. Withstanding
the test of time, they have been integrated into the history of the market, and
thus the history of Saigon.
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CAU CHUYEN CUA PHONG CHU

Vietnamese

WESTGATE « CUA TAY Thiét k&
Nam phat hanh

Phién ban

Chung Nhan Trang Nha Cua
Lich Su Sai Gon

Sai Gon dang thay déi tung ngay. Trong dong chay hién dai
hoéa, nhiéu di san cua thanh phé thé hién qua cac cdng trinh
kién truc doc dao, dang dan bién mat. Tuy vay, gitta nhiing
tda nha choc trdi vé hon, ta van thay tan du cla mét thai
vang son, nhiing cdng trinh kién trdc déc dao tung la niém
tu hao ctia Thanh phé H6 Chi Minh nhu Chg Bén Thanh, noi
dugc vi nhu Les Halles gitra long Paris.

Xuat hién trén rat nhiéu buc anh va tranh minh hoa, Chg Bén Thanh da tra thanh
mot diém thu hat khach du lich quan trong va la biéu tuong, du khéng chinh
théng, ctia Thanh phé H6 Chi Minh.

Qua nhiéu thang tram va daéi thay, tU mdt khu chg ban dé tuoi séng duge dung
lén bai nhitng ngudi ban hang rong tu tap bén bd séng Sai Gon vao thé ky 17,
Cho Bén Thanh chuyén minh thanh mét cdng trinh kién cé. Cai tén “Bén Thanh”
co6 nghia la “bén cang cua Thanh,” xuat phat tu chinh vi tri ban dau clda khu chgo.
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Fig.1 — Chii cai badng bé téng & clra Ty chg B&n Thanh —

Hinh chup bd&i Ha Doan, 2020

Chg Bén Thanh ban dau dugc thanh lap bai chinh quyén dé hd Phap trén Dai 16
Charner (nay la dudng Nguyén Hué), canh Kinh I6n vao nam 1859. Khu chg nay
khéng may bi chay vao nam 1870 va dugc xay dung lai, tré thanh khu chg I&n
nhat Sai Gon. Nam 1912, chg dugc ddi tai vi tri hién tai va céng trinh hoan thanh
vao nam 1914.

Chg Bé&n Thanh da trai qua nhiéu dgt trang tu. Trong mét 1an tén tao vao dau
nhiting ndm 1950, daon vi thi céng da Iap dat thém nhiing chir cai bang bé téng &
cac mat Bac, Pong va Tay cla khu chg. Cac chii cai dugc dat trong mot t8ng hoa,
ngoai tén clia con cd thém cac buc phu diéu bang gém véi hinh tugng san vat
clia Déng bang Séng Clu Long, dugc ché tac bdi cac nghé nhan trir danh & Bién
Hoa von co tiéng trong san xuat dé gém va men xanh dac trung. Nghé thuat chi
(typography) va bdi canh téng thé cua mat tién cac cira chiu anh huang bai Chu
nghia hién dai & chau Au (European modernism), dac biét 1a trao luu Art Deco.

Fig 2.1, 2.2 & 2.3 — Céac buc phu diéu bang gém dat trudc clra Bac, Ddng va Tay chg Bén Thanh —
Hinh chup bdi Ha Boan, 2020
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Dau tich cua bd chlr thé hién nét uyén chuyén, gon gang va cé phom dang é6m
(condensed form), mang dau &n dac trung cua nghé thuat chir dau thé ky 20
vai dang chir cao (elongated letterforms), két hgp cung cac nét cong va dudng
thang hinh hoc. Dac diém &n tugng nhat chinh 1a cach dat dau tiéng Viét khéo
léo, dugc dan cai vao phom chir tao su hai hoa téng thé, giup giadi quyét cac
van dé vé ky tu cua tiéng Viét nhung van dam bao tinh dé doc clia phéng ch.
B& chii s6 hoa (digital typeface) “Cla Tay” (Westgate) dugc thiét ké nham tén
vinh nhiing dau tich nghé thuat nay.
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Fig 3.1 — Minh hoa cac tuy chon vé dé dam culia bd chir Cla Tay Fig 3.2 — Dat dau tiéng Viét trong bd chir Clra Tay
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Fig 3.1 & 3.2 — Cudc séng dai thudng bén
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Trong qua trinh nghién clu va phat trién, nhom thiét ké da tro chuyén vai nhiing
tiéu thuong trong va ngoai khu chg dé thu thap thém nhiing cau chuyén lich su
thu vi. Nhiing phan héi tuy da chiéu, nhung dudng nhu khéng ai that su luu y dén
tinh thdm my culia cac ky tu noi riéng hay toan bé mat ti€n noi chung. Thay vao
do, dan dia phuong chi quan tdm dén chlc nang cuia nhitng dong chit, dé nhac
nhé ho dang & dau. Nhin lau quen mét, su thd o 1a diéu dé nhan thay véi hau hét
thi dan quanh chag, ké ca déi véi nhitng ngudi yéu thich nghé thuat. Qua thdi gian,
du ngdi chg da tré thanh mét céng trinh biéu tugng in sdu trong ky Uc ngudi dan
Sai Gon, khéng may ai dé tdm hon t6i nhiing khia canh tinh t& cla nét dep nay.
Dé cam duogc vé dep vd hinh &y, can nhiéu hon la mét anh nhin.
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ngoai céng chg — Hinh chup béi Ha Doan, 2020

Sau hon 50 ndm, vi thé cua nhiing tan tich chit cling khéng con nhu luc vira dugc
xay. Nhiing bién t&n ndm hién ngang nhung day tinh lang, mét ching nhan cla
thai gian vai vé trdm ngam, trai ngugc lai véi sy huyén nao dién ra trong khu cha.
Qua bao bién c6 thdi gian, nhitng hoa tich ay da tré thanh mét phan lich st cua
khu chg va mét thdi qua vang cua Sai Gon.

Giang Nguyén
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Ngudi viét: Jimmy Selkin

Phién dich: Skye
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