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Abstract

In Cambodia, Phnom Penh’s architectural history reflects a complex interplay of local
mythology, trade networks, and colonial influence. Since the pre-Angkorian period, it
has undergone significant transformations shaped by cultural, economic, and political
forces. Notably, the contributions of Chinese mercantile communities and the impact
of French colonial urban planning played a pivotal role in these changes. This paper
examines the architectural evolution of Phnom Penh’s shophouse typology, tracing its
development from pre-colonial trade settlements to its contemporary manifestations
in satellite cities. The Chinese merchant shophouse, introduced in the 19t century,
played a pivotal role in shaping Phnom Penh’s urban fabric, blending Chinese,
Khmer, and later French influences. During the French colonial period (1863 - 1953),
the shophouse evolved into hybrid forms, integrating French design elements
while maintaining its traditional mixed-use functionality. Post-independence, the
shophouse further adapted to modernist architectural principles, influenced by
Soviet urban planning, giving rise to larger multi-story blocks that accommodated
increasing urban density. In the post-war era, the shophouse re-emerged as a key
component in peri-urban expansion and satellite city development, reflecting
Phnom Penh’s rapid economic and urban growth. Its adaptability to technological,
economic, and social changes underscores its continued relevance in shaping Phnom
Penh’s urban landscape. Through fieldwork and literature review, this study provides
a typological analysis of shophouse variations, exploring their role in defining the
city’s architectural identity. The findings highlight the shophouse’s resilience as
an adaptable urban form, preserving architectural traditions while responding to
modern urban challenges.

Keywords: Mixed-use typology; Urban development; Socio-spatial organization;
Cambodia

1. Introduction

Phnom Penh, Cambodia’s capital, has an architectural history deeply rooted in a complex
interplay of local myth, trade, and colonization (Osborne, 2008). The city’s origins can be
traced back to the legend of Lady Penh and the establishment of Wat Phnom in the late
14" century (Igout, 1993), but urbanization in the area extends much further, with pre-
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Angkorian settlements strategically located along the
Mekong River. Despite the need for further investigation,
archeological findings at Wat Oulalong suggest the
existence of pre-Angkorian settlements in this region,
reinforcing the area’s historical significance as a pre-
existing site of worship predating the establishment of Wat
Phnom (Boswell, 2016). Excluding the brief period
between 1432 and 1505, when Phnom Penh served as the
capital of the Cambodian Kingdom, scholarly literature
often characterizes the city as a minor riverine settlement
before 1866, when it was re-established as the capital under
the French Protectorate (1863 - 1949) (Stetten, 1997).
Nevertheless, historical landmarks such as the Cantonese
temple Mountain of the Jade Palace (3111 &; Bishangong),
dating back to the 18" century, indicate that Phnom Penh
was home to a significant Chinese community well before
the colonial period. Organized into congregations, this
community benefited from established regional trade
routes (Filippi, 2012; Willmott, 1969).

This study examines the shophouse in Cambodia, a
pivotal architectural typology shaped by the merchant
enclaves of Phnom Penh. This typology has profoundly
influenced not only the city’s urban landscape but
also suburban areas and rural settlements across the
entirety of Cambodia. Indeed, it can be argued that the
shophouse has become the dominant architectural model
propelling the country’s contemporary morphological
transformation. While this typology is prevalent across
Southeast Asia, Cambodia’s unique blend of Sino-Khmer
and French colonial influences has produced a distinctive

)

hybrid shophouse model that continues to evolve. This
article traces the architectural and urban development
of shophouses from their pre-colonial origins to their
contemporary developments.

2. Methodology and objectives

This research integrates historical analysis with field
surveys conducted over the past 7 years by the Urban
Lab research team at the American University of Phnom
Penh. Employing a multi-method approach, it synthesizes
primary fieldwork with a wide range of secondary sources,
including scientific articles and monographs published
over the past 3 decades. The study traces the evolution
of the shophouse typology, from its pre-colonial origins
through colonial and post-colonial transformations to
its present-day forms, with a particular emphasis on
Phnom Penh as representative of Cambodia’s broader
urban context (Figure 1). By addressing gaps in existing
literature, the research provides a comprehensive
analysis of the typology’s adaptability and its responses
to technological, spatial, and socio-economic changes in
urban environments.

A key objective of this study is to present an unbiased
understanding of the Cambodian shophouse typology,
which reflects a nuanced interplay between local and
global forces. It deliberately avoids simplistic reliance
on imported or misinterpreted urban theories, instead
introducing the shophouse as a dynamic architectural
model that successfully reconciles traditional and
modern spatial organization. This model significantly
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Figure 1. Shophouse distribution in Phnom Penh, Cambodia
Source: Drawing by the author (using Google Hearth Image as background).
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contributes to the structural framework of urban forms
in contemporary Khmer cities. While the study provides
a broad but not exhaustive analysis, it does not delve
deeply into historical events or general socio-political
factors influencing Phnom Penh’s urban development, as
these aspects have been extensively covered in previous
studies by the Atelier parisien d’'urbanisme (APUR, 1997;
APUR, 2003), Fauveaud (2015) and Carrier (2019), as well
as historians such as Igout (1993), Chandler (1991), and
Osborne (2008).

The research focuses on essential characteristics
of the urban fabric that define typological variations,
rather than providing an exhaustive examination of each
variation. For detailed morphological articulations, it
draws on foundational studies by Japanese scholars such
as Hirohata et al. (2007), Wakita & Shiraishi (2007),
Shiraishi et al. (2020), and Fujisawa & Kuzuhara (2023).
This groundwork establishes a fundamental framework
for subsequent qualitative and quantitative analyses,
including comparative studies of models adopted in the
Asia Pacific region.

Adopting a constructive perspective, the research
highlights the productive potential of architectural
transformations in fostering more inclusive and diverse
urban forms. It consciously avoids cultural biases that
overly critique the backgrounds of those shaping these
transformations, instead focusing on their contributions to
the evolution of Cambodia’s urban landscape.

3. The origins of the traditional Sino-Khmer
merchant shophouse in Cambodia

The Chinese merchant shophouses originated in China
during the Song dynasty (960 — 1276) and subsequently
spread across the southern provinces, particularly Fujian
and Guangdong (Han & Beisi, 2015). These multi-story
structures were designed to fulfill multiple purposes
concurrently, with the ground floor typically dedicated
to commercial activities and the upper floors allocated
to storage and residential use. The spatial organization
of these buildings was optimized for land use efficiency,
particularly in densely populated areas along thoroughfares
or within city blocks, which were eventually served by
internal ventilated courtyards, corridors, and back alleys.

As Chinese merchants expanded their commercial
networks across Southeast Asia beyond the Maritime Silk
Road, this architectural model was adopted in various
cities. The most notable instances of this phenomenon
emerged in the 19" century, particularly in Singapore,
Penang, and Malacca, as well as in Bangkok and Medan
(Dai & Zhou, 2019; Han & Beisi, 2015; Han & Beisi,
2016; Ongsavangchai & Funo, 2004; Savage, 2001; Zahrah

et al., 2020). In the 20" century, similar urban typologies
appeared, such as the tube houses in Hanoi (Ngo,
2021), while earlier precedents can be as far back as the
18" century in Batavia (present-day Jakarta) and Hoi
An (Luengo, 2021). The shophouse typology developed
as a hybrid architectural form, integrating Chinese
architectural traditions with local influences from Malay,
Javanese, Vietnamese, and Siamese cultures, along with
Western colonial influences. Recent studies by Luengo
(2021) and Zhao et al. (2024) suggest a broader pattern
of cultural hybridization, emphasizing that the Chinese-
origin shophouse model exhibits notable morphological
similarities with traditional mixed-use typologies found
in 18™"-century Nagasaki, as well as earlier examples from
the 16™-century Surat and Manila.

In Cambodia, the shophouse became a prominent
urban form in the early 19" century, appearing not only
in Phnom Penh (Figure 2) but also in other cities such as
Battambang (Figure 3), Siem Reap, and Kampot, where
the Chinese merchants played a crucial role in establishing
these buildings along major trading routes (Collins, 2006;
Han & Lim, 2019). The shophouse soon became a defining
feature of the urban landscape, particularly along main
roads, where commerce and domestic life intersected most
visibly. The first official land concession for shophouse
construction in Phnom Penh dates back to 1872, near the
Mekong River. These early examples followed the regional
pattern, featuring a commercial front and a residential
upper floor (Yam & Ju, 2016).

Figure 2. Traditional shophouses in Phnom Penh, Cambodia
Source: Photo by the author (2024).

Figure 3. Traditional shophouses in Battambang, Cambodia
Source: Photo by the author (2022).
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Phnom Penh’s urban landscape experienced significant
transformations during the French Protectorate, which began
in 1863. After the 1890s, Western architectural elements
became increasingly prevalent (Filippi, 2012; Guérin, 2011).
However, the traditional Chinese shophouse demonstrated
remarkable adaptability, responding to French colonial
strategies while retaining its distinctive mixed-use character.
The urban planning rhetoric of the period often emphasized
modernization through European urbanism, drawing
from Camillo Sitte’s (1843 — 1903) ideas on picturesque city
layouts (Blancot & Hetreau-Pottier, 1997) and the garden
city movement, which was promoted in Indochina by the
French Society of Urban Planners (Doyle, 2012; Kolnberger,
2015; Phillips, 1977). Yet, Phnom Penh’s development during
this period followed a more complex trajectory than strict
planning schemes would suggest. For instance, the 1925
plan proposed by Ernest Hébrard (1875 - 1933), head of
the Indochina Architecture and Town Planning Service,
is unquestionably significant in consolidating a vision
of Cambodias capital subdivided into ethnically defined
neighborhoods and functionally zoned districts. Nevertheless,
this plan was indebted not only to Tony Garnier’s (1869 — 1948)
pioneering discourses on industrial cities for Lyon but also
to the spontaneous local processes of spatial appropriation
(Kolnberger, 2014). This influence remains evident even
when disregarding the geomantic organization of the north-
south and east-west street network that structures the Chinese
quarter adjacent to the Royal Palace.

During the late 19™and early 20" centuries, the
shophouse continued to evolve into a hybrid typology that
incorporated both Sino-Khmer elements and French
colonial design features. New spatial configurations allowed
for greater density and more flexible uses of space. This
hybrid model proliferated in key areas of Phnom Penh,
particularly around the Old Market, contributing to the
creation of vibrant urban districts where commerce and
domestic life coexisted as integral parts of the community
fabric (Hirohata et al, 2007). In Cambodia, the term
“shophouse” is currently used to describe all mixed-use
building blocks, particularly those in communities
predominantly inhabited by people of Chinese origin (Yam
& Ju, 2016; Fujisawa & Kuzuhara, 2023). However, its
internal organization has undergone a notable evolution
over time, with clear associations with various mixed-use
typologies prevalent in southern China. These include the
Zonary Bungalow (%4> %%; Shoujinliao) and the Arcade-
House (4 #%; Qilou), as identified by Han & Beisi (2015).

In the 1930s, French town planners in Phnom Penh
expanded upon market-centered urban design principles,
developing the commercial district around the New
Central Market (Figure 4). The grid system facilitated
the construction of shophouses that merged French

Haussmannian principles of urban block design with
the traditional Chinese shophouse form. This reflected
a continued fusion of colonial and local architectural
practices, a characteristic unique to Cambodia. Yam &
Ju (2016) categorized this particular shophouse typology
under the designation of “apartment-type shophouse.”

4, Post-colonial social-populist
transformations and modernist shophouse
models

Cambodia’s post-colonial period brought significant changes
to the urban form of Phnom Penh. Following the country’s
independence in 1953, rapid population growth led to
increased demand for both housing and commercial spaces.
Early urban planning efforts in the post-colonial era were
heavily influenced by modernist architectural principles,
particularly those advanced by the Congres Internationaux
dArchitecture Moderne Movement, alongside Soviet-inspired
functionalism. These ideas were introduced to Cambodia by a
new generation of architects returning from Paris, supported
by foreign consultants primarily from Russia, Japan, and
France (Ross & Collins, 2012). The planning approach of
this period typically emphasized the separation of residential,
administrative, commercial, and industrial zones. Prominent
infrastructure projects reflected the social-populist ideals
promoted by Prince Norodom (1922 - 2012) (Silva, 2021),
marking a distinct departure from the mixed-use approach
characteristic of colonial-era shophouses. This shift was
evident in the construction of large, isolated compounds
for social housing, public buildings, administrative palaces,
stadiums, and universities (Lemarchands, 1997).

Despite these rationalizing urban tendencies, the
traditional shophouse typology persisted and continued
to evolve. In the Orussey Market neighborhood, planners
introduced a new variation of the shophouse (Figure 5),
drawing on the mixed-use logic previously experimented
with in the vicinity of the New Market. The area continues to
be predominantly populated by a Sino-Khmer community;,
and its distinctive urban fabric has largely remained intact
until the present day.

Figure 4. Central market area, Phnom Penh, Cambodia
Source: Photo by the author (2023).
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The dissemination of reinforced concrete technology
combined with prefabricated elements in the 1960s -
introduced from the Soviet Union under the direction of
Lu Ban Hap (1931 - 2023), head of the Municipal Planning
and Housing Department - facilitated the construction of
multi-story blocks, typically four to five floors in height
(Hap & Moritz, 2021). These buildings featured regular
subdivisions with dual street access: a main street designed
for vehicular traffic and a secondary pedestrian alley
for service purposes. Architectural elements included
mezzanine levels, vertical circulation components such
as staircases and courtyards, as well as balconies. This
typology facilitated the reorganization of internal layouts,
allowing for the creation of micro-units served by common
corridors, thereby fostering a higher degree of inclusivity
within the community (Weinberger, 2010).

This evolving shophouse typology developed in parallel
with the Vietnamese “tube houses” of the same period,
supporting increased vertical expansion (Ngo, 2021). The
model not only facilitated the accommodation of a greater
number of residents but also aligned with urban planning
objectives that prioritized compact and efficient land use
(Shiraishi et al., 2020).

Despite the Cambodian Civil War (1970 - 1980) and
the subsequent impoverishment of the population, which
impeded significant construction projects, the adaptability
of the modernist shophouse design enabled its resurgence
at the beginning of the 1990s, particularly as Cambodia
started to embrace private entrepreneurship (Blancot,
1997). These buildings grew beyond 6 stories, contributing
to the development of entire mid-rise neighborhoods
and expanding the city further west of Orussey Market
(Figure 6), reaching the Toul Kork district.

5. Peri-urban expansion and the emergence
of neo-liberal satellite cities

In the wake of Cambodias economic liberalization efforts
in the 1990s—accelerating significantly in the beginning
of the 2000s—along with the advent of new land laws
facilitating private ownership and foreign investments,

Figure 5. Modernist shophouses in Phnom Penh, Cambodia
Source: Photo by the author (2024).

urban development surged (Menzies et al., 2008). This
period saw the densification of Phnom Penh’s peri-urban
fringe and the adoption of a polycentric urban model,
leading to the rise of satellite cities (Paling, 2012; Percival &
Waley, 2012). These developments marked a distinct shift
in urban form, moving away from the compact growth of
the traditional city center toward more sprawling, planned
environments (Mialhea et al., 2019). A notable example of
this transformation is the reclamation of Koh Pich island,
shaped by private developers seeking to capitalize on
Phnom Penh’s growing population and economic potential
(Pierdet, 2011). This development has been particularly
geared toward accommodating the influx of the Chinese
community, which began resettling in this part of the city
in the early 2000s.

At the center of Koh Pich Island, around the
multifunctional city hall, a new iteration of the shophouse
typology emerged (Figure 7). This variation was adapted to
meet the needs of middle-income households, particularly
in accommodating car ownership, while preserving
pedestrian-friendly urban design principles. These
modern shophouses incorporate underground parking
and larger residential units while retaining the mixed-use
functionality of their historical predecessors, especially
on the ground floor. The evolution of the shophouse in
Koh Pich, along with other peri-urban areas, illustrates its
adaptability, ensuring its continued role as a key element of
Phnom Penh’s urban landscape as the city expands.

Source: Photo by the author (2024).

Figure 7. Peri-urban shophouses in Phnom Penh, Cambodia
Source: Photo by the author (2024).
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In parallel with the development of Koh Pich, Phnom
Penh’s peripheral areas also witnessed the advent of
neighborhood organizations, primarily composed of
residential communities designated as “Borey” (Fauveaud,
2015). Initially, these communities were characterized
by row housing that mirrored the modernist shophouse
typology but at lower population densities. Over time,
these neighborhoods evolved in various configurations,
transitioning from open communities to gated
communities of compact townhouses. These were bounded
by multifunctional, street-facing elements that offered a
flexible interface between residential, commercial, and
service uses.

The most typical of these configurations (Figure 8)
consists of 2- or 3-story row houses with commercial
fronts along main roads, while residential areas extend
along internal streets. In districts such as Russei Keo,
this model reflects a return to the shophouse’s original
multifunctional nature, utilizing shared front street
setbacks while incorporating features such as semi-private
rooftop terraces.

This housing model, which aligns more closely with the
socio-spatial ~characteristics of the Chinese work
unit (P]Lf7; danwei) than with American gated
communities, is widely regarded as an affordable solution
(Leakhana & Brugman, 2022; Traub & Sweeting, 2020). It
has since become the preferred typology for Cambodia’s
suburban population, playing a crucial role in transforming
rural settlements into industrial ones (Figure 9). In doing
so, it has contributed to the ongoing suburbanization of
Phnom Penh (Carrier, 2019) and, arguably, the entire
country.

In recent years, Phnom Penh’s urban development has
been increasingly shaped by foreign direct investments,
not only from China but also from other Asian countries
such as South Korea, Japan, Indonesia, and Singapore.
These investments have been complemented by the
growing influence of locally financed groups, which
have amassed significant capital through investment
diversification and the commodification of real estate

=
:

Figure 8. Shophouses in Phnom Penh’s satellite areas
Source: Photo by the author (2024).

(Carrier, 2019; Fauveaud, 2014). Large-scale, mixed-
use developments have been influenced by the Asian
adaptation of global city models and, more recently, by
Singaporean mid-rise townships (Bertrais et al., 2023).
These projects have incorporated shophouse typologies
from Phnom Penh’s peri-urban areas into the expanding
urban sprawl.

To illustrate, the Star Platinum Borey (Figure 10),
developed by the Peng Huoth Group in Phnom Penh’s
southern suburbs, aspires to establish a self-sufficient
suburban community. It seeks to achieve this by
blending residential units with essential services such as
schools, healthcare facilities, sports centers, and retail
spaces while also incorporating dispersed gardens and
parks. Architecturally, the contemporary shophouse
has fully embraced global post-modernist trends, with
claims of incorporating energy-efficient technologies
and sustainable building practices. These features
reflect growing societal concerns about environmental
issues, evolving consumer preferences among Phnom
Penh’s younger demographic (Yen et al., 2016), and the
increasing demand for exclusivity among the city’s affluent
population. As a result, the shophouse typology continues
to evolve, balancing the needs of modern urban life with
the multifunctional flexibility that has long been defined
its traditional character.

Figure 9. Commercial houses in industrialized suburban areas of
Cambodia
Source: Photo by the author (2024).

Figure 10. Cambodian township, Borey Peng Huoth, The Star Platinum
Source: Map by Google Hearth.

Volume 7 Issue 3 (2025)

https://doi.org/10.36922/jcau.5410



Journal of Chinese
Architecture and Urbanism

The evolution of Khmer shophouses

6. Conclusion

The architectural evolution of the shophouse in
Cambodia vividly reflects the nations socio-cultural,
economic, and political transformations over the past
2 centuries. As this study demonstrates, the shophouse
typology, which originated within Chinese merchant
communities in the 19" century, has developed into a
highly adaptable urban form. This adaptability highlights
the shophouse’s central role in shaping Cambodia’s urban
landscape, particularly in its capital, Phnom Penh, as the
city has transitioned through various phases of colonial
influence, modernization, and contemporary urban
expansion.

The findings of this research reveal the shophouse’s
remarkable ability to absorb external influences while
preserving its core multifunctional characteristics.
Originally conceived as a dual-purpose structure for
both commerce and residence, the traditional shophouse
evolved beyond its initial trading function to become a
defining element of Phnom Penh’s urban fabric. During
the colonial period, French architectural elements were
integrated into the design of the shophouse, resulting in
a unique hybrid form that merged Sino-Khmer traditions
with European influences. This hybridization not only
reflects the city’s colonial history but also illustrates how
pre-existing local architectural forms coexisted with — and
were reshaped by - the colonial presence, contributing to
the distinctiveness of Phnom Penh’s built environment.

The study further emphasizes that, while many
Southeast Asian cities share a tradition of shophouses,
Phnom Penh’s Sino-Khmer-French hybrid shophouse
developed a unique architectural identity. French colonial
influence, especially through town planning initiatives,
laid the groundwork for the continued evolution of the
shophouse. Despite the rise of modernist urban planning
in the post-colonial era, which emphasized functional
zoning and introduced new construction technologies,
the shophouse retained its relevance, particularly within
key urban expansions. While modernist principles were
instrumental in supporting the vertical development of
the shophouse, they also contributed to a multifunctional
typology that transcended the original intentions of
modernist theory. This resulted in a compact and efficient
form capable of accommodating Phnom Penh’s growing
population and increasing urban density. Even today,
the shophouse typology remains unparalleled in its
effectiveness at fostering an inclusive community.

This study also sheds light on the shophouse’s role in the
contemporary urban expansion of Phnom Penh, especially
in the development of peri-urban areas and satellite cities.
In these contexts, the shophouse continues to adapt to

new socio-economic dynamics, including increased car
ownership, the rise of the middle class, and the influence
of foreign investment, all within the broader framework of
Cambodia’s shift to a neoliberal economy. The capacity of
the shophouse to evolve in response to these new forces
underscores its versatility as an architectural model
capable of navigating both local and global socio-economic
changes.

The findings of this research demonstrate that the
shophouse remains a resilient architectural model, playing
a central role in shaping the identity of Cambodia’s
increasingly suburbanized landscape. However, its latest
evolution faces challenges in integrating the necessary
compactness of the urban fabric. Identifying solutions that
reorient new developments toward a more transit-oriented
approach while ensuring harmony with the surrounding
environment will be essential. As the shophouse continues
to adapt, it holds significant potential, especially as
the country contends with the dual pressures of real
estate commodification and the growing demand for
self-sufficient suburban communities that integrate
residential, commercial, and recreational functions.
These contemporary developments highlight not only the
shophouse’s ability to accommodate the physical demands
of urban life but also its responsiveness to shifting economic
and social contexts in the era of globalization.

In conclusion, the ongoing evolution of the shophouse
exemplifies how an urban typology rooted in historical
tradition can maintain its relevance in contemporary
urban development. The future of Cambodia’s urban
landscape will likely continue to be shaped by this flexible
architectural form. By integrating new technologies,
evolving lifestyles, and changing spatial requirements,
the shophouse remains a cornerstone of Cambodia’s
architectural and cultural identity.
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