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Bangkok: The Myth of Shop houses 
Where does one go shopping? 
The answers obviously vary from time 
to time and from place to place. In the old 
days, people went to a market, the street 
market, or to the city gates where foreign 
merchants were passing by. Floating 
markets once existed in most klongs (or 
canals) or rivers of the central plain. Any 
cross-canals or crossroads could be busy 
trading places. Vendors carried their 
goods, which were food, fruits and 
vegetables or handicrafts either in a boat 
or in a basket, serving their customers 
from house to house. Surprisingly, some 
of these types of vendors still survive to 
the present day, the only difference being 
that they carry their food in a cart or a 
car. From those markets and vendors, 
people get most necessities for living. 

It was not until the last century, when 
the European-type stores were estab
lished, that the term "going shopping" 
came into use. However, it was reserved 
only for an upper class of society. Today 
large department stores and shopping 
complexes welcome everybody. People 
now 'go shopping' not only for buying; 
it can also entail eating at "fast food" 
restaurants (or traditional ones), seeing 
movies, listening to concerts, visiting ex
hibitions and playing games such as 
bowling, roller-skating etc. Going shop
ping now is an important recreation for 
the young as well as families during 
weekends. 

From the time of traditional markets 
and floating markets to the time of mod
em complexes, shopping facilities 
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evolved from the small boat or from a 
basket to a bamboo-shelter, then to 
wooden structures and fmally to concrete 
buildings. Residences combined with 
commerce, that is shophouses as a speci
fic building-type play an important role 
in this development. 

Shophouses as Building-type 
Shop houses are the major element of the 
urbanscape in Thailand, easily noticed in 
numerous. cities. They are rows of build
ings with a particular architectural charac
teristic: two- or three-storey structures 
with a narrow frontage, approximately 
four metres wide, facing the street. Typi
cally, the building is either detached or 
composed in row of several similar units. 
The shophouses' occupants live in the 
upper floors, while conducting their busi
ness activity on the lower floor. In gener
al, a shop house is preferable for any small 
business. The owner can benefit in many 
respects: 

security since a businessman can feel 
that he and his family should stay and 
look after the shop all of the time; 
hour of work since he can open his 
shop for longer business hours; 
family help, as during lunch and peak 
shopping hours his family is available 
for an assistance. In addition, no ex
pense is needed for travelling from 
place of residence to place of work. 
However, certain large companies are 
still found running their business in 
shophouses . 
Due to the social acceptability of this 



type of architecture and hence its popu
larity; the shop house has played an im
portant role in Thailand's urban develop- . 
ment since its first introduction to this 
region one hundred years ago. The mor
phology of shophouses has changed 
according to Thai social and economic 
development. Shophouses have become 
amazingly well-integrated into this urba
nisation process; and it is therefore consi
dered a symbol of a modem and urba
nised community. In spite of large con
struction projects for public utilities and 
other kinds of facilities, the shophouse 
style of building constitutes the majority 
of urban construction. It was estimated 
that more than half of private construc
tion in the 1960's and 1970's took the 
form of shophouses. 

The first shophouses in Bangkok 
were introduced by King Rama V as part 
of modernisation of the country. In order 
to develop his capital to be as civilised as 
other modem cities, the king envisioned 
a city properly designed, with the intro
duction of modem facilities such as elec
tricity, telephones, etc. He widened 
many walkways and dirt alleyways into 
new paved streets lined with buildings on 
both sides. The first projects were im
plemented on Bumrung-mueng Road 
and Fueng Nakom Road in 1870 with 
458 units of shophouses built of bricks 
and decorated in a European neo
classicial style. These two-storeyed shop
houses even have a front arcade provided 
as protection for pedestrians from sun 
and rain. It was mentioned that the king 

was extremely impressed by this de
sign, which he had seen in Singapore 
and Batavia during a royal visit. To 
cover the expense of construction, the 
shophouses were then rented to the 
public with revenues shared between 
the government and landowners. 

Following this development several 
groups of shophouses were built, either 
by the king's direct support or his offic
ers' investment. Hence, shophouses in 
Bangkok at that time were conceived not 
only to beautify the citiscape but also to 
increase revenue for the govemment. 
Furthermore, these shophouses served as 
urban housing for Bangkokiens and 
more importantly, for foreign merchants 
and immigrants who then flowed into 
Bangkok. 

Shophouses have consequently be
come more popular among Chinese im
migrants, who are active mostly in com
mercial businesses and services. Many 
shop houses were later built in the 
Chinese quarter by the Chinese them
selves and by Thai aristocrats. Designs 
were in a Chinese style in order to blend 
with their Sino-European neighbour
hood, while others were in Sino
European style. 

It is quite evident that the morpholo
gy of shop houses gradually evolved 
according to new construction materials 
and new methods of construction. For 

Facade elevations of old shophouses illustrating the 
neo-classical details taken from European anhi
tecture. 
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instance; they have become taller, with 
more storeys and a flat concrete roof pro
viding more outdoor space, as well as a 
greater variety of openings. The new 
movements in modem architecture of the 
West has made a great impact directly 
and done away with Sino-European 
style. The economic depression during 
the 1930's and the urgent need of build
ings after World War II both constrained 
the design of shop houses to be simpler 
and low in cost. 

The real 'boom' in shophouse con
struction began in the early 1950's and 
rapidly grew after implementation of the 
National Economic and Social Develop
ment Plan in 1960. The growth rate in 
commercial and service sectors of 15.4% 
per year (1950-1960) increased the de
mand of floor space for business activi
ties. Shophouses then played an impor
tant role in supplying building space for 
that need. A large number of shophouses 
were built everywhere, along the main 
roads, secondary roads and local roads. 
Some of them are not only adjacent to 
roadways, but also situated in urban 
activity centres such as governmental 
offices, bus terminals and etc. Modem 
shopping centres consisting of rows of 
shop houses surrounding nucleus activi
ties, such as cinema and open markets, 
have formed a new pattern of commer
cial centres in many areas of Bangkok. 
The exercise of the urban renewal pro
gramme in 1960's gave rise to the con
struction of a large number of new shop
houses, both on private and public land. 



Facade elevations showing 
the chrOflOlogical 
development of different 
stylistic preferences. 

GroundJloor plan 

First floor plan 

Secondfloor plan 

Third floor plan 
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Left: Plans of a typical shophouse in a Chinese 
neighbourhood, usedas a photo shop and residence. 
Ground floor 1. photo shop 

2. living room 
3. kitchen 

First floor 4. workshop 
5. labs 
6. stocks 

Second floor 7. bedroom 
8. living room 

Third floor 9. roof terrace 

Shop houses became even higher in this 
period. Their facades, in some case, were 
better designed, but mostly they were 
pretentiously decorated. The price of 
purchasing shop houses also skyrocketed 
from a few hundred thousand Baht in 
1960, to five million Baht in 1980. 

The shop houses ncar the city centre, 
with poor accessibility, were also inha
bited by businessmen and their families. 
Suburban shophouses, on the other hand, 
were used by their owners as an invest
ment for future business as well as for 
dwelling purposes. During the late 
1970's, a new type of housing, called the 
"townhouse", became popular in Bang
kok. Originally, it was based on the idea 
of living in the city, but for the public it 
was, however, similar to residential 
shophouses. The Townhouse is an im
provement in quality from the simple 
shophouses, since it provides greater vari
ety of space of dwelling purposes, and a 
well-designed facade which projects an 
image of a home-like residence. 

By the 1980's the popularity of the 
shophouse development has declined, 
due to over supply during economic un
stability. In the city, the new urban de
velopment projects provide better 
alternatives, such as: townhouse, residen
tial condominium, shopping complex 
and highrise office building. The en-
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vironmental problems such as traffic con
gestion, air and noise pollution, pose se
rious threats to commercial and service 
activities in shophouses. Moreover, an 
elimination of roadside parking in front 
of shophouses, as it obstructs the mass 
traffic flow, ruins a 'shop-and-shop' 
atmosphere. The land values in the city, 
especially along the roads, have gone too 
high to be feasible for shophouse de
velopment. 

Shophouse Morphology 
A stereotyped shophouse, with a simple 
plan and built with cheap materials is 
functional for any future modification. 
After many years of repeatedly building 
with a similar character, the morphology 
of the shophouse has become accepted as 
a standard among the builders and subse
quently, the manufacturers. 

In addition to this practical standard, 
the building codes formulated in 1939, 
1979 and 1982 - also retained the shop
house morphology. For example, the 
minimum width of each unit is 3.5 
metres and 2 metres for the back service 
way. The height of the ground floor ceil
ing is 3.5 metres, and 3 metres for 
the upper floors. The decorative elements 
and climatic protection of the facade must 
not exceed either one-tenth of the width 
of the road, or 2 metres as the maxi
mum width. The maximum number of 
units per rai - 1600 square metres - is 
limited to 20 units. 

In general, the two-to-four storey 

Right, above: Plan illustrating the €ffects of the 
shophouse type upon the urban morphology of 
. Bangkok. Shown here is the Chinese sector in 
Sripraya neighbourhood previously occupied only 
by large villas. 
R(ght: Shophouses in a Chinese sector forming a 
col1tinuous wall along Samsaen Street. 

Siam Squal-e-1970 

27 

( II II! ~l IL 1 

= 
llil JIl III 

tm = 
JJl 

. 

Onnu)-1970 Ploenchit - 1970 



shophouses occupy a plot of 4 metres by 
12 metres, which is the combination of 
three modulars of 4 metres square. After 
the 1970's, the mezzanine floor at ground 
floor level was added as popular extra 
space. Inside each unit there are one or 
two w.e., and staircases for climbing to 
the upper £1oor. A balcony, as well as a 
roof deck, is often provided, but not in 
every unit. The occupants, in most cases, 
tend to modify their units before moving 
in for both business purposes on the 
ground floor and living purposes on the 
upper £1oors. 

The Controversy over Shophouses 
Thefailrtres 
Shophouses, at present, are viewed pessi
mistically, almost as a pestilence in the 
city: for plalUlers,. the ribbon develop
ment is seen to lead to urban sprawl; for 
architects, the ugly facades ruin the pre
stige of ancient Thai architecture; for eco
logists, they cause many types of pollu
tion problems; for doctors, they are un
healthy for human habitation, and for 

journalists, they are a kind of urban can
cer, which grows rapidly and in a dis
persed malUler, destroying the health of a 
city landscape. 

Let us mention shophouse occupation 
from various points of view. There is a 
high demand on the market. The need 
for shop houses is from both business
men, wanting to expand their business, 
and house-seekers preferring to live in 
shop houses near the city centre. A large 
quantity of shop houses has constantly 
been constructed for a hungry market, 
the highest demand having been during 
the last two decades. For this high 
amount of shophouse construction, it is 
easily understandable how a poor quality 
of shophouse occurred. However, there 
is now a high supply on the market with 
the developers having to keep their shop-

houses at a low and competitive price. 
The lower the price the less profit they 

eam. Thus, to earn maximum profit 
while maintaining a low price, the de
velopers habitually choose the alternative 
of reducing costs, by employing unqual
ified designers or builders for example, 
using low standard materials, and mini": 
mising the amounts of material utilised. 
As a result, the quality of shop houses has 
decreased in terms of durability, stability 
and even aesthetics as well. 

Many shophouses are not designed by 
architects but by tedmicians, particularly 
those who work in municipal offices 
thereby paying a lower design fee and 
easily passing the permission for con
struction. It is commonly understood be
tween developers and designers that only 
a simple design is needed for shophouses 

_________________ with only a cosmetic front facade . But 

Plan illustrating the Ban Khrua (Killg Petch) 
neighbolll'ilOod, where the SllOpllOllse typology is 
taking o~er{i'olll traditional Thai wooden houses 
(flOW inhabited predominantly by Mllslim.s) along 
a klong . . 
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this facade must not be too complicated 
to be built, nor too much added on to the 
cost of construction, nor too simple to be 
ulUloticed by customers. 

Moreover, contractors consider that 



These photographs show quite clearly 
the structural typology of the 
shophouses in Bangkok and rich 
diversity offacade treatments, in most 
cases devoted to eye-catching publicity 
or decorative ploys to attract the 
consumer, Such facades are rapidly and 
easily traniformed by successive 
occupants, 



building shophouses is quite simple, since 
its design can be built by anybody. Many 
shop houses are built by unskilled labour
ers who arc usually seasonal migrants 
from the rural areas. 

Hence a simple vacant shop house 
space will then be renovated to satisfy the 
future occupants' need, income, tastes, 
and family members as well as to serve 
businesses. This easy modification contri
butes to the composite aspect of shop
house appearances; for example, the roof 
deck can be modified as a roof garden, a 
greenhouse, an outdoor working space, 
or even an extended room. The uni
formity of a skyline is replaced by a dis
orderly one. Some of these changes are 
done illegally but without problems, 
since there is insufficient surveillance 
from government inspectors and the re
gulations are obsolete. 

Conflicts gradually heighten from in
side the unit, between the problem of 
living and nUUling a business, from out
side the unit, problems with different 
businesses. It is possible to see a medical 
clinic next to a mechanic shop, the pet 
shop next to a restaurant etc. In each 
shophouse each business produces its 
own kind of problem, such as noise, 
vibration, odor, air and water pollution. 
The larger the number of units in one 
project, the more pollution they produce 
and the more conflicts there are. 

The merits if shophouses 
On the other hand there arc some advan
tages to shophouses since they have func
tioned well within the urban context for a 
long period of time. Their large numbers 
represent at least some benefits to people 
who have willingly built them and lived 
in them. 

Character and forms. By the time 
that shop houses were introduced into 
urban society, there was not any local 
type of architecture that could serve the 
new functions of commerce. After a cen
tury, shophouses are an important type 
of commercial facility. For example, in 
suburban housing villages, a group of 
shophouses is always considered a com
munity commercial centre. 

Simplicity is a debateable aspect of 
shophouses. They reflect an appropriate 
type of teclUlology for a developing 
country such as Thailand. Shophouses 
can be constructed with neither high 
teclmology nor complicated machinery, 
only locally available materials and crafts
manship. 

From the point of view economy,. 

shop houses arc evaluated in terms of con
struction costs. Due to their popularity, 
the large quantities, and the basically un
changed design, shophouses have de
veloped unofficial standards practices by 
builders and manufacturers. 

Moreover, while planners discuss 
about places to live and places to work in 
relation to an urban transportation prob
lem, shophouse occupants have already 
benefitted from this particular solution 
for a long time. In this context, shop
houses provide a good solution during 
periods of urban, transportation, energy 
and above all, economic crises. 

Construction. From statistics available 
from the Bank of Thailand it is apparent 
that during the past few years, about 
10,000 million Bahts have been spent on 
shophouse construction. It was spent on 
materials and service costs during con
struction, on direct and indirect taxation, 
on material manufacturing etc. There
fore, at the level of the construction in
dustry, shophouses must be reckoned 
with. 

Social acceptance. Shophouses have 
been developed simultaneously with the 
growth of society and urbanisation. The 
transformation of old shophouses to a 
new and varied morphology, protects 
them from extinction. For example, a 
roof-deck and a mezzanine were added 
by improved technology and another up
per floor was built. One can choose a 
shophouse to fit one's own need. 

Conclusion 
From the neo-classical buildings to 
Chinese neighbourhoods, then to the 
shophouse, shopping centres and fmally 
to townhouses, all have developed at the 
same pace as urbanisation in Bangkok. 
Shophouses influence, and are influenced, 
by urban culture and become an impor
tant part of the history of the develop
ment of urban shopping facilities. 
However, at this moment, intellectuals 
have strongly criticised the problems 
posed by shophouses. There is an over
supply of shop houses all over the city. A 
new form of urban housing for city liv
ing is the condominium, and modem 
commercial facilities are the department 
store and shopping complex. Shophouses 
have become old-fashioned as physical 
facilities, and are destined to be aban
doned. The question then is: are shop
houses a social heritage which we need to 
conserve for later generations, or are they 
a social detriment which we intend to 
eliminate from our urban areas' 
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