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The Beguiling Appearance of
Reinforced Concrete
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Would it be a surprise if | began by
saying that the former Dai-ichi Bank's
Kumamoto Branch, which | am intro-
ducing to you, is a reinforced concrete
building? Well, it should be ‘a surprise
if you took a careful look at its
appearance. Can you find anything that
reminds you of an RC building?
Observe its spandrel (below-window)
walls and eaves, and it becomes a
stone building. Look at its middle
areas, and it becomes a brick building.
As is even more apparent in the
architectural drawings, the building
shows joint lines of cut stones in its
spandrel wall and eaves areas, and
brick joint lines in its middle sections.
The decoratively slanted lines of
diagonally placed brick between the
windows are especially impressive.

QOutwardly, there is no hint of its
being a reinforced concrete building,
so we must stick to the drawings. Let
us check the wall thickness, for RC
buildings are much more earthquake-
resistant than stone or brick buildings.
Thus, an RC building should have
thinner walls. Using the scales pro-
vided in the drawings, we can measure
the wall thickness to be 90 cm.

This is indeed a thick wall for an RC
building. In spite of the external
appearance and technical drawings,
the architectural record of this building
states that it was a reinforced con-
crete structure. Since the record is
valid and indisputable, we should look
for reasons why the walls were made
so thick.

The Dai-ichi Bank's Kumamoto
Branch was built in 1919, four years
before the Great Kanto Earthquake
that ravaged the Tokyo area in 1323,
Before the RC buildings’ strength was
proven by the Great Kanto Earthquake,
Japanese architects harbored second
thoughts about reinforced concrete ;
in particular, they were apprehensive
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that the steel bars might rust. (In reality,
rusting is prevented by alkali com-
ponents of concrete.) So, prior to the
Great Kanto Earthquake, it was not
unusual for RC buildings to have a wall
thickness indicative of a stone or
brick structure.

In defense of the architect of the
bank branch, however, | might add that
he did recognize the strength of
reinforced concrete to a degree. As is
evident from the second-floor plan, the
building's second floor is totally
supported by the outer walls, while
having no pillars at all in the inner
space. The longest beams measure 16
meters long, a beam length un-
thinkable by stone and brick archi-
tecture. It is notable that the longest
beams used in the wooden kabuki
theater of the Edo period were no more
than 11 meters.
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