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THE TAFONI WEATHERING OF A RED BRICK WALL IN TOKYO
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THE TAFONI WEATHERING OF A RED BRICK WALL IN TOKYO
DATING FROM THE LATE 18th CENTURY

At the beginning of the Meiji Period in Japan (1868-1910), many Western-style buildings were con-
structed using red bricks imported from Europe. Though those buildings now have considerable historical
value, few remain today, and they need to be protected before they are lost forever.

The study reported here concerns part of one such structure, a red brick wall that once surrounded the
house of Mr. Yataro Iwasaki, founder of the Mitsubishi Corp. This wall was built around 1875=130 years
ago. Its surface exhibits Tafoni weathering erosion of the type seen on natural stone surfaces in many parts of
the world, with holes concentrated together to form deep hollows/depressions. Many of the holes and depres-
sions in the wall have reached a depth of 10cm over the life of the wall, a weathering rate of 0.8mm/yr. This
Tafoni erosion rate very nearly equals the lmm/yr rate observed by the author on the Buddhist sculptures of
temples in southern India and on natural rock surfaces he observed in South Korea.

The Tafoni erosion on the red brick wall in Tokyo has created a "beautiful” eroded surface like a kind of
natural art sculpted by Nature itself. The rustic character of this wall matches well the rustic mood of the
famous Yushima Shrine located next door.

However, this Tafoni-weathered red brick wall has been classified under the Fire Prevention Law as
being in danger of collapse in an major earthquake, and thus it has been designated to be torn down. The
anthor asked the views about the wall and its present situation. Most of the local people he asked said that
they felt a closeness/affinity to this rustic wall and to the history that it represents, and they wanted it to be
left where it is as it is.

Japan is an earthquake-prone country, and there are many old buildings that have become vulnerable to
collapse in a major earthquake, so it is understandable that the authorities want to tear them down. However,
as the desire to preserve historical and cultural assets in Japan grows, such assets should be sufficiently stud-
ied and, where possible, strengthened and preserved so as to be able to survive seismic activity. In any case,
they should be studied by experts from many fields and the data collected and analyzed. The data presented in
this study can be seen as one such example, and this author hopes it will be used to help protect this particular
historical asset. He hopes to continue doing such studies and hopes the basic data collected may prove useful
in the protection of various kinds of historical and cultural assets in Japan and elsewhere.






