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Abstract 

The seismic vulnerability of masonry chimneys is a critical research topic, and it has an im-
portant role in the preservation of such kind of structural type. Indeed, masonry chimneys 
have a very high seismic vulnerability and are sometimes located in high seismic hazard 
zones. Researches about this topic have become even more frequent in the last decades. How-
ever, the results are still limited, and further studies are needed. This paper aims to study the 
seismic behaviour of a 20th-century masonry chimney located in Spain, focusing on its ulti-
mate behaviour. In particular, various FE pushover analyses have been carried out in 
Abaqus/CAE using a quite accurate 3D model of the chimney. The pushover analyses have 
been made along the four principal directions, and both G1 and G2 load distributions have 
been applied. The material properties have been chosen according to previous studies carried 
out on similar structures because no specific experimental data were available. The obtained 
capacity curves have been compared with each other, and the main weak points of the chim-
ney have been pointed out. Finally, a sensitivity analysis has been done to better understand 
the influence of the viscosity parameter on the pushover results in terms of ultimate capacity 
and computational effort. The latter one is an input value of the Concrete Damage Plasticity 
model, an Abaqus built-in material model, widely used to represent the non-linear behaviour 
of masonry structures. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

The seismic vulnerability of masonry chimneys is a critical research topic, and it has an 
important role in the worldwide conservation of such kind of masonry structures. Indeed, ma-
sonry chimneys have a very high seismic vulnerability and are often located in high seismic 
hazard zones.  Researches about this topic have become even more frequent in the last dec-
ades. However, the results about the seismic behaviour of the chimneys are still limited, and 
further research is needed. 

Generally, masonry tower-like structures have usually shown high seismic vulnerability 
[1–6]; their seismic response is complex and depends on various parameters, both mechanical 
and geometrical. Different analysis methods have been usually applied. Non-linear static and 
dynamic analysis are the most used analysis tools, and they have been fully and successfully 
used in [1,2,7–10]. Also, simplified methods have been introduced, like the kinematic limit 
analysis has shown its accuracy and efficiency in various studies (e.g. in [11–14]). [15–17] 
have demonstrated the importance of the tower inclination in their seismic assessment, while 
the influence of the surrounding buildings has been studied in [18].  

Chimneys are usually brickwork structures, and their typical high slenderness makes them 
very vulnerable when subjected to horizontal actions: it has been highlighted in [19] that such 
structures may be affected by several actions, and among them, earthquakes play a significant 
role. Therefore, their ductility against horizontal loads is crucial. Specific studies on these 
structures have been presented in [5,19–25]. 

This paper aims to study the ultimate behaviour of such structures by using some pushover 
analysis carried out with Abaqus/CAE and applied to a real case-study: a 20th-century mason-
ry chimneys located in Villar del Arzobispo (Spain) (Figure 1). It is almost 28m high, and the 
base edge is 2.4m long. The base cross-section is a square and became octagonal after almost 
5m from the ground. A small opening is present on one of the base facades, and it is directly 
connected with the flue, which runs from the base to the top of the chimney with the same 
shape as the exteriors. Figure 2 shows the 2D technical drawing of the chimney. 

Figure 1: The chimney located in Villar del Arzobispo (Spain) used as a case-study of this research. 
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Figure 2: Technical drawing of the Villar del Arzobispo’s chimney. 

Different POs analyses have been produced, loading the chimney along the four principal 
directions and using both the G1 and G2 load distributions (Figure 3). The material properties 
have been chosen according to previous studies carried out on similar structures because no 
specific experimental data were available. The plastic properties have been considered 
through the Concrete Damage Plasticity (CDP) model, an Abaqus built-in material model, 
widely used to represent the non-linear behaviour of masonry structures. The results have 
been used to compare the capacity curves between each other and point out the chimney’s 
main weak points. Finally, a sensitivity analysis has been done on the viscosity parameter. 
The latter one is a numerical input value of the CDP, and it helps the analysis’s steps to con-
verge by smoothing the yield surface. It has been often highlighted that the viscosity parame-
ter increment tends to overestimate the ultimate capacity (e.g. in [26]). On the other hand, the 
decreasing of the viscosity parameter increase the computational effort; therefore, a sensitivity 
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analysis on this parameter may be helpful to better understand the influence of this parameter 
on the pushover results. 

Figure 3: G1 and G2 load distributions. 

The structure of this paper is as follow. Section 2 will briefly present the pushover results 
related to the analyses carried out on the four principal directions with fixed model properties, 
while, in Section 3, the influence of some numerical parameters has been presented. Discus-
sions and conclusions are drawn in Section 4. 

2 THE FE PUSHOVER RESULTS 

The pushover analyses have been carried out on a 3D Finite Element model in 
Abaqus/CAE [27]. The FE model uses a 3D representation of the actual chimney geometry 
(Figure 4), which has been built in the Autodesk Inventor environment starting from the 
available 2D drawings. 

Figure 4: 3D model of the chimney case-study. 

It has been decided to adopt a macro-modelling approach, and, in light of this latter choice, 
solid, homogeneous, and isotropic properties have been applied to the whole chimney body. 
The material properties have been chosen following the study presented in [20], and the main 
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mechanical parameters are shown in Table 1. The material non-linearities have been modelled 
employing the Concrete Damage Plasticity (CDP) model, whose main parameters are reported 
in Table 1 Main mechanical parameters. 

. The compressive behaviour has been modelled by a brickwork feasible stress-strain rela-
tionship (Figure 5), while the fracture energy approach has been used for the tensile behaviour 
(Figure 6). The fracture energy has been computed by Eq. (1) as suggested in [28], and it is 
equal to 8.1 N/m. 

G=0.025 (2st)0.7 (1) 

Density r 
[kg/m3] 

Young’s Modulus E 
[MPa] 

Poisson’s ratio n 
[-] 

sc 
[MPa] 

st 
[MPa] 

1800 1500 0.15 3.5 0.1

Table 1 Main mechanical parameters. 

Dilatation Angle Eccentricity fb0/fc0 Kc Viscosity parameter 

10° 0.1 1.16 0.667 0.0005

Table 2 Main parameters for the CDP 

Figure 5: Compressive stress-strain branch to define 
the compressive CDP part in Abaqus. 

Figure 6: The post-failure tensile stress-fracture energy 
curve used to define the tensile CDP part in Abaqus. 

The chimney body has been meshed through the Abaqus’s automesh command. A seed 
dimension equal to 0.2m has been input, and linear tetrahedral elements of type C3D4 has 
been chosen. The model has a total number of 17289 nodes and 79666 elements. Figure 7 
shows the meshed body, being possible to see that the discretisation is very refined. The ele-
ment dimension may be considered adequate since the elements are linear.  

The pushover analyses have been carried out along the four principal directions applying a 
G1 load distribution and along the z+ direction involving a G2 load distribution. The capacity 
curves have been built using the Load Factor (which is the ratio between the base shear and 
the total weight of the structure) and the horizontal displacement of a control point located at 
the top of the chimney. Both the letter quantities are related to the pushover direction. Fur-
thermore, the tensile damage maps have been analysed.  

Figure 8 shows the pushover analyses’ capacity curves along the four principal directions 
using a G1 load distribution. It is worth noting that the four curves almost coincide; therefore, 
the singularities of the chimney body, i.e. the small opening at the base, doesn’t play a crucial 
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role in the seismic response (differently from [26], in which it has been shown that the open-
ing at the base of the case-study pagoda constitutes a weak point for the overall dynamic re-
sponse). Figure 9, instead, presents a comparison between the G1 and the G2 loads’ 
application along the z+ direction. As expected, the ultimate capacity in the latter case is 
higher.  

Figure 7: The meshed model .with 3D elements 
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Figure 8: Capacity curves of the pushovers along the four principal directions. 

Figure 9: Comparison between the G1 and G2 loads’ application along the z+ direction. 

It could be interesting to highlight the phases of the damage spread. All the cases behave 
qualitatively similar due to the approximative axial symmetry of the structure; thus, the dam-
age evolution of the z+ case is taken as an example and presented in Figure 10. It is shown 
how the loss of linearity is due to some horizontal cracks born on the tended fibres at a height 
between 5m and 9m; then, an additional horizontal crack born at the base. The plateau is ap-
proached when the aforementioned cracks spread and propagate as inclined along the faces 
parallel to the pushover load until collapse.  Moreover, it is worth noting that the most critical 
sections are those at a quota between 5m and 9m. The damage maps suggest that a collapse 
mechanism based on a plastic hinge mechanism is activated. Based on [11], it is one of the 
most probable collapse mechanisms in tower-like structures under seismic actions when the 
structural slenderness is considerable. 
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a) Tens. Dam. 1 b) Tens. Dam. 2 c) Tens. Dam. 3 d) Tens. Dam. 4

e) Capacity curve

Figure 10: Damage evolution in z+ pushover. 

3 SENSITIVITY ANALYSES ON THE VISCOSITY PARAMETER 

A sensitivity analysis is proposed to highlight how the viscosity parameter value influences 
the analysis’s results. The authors decided to select the G1 load and the z+ direction and vary-
ing the viscosity parameter only (the used values are shown in Table 3). 

Viscosity parameter 

0.001 

0.0005 

0.0001 

0.00005 

Table 3: Viscosity parameter’s values used for the sensitivity analysis 

Figure 11 shows the results of the sensitivity analysis. It is noticeable that the ultimate ca-
pacity significantly increases when the viscosity parameter is incremented. Moreover, the ca-
pacity curve’s length is directly proportional to the viscosity parameter’s value (the total load 

1 
2 3 

4 
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increments number is fixed to 1200). The authors expected both the latter facts since the vis-
cosity parameter smooth the yield surface and helps the steps’ convergence and speed up. In-
creasing the viscosity parameter also increases the efficiency of the analysis by allowing 
larger load increments at each step but overestimate the ultimate capacity. Therefore, those 
who use the Concrete Damage Plasticity model in their studies must be aware of that and crit-
ically analyse the analyses’ results also in light of the selected viscosity parameter’s value. 

Figure 11: Sensitivity analysis on the viscosity parameter value. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 

This study has presented some FE simulations carried out on a real 20th-century masonry 
chimney located in Villar del Arzobispo (Spain). Pushover analyses have been carried out us-
ing the FE software Abaqus/CAE on a quite accurate 3D model of the case-study. Different 
simulations have been presented: various pushover analyses along the chimney along the four 
principal directions, using both G1 and G2 load distributions. The material properties have 
been chosen according to previous studies carried out on similar structures because no specif-
ic experimental data were available, and the plastic properties have been represented through 
the Concrete Damage Plasticity (CDP) model, which is an Abaqus built-in material model, 
widely used to represent the non-linear behaviour of masonry structures.  

The results have been used to compare the capacity curves between each other and point 
out that the main weak points of the chimney are the cross-sections at a quota between 5m and 
9m. Finally, a sensitivity analysis has been done on the viscosity parameter. The latter one is a 
numerical input value of the CDP, and it helps the analysis’s steps to converge by smoothing 
the yield surface. It has been often highlighted that the viscosity parameter increment tends to 
overestimate the ultimate capacity. On the other hand, the decreasing of the viscosity parame-
ter increase the computational cost; therefore, a sensitivity analysis on this parameter may be 
helpful to better understand the influence of this parameter on the pushover results. Results 
confirmed that the viscosity parameter significantly affects the ultimate capacity. 

This paper aims to present an overview of the seismic vulnerability of the selected case-
study. These results allowed to estimate the order of magnitude of the collapse acceleration 
and the main weak points of the structure. Moreover, the results have shown the importance 
of the modelling choices in terms of numerical parameters of the material model. However, 
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different windows remain open, and the authors intend to continue the research work carrying 
out non-linear dynamic analyses with both real and artificial accelerogram and testing innova-
tive and simplified methods that would allow fast analyses (which might be useful in case of 
scale campaigns) or the calculation of the ultimate displacements needed to carry out eventual 
Displacement Based Design procedures. In this framework, simplified beam models or kine-
matic limit analysis procedures might be applied. 
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