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For a good part of American history, people viewed 

the branch bank as merely a place that housed money 

(and perhaps the architecturally unaware still do). 

However, by the mid-twentieth century, the branch 

bank became much more than that. In actuality it is 

now a significant commercial building type similar in 

importance to a courthouse, city hall, church, or 

school. 

 

The foundation of new bank design concepts that 

dominated post-WWII America focused on service, 

interior functional arrangement, visual expression, and 

merchandising. Greatly discussed in the banking 

journals from the late 1940s through the 1960s, the 

stage was set for young and creative architects of the 

time to design something different. With this 

inspiration, the heads of at least three major banks 

and two savings and loan associations in Phoenix, 

Arizona (Valley National Bank, First National Bank, and 

SPOTLIGHT 

Bank of Douglas/Arizona Bank and First Federal 

Savings and Western Savings) each embarked on an 

expansion of their institutions to meet the needs of 

the rapidly growing Phoenix population and left a 

remarkable legacy of mid-century modern commercial 

architecture. 

 

The number of Phoenix branch banks built between 

1950 and 1975 (well over 100 for the five target 

ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎύ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ǳǊōŀƴ ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴΦ CƻǊ 

those who have the opportunity to visit Phoenix, the 

primary locations were on or near prominent corners 

of arterial streets such as McDowell, Camelback, 

Thomas, and Indian School Roads, and Van Buren 

Street (all running east/west) and Central Avenue, 

19th Avenue, 7th Street, 7th Avenue, 16th Street, 24th 

Street (all running north/south). These locations 

prioritized automobile access and reflected the 

ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴƴŜȄŀǘƛƻƴ 
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4401 EAST CAMELBACK. The grandest and most expensive of all 

±ŀƭƭŜȅ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ .ŀƴƪΩǎ ōǊŀƴŎƘŜǎΣ ǘƘƛǎ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƴƻǿ ǎŜǊǾŜǎ ŀǎ ŀ 

Chase Bank branch. Designed by Frank Henry from the local firm of 

Weaver & Drover, it opened in August 1967. 

program. (Note: Between this period, Phoenix had a 

tremendous growth spurt, annexing approximately 

230 square miles.) 

 

²ƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ άōǊŀƴŘέ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōŀƴƪ ǿƛǘƘ 

the same conservative style or design for each branch 

(that is not to say it did not happen in Phoenix), the 

heads of these major financial institutions sought 

architectural firms that would create a distinctive 

building for each branch that might complement its 

location or at best, stand out from its surroundings. 

While banks up until the early twentieth century were 

Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ άƭƻƻƪέ ǎŀŦŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊƻƴƎΣ ǘƘƛǎ 

new mid-century branch bank style would incorporate 

the innovative design ideas that were sweeping the 

nation. 

 

Most of the extant branch bank structures built in 

Phoenix during this period are one-story high with a 

flat roof and free standing. The branch banks in the 

early 1950s and 1960s were simple contemporary 

designed buildings following national trends for 

commercial architecture, yet they were still different. 

Typically of masonry construction, specific building 

materials include concrete, large glass windows, steel, 

and brick with  various items such as native rock as 

part of the exterior ornamentation. Because of the 

position of the building in relation to the street, the 

bank might have the entrance on the backside as that 

would be facing the parking lot, or have two entrances, 

making it easier for customers to park and quickly 

enter the building. Generally the structures do not fill 

the entire lot with the remainder of the lot consisting 

of parking and some landscaping. 

 

Interior designs provided a friendly atmosphere. This 

may have included commissioned artwork, a defining 

feature especially for First Federal Savings and 

Western Savings, an openness of the interior, color of 

the walls, coordinated furniture and carpeting, and 

lots of natural light. The banking journals were right as 

ǘƘŜ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎ ƭƻǾŜŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ άƳƻŘŜǊƴέ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΦ 

 

Architectural innovations included a geometric shape 

of the building or design which could carry over into 

the interior design, a non perpendicular orientation of 

the bank with respect to the streets, adaptation to the 

dessert climate through the use of window sun shades 

such as Superlite concrete screen blocks, fixed window 

louvers, slotted and/or deep set windows, and the use 

of natural light. Another innovation was unusual 

locations. For example, Phoenix boasted having the 

first fly-in branch bank in 1956 located at Sky Harbor 

Airport. However, this particular innovation created by 

the First National Bank did not become very popular in 

other parts of the country nor did it last long in 

Phoenix. 
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FROM TOP TO BOTTOM: 

2950 W. PEORIA AVENUE.  Designed by 

Tom Zimmerman of Mather Architects, 

this former Valley National Bank branch 

opened in 1975. In response to the 

desert sun and similar to a Hopi pueblo, 

the windows are small, narrow, and 

inset almost to the point of being 

hidden. 

NORTH ROTUNDA. This is one of two 

rotundas found in the Financial Center 

Complex prominently located on the 

northeast corner of Central Avenue and 

Osborn Road. This was designed by W.A. 

Sarmiento and opened in 1964. More 

recently it served as the home of an 

architecture and engineering firm. 

10005 METRO PARKWAY. This former 

Western Savings & Loan branch was 

designed by W.A. Sarmiento in 1975. To 

meet design requirements of being 

visible from the I-17 freeway, Sarmiento 

created the unusual roof that still makes 

the building stand out from its 

surroundings. Originally it was all white.  


