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Abstract: This essay explores the history, functions, psychology and mystique of the balcony in 
Barcelona. Research and personal experience are the source of content in this essay.  
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The topic of my research project is ‘Balcons de Barcelona’, the Balconies of Barcelona. When I 
first arrived in Barcelona, the one thing that impressed me most was the presence of the 
balconies. The dialogue of the balconies brings a living and breathing vitality to the streetscape; 
the massive scale of repetition, the textural facades of the buildings and the individualized 
balconies of the inhabitants give a richness and personality that is aesthetically pleasing, 
intriguing, warm and endearing. The high density of population, the 5 to 6 storey buildings, the 
narrow streets, the history and antiquity of the architecture and culture all contribute to this 
wealth of balcony life.  The sheer quantity of repetition with the multiple vertical and horizontal 
levels of inside/outside space, and the variety and richness of materials and detailing used in 
their construction, were some of the elements, which stood out for me. We will look at the 
history of the balcony and how they evolved, their physical, psychological and metaphysical 
functions, their visually aesthetic values, their threats, and why they are an important and valued 
architectural feature of the Catalan streetscape in Barcelona. Complementing this essay is my on-
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line blog, http://balconsdebarcelona.tumblr.com/, and 
http://www.pinterest.com/sveabjornsson/barcelona-balconies/. 
 

 
 
In this study I aim to continue with the research I began in my project on the 5 skins of 
Hundertwasser. My background is in architecture and costume as art to wear. Initially my 
proposal was on the second skin, clothing and costume, now my research is the third skin, the 
buildings we live in, in particular the ‘eyes’ of the buildings, which see to the outside and allow 
the outside life, sun and fresh air in. This includes my research of Hundertwasser’s essays on 
window rights and tree tenants. A balcony is much more than a window; the balcony brings the 
inhabitants out into the 4th skin, where they become part of the social external environment. In 
Hundertwasser’s essays, his point was to allow the individual to personalize their windows. My 
point in respect to this is that the balconies are personalised by the inhabitants, with their plants, 
flags, bicycles, washing, artwork, and their own presence. Most important, I find, is the ‘tree 
tenants’, the plants growing on the balconies are prolific and a vital part of the life in Barcelona. 
In some of the narrow streets, the plants on the balconies reached over to the plants on opposite 
balconies. This for me is a sure sign of life with a positive and healthy outlook, to live in 
harmony with our green plant friends, and our human friends in the social environment.  
 

       
 
A mystique surrounds the balcony, it is a space between the inside and outside which creates a 
kind of romance and mystery. It is neither inside or outside, public or private, it has a blurred 
binary spatial dimension. It is a mystique. Balconies have long been the subject of paintings, 
drawings and literature. At the transition between the interior and exterior, neither in nor out yet 
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both in and out, a life and place of their own, an in-
between realm of living. Artists have long painted 
balconies as their subject matter, for example, Pablo 
Picasso with ‘El Paseo de Colon’ 1917 and ‘The 
Doves’ 1957, Salvador Dali ‘The Voyeur’ 1921 and 
‘The Two Balconies’ 1929, Edouard Manet ‘Le 
Balcon’ 1868, Gustave Caillebotte ‘The Man on a 
Balcony’ 1880, Alexander Gordon ‘The Spanish 
Woman at Balcony’ 1911, Francisco Jose de Goya 
‘Majas On A Balcony’ 1810, and Tom Roberts 
‘Woman on a Balcony’ 1884. The list is long. I find 

these paintings to have both a mystique and peacefulness in the gaze of the balcony inhabitants.  
 
Literature is full of balcony references, for example, Romeo and Juliet, Repunzel, in her tower, 
and Don Quixote, although in Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet balconies were not in existence 
yet. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the earliest known use in English of the word 
"balcone" (as it was then spelled) didn’t occur until 1618, two years after Shakespeare died. 
Even the concept of a balcony was (literally) foreign to Shakespeare's British contemporaries. 
The word ‘balcon’ was not in the Spanish vocabulary until 1604. Jean Paul Sartre, in one of his 
finest pieces of prose, “Venice from My Window” (1953), describes balconies as “…neither 
ornaments nor luxuries. They are respiratory organs. They allow you to flee the humid warmth of 
the room, to live in part outdoors. They are like a little piece of the street lifted up to the second 
or third story…the balcony is quite simply the street in the air.” 
 
 Balconies can symbolise freedom and ease, a place to go outside without going ‘outside’ to get 
some fresh air, to think, relax, observe or the like. They are a secret place belonging to the 
inhabitant, but also a public space like a public platform, a spectacle. They also symbolise a 
separation, used extensively metaphorically in literature and art to separate the lovers or 
characters in the story. One can begin to see why the balcony creates its own mystique as it has a 
unique place in our normal conception of space and its definitions. Perhaps it helps to look at the 
history and evolution of the balcony.  
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Historically balconies evolved during the Middle Ages as a viewing platform for the nobility and 
upper class to see the street processions, both religious and political, and the festivals on the 
streets without having to go down onto the streets and mix with the lower class common people. 
Anton Espadaler, a professor of philology at the University of Barcelona, explains this idea in his 
book, ‘Barcelona’s Balconies’. During the middle ages the nobility and upper class people 
wished to observe the processions and fiestas on the streets without having to go down onto the 
streets and amongst the common folk. Balconies were designed and built into the austere facades 
of medieval architecture, giving them a decorative richness and textural quality, and facilitating a 
viewing platform above the level of the street on which to observe the street, and provide a 
separation between upper and lower class. By the renaissance the aristocracy was elevated above 
the street level of the lower class on their private, clean, safe and secure balconies. By the 18th 
and 19th centuries balconies had become a normal and accepted part of the buildings, the balcony 
as a status symbol was displaced by the idea that they promoted good health, allowing sunshine 
and fresh air to enter their homes.   There is a Catalan saying, “Si el sol no entra pel balcó, entra 
per la porta el doctor”, and in English, “If the sun doesn’t come in through the balcony, the 
doctor will come in through the door”.1  
 

                                                           
1 I found the article by Richard Schweid very helpful and informative when researching the balconies in Barcelona. 
It gave a brief history with relevant sources and interviews leading to the present day socialization and future of the 
balcony; Ramón Massaguer, the Ajuntament’s director of urban planning, David McKay an English architect of 
MBM who has worked in Barcelona for 50 years, and Anton Espadaler from the University of Barcelona in 
philology and authored the book published in 2007 by the Ajuntament, Balconies: A Private Space Open To the 
Public. 
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The socialization of the balcony, the use of the balcony as a public and private space has become 
an accepted and normal part of life. Balconies play both political and sociological roles in the 
lives of today’s Barcelona residents. People express opinions with banners hung from their 
balconies such as “l’AVE pel litoral”.  When the United States, Britain and Spain invaded Iraq, 
whole neighbourhoods went out to their balconies at 22:15 each night to raise a racket, beating 
on pans in a symphony of protest, a united chorus with each person on his or her own balcony. 
Or they may celebrate; for example, when Barça won the triplet, and took a victory ride through 
the streets, people came out on their balconies to cheer and toss confetti, each in their own 
private spaces, but united in the celebration of victory. 
 

     
 
Balconies are an iconic feature of Barcelona’s architecture, shaping the city’s space for both 
passers-by and for balcony owners. Balconies serve numerous functions: they soften the exterior 
space, and serve both to admit the external world into the home and to shut it out, to let in air and 
light as well as to shade the interior, to provide a place to gaze out on the world and at the same 
time prevent passers-by from looking directly into the homes. The balcony is a place from which 
to chat with a neighbour, and a platform on which to create a tiny space of natural beauty, to be 
enjoyed by the owner of the balcony, but also by those passing by. The balcony is an important 
part of a building’s façade, and the façade is the boundary between the private and the public. 
Plants, the Catalan flag, bicycles, balls, washing, artwork, posters, table and chairs are some of 
the most common elements on a balcony, each unique and individual to the inhabitants. I find 
this to be an important human component of the balcony, the inhabitants’ space is personalised. 
This is what Hundertwasser was protesting about in his speeches and letters on window rights in 
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the 1960’s, the right for inhabitants to individualise and personalise their windows on their 
homes. The balcony achieves this.  
 

     
 
The balcony is not in danger of disappearing entirely, but they are threatened, according to 
Ramón Massaguer, the Ajuntament’s director of urban planning. Although people appreciate 
balconies, modern buildings are designed without the balcony. The glass-clad buildings with 
straight edges and flat facades are cheaper to build with a more efficient and profitable use of 
space and materials. The 22@ district in Poblenou, for example, is full of them. David McKay of 
MBM Arquitectes is an English architect who lived and worked in Barcelona for 50 years. 
McKay explains this modern trend in architecture where balconies are not designed and built 
into buildings, despite the fact that stream lined glass building don’t really fit in, they are cheaper 
to build and more efficient on the use of space and economies of building construction. The 
image of modernity, salesmanship, economies of scale, investors, lawyers and insurance 
agencies influences the design of modern architecture to minimise contact with the outside world 
of fresh air and sunlight. The view from a five-star, high-rise hotel window is one of the 
elements that make it worth 300 euros per night, so big windows are a prerequisite; yet, windows 
are designed not to open to prevent suicide jumps and objects falling to the street, legalities and 
insurance issues make a closed window a preference to an open balcony.2  
 

     
 

                                                           
2 See previous note. 
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On a metaphysical and psychological level, I found this work by Sri Aurobindo, from Indian 
contemporary consciousness studies, What is Knowledge very interesting. In his section ‘Of 
Birds and Balconies’ is a discourse on awareness and observation. One cannot at the same time 
observe the world, and be aware of oneself observing it, that is, one cannot stand at the same 
time on a balcony and walk in the street. However one can switch very quickly between looking 
at the outside world and looking at the memory of how we looked at the world a moment earlier. 
Our ‘sense-mind’, in ordinary consciousness looks at the outside world through the outer senses, 
or at the inner world through inner senses. Or, not based on the activity of the mind, but on a 
direct apprehension of reality by a pure witness consciousness. The example is the ancient Indian 
image of two birds, good friends, beautiful of feather, who sit in the same tree: one eats the fruit 
while the other watches. Here what watches is not the separative, ego-centric, and self-mediated 
surface mind, but a deep, silent, non-egoic, all-inclusive, pure consciousness that allows the 
egoic actions, and the egoic observations, to continue somewhere in its own infinitude without 
being perturbed by them. The core issue here is that the consciousness that watches must be 
‘pure’ and utterly silent. If the ‘running commentary’, so typical of the surface mind, intrudes 
and notices that one is watching from the deep and silent inner self, then one has lost it, and has 
returned to the ordinary, ego-based introspection.3  
 

     
 
The reason I find this study interesting and relevant is that while walking along the streets in El 
Ravel, I witnessed a beautiful elderly Catalan woman on her balcony. The balcony, three 
balconies high from the street, was covered in greenery, flowers and sunshine, and she sat with 
one arm resting on the balcony rail and her chin resting on her other hand. She gazed out at the 
view and the streetscape and she seemed to me to be in the deepest peace of observation, as if in 

                                                           
3 Of birds and balconies, more of a metaphysical/spiritual perspective of the observer and the observed. I found this 
to be an interesting perspective and beneficial to my research and understanding of balconies and their functions 
beyond mere aesthetics and functionality. Again this reference is not on the balconies of Barcelona, however I 
found it a very interesting article into a metaphysical perspective on the psychology and spirituality of balconies. Sri 
Aurobindo’s section ‘Of Birds and Balconies’ gave me an insight into what is perhaps occurring subconsciously 
when inhabiting a space with a balcony. My understanding was that this was a necessary experience for people 
living in a high-density living situation. We may not be consciously aware of it, but we do need the outside space 
for our inner mental health and stability, we need a safe space to ‘day dream’ and to simply ‘be’, was my 
interpretation and understanding of this reading. 
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a pleasant daydream, from the comfort and security of her own balcony in the sunshine amidst 
her flowers. On the balcony above her was a man standing watching the street, on his mobile 
phone. On the balcony above that, sitting comfortably on a chair in the sunshine, was a young 
woman deeply absorbed in the book she was reading. On a balcony close by a man just stood in 
the sunshine observing the outside environment and streetscape. This is why I believe balconies 
have a real need and purpose to exist. Those four people I witnessed were all in different states 
of consciousness, which I as a street observer passing by could empathise and connect with. My 
argument is that this would not be achievable behind a window which one could not step beyond, 
and enter the external environment. Psychologically and physically, our health requires access to 
the sun and air, and mentally we need a safe space to breathe and ‘day dream’, to observe and to 
be observed.  
 

   
 
From my own experience in Barcelona, I learned first hand to appreciate the balcony. When I 
first arrived, the room I stayed in had no window and no access to an external window. I had 
never experienced this before, I could not hear the sounds outside nor could I see if it was day or 
night, sunny or raining, hot or cold. It was disconcerting physically, mentally and emotionally. I 
continually went down the 3 flights of steps to the street level to drink my coffee and to be 
outside, but it was not a safe place; once I was mugged and had to fight and this put a fear into 
me to go outside alone or at night or to talk to people. (This experience was part of the reason I 
changed my research from costume to balconies.) I then requested a room with a balcony. I 
loved this experience; I could be outside, observe and listen to the goings-on in the street, feel 
the weather, sun and rain and temperature, and most importantly I felt safe and secure. For the 
purpose of this research project, this was a valuable experience for me, because without it I 
would not have really understood the full significance of just how important and valuable the 
balcony really is for the balcony inhabitant. Barcelona with its high density of population, warm 
climate, at times political and social unrest, needs to have the safe personal inside/outside spaces. 
This is a valid and real need for the health of the body, mind, soul, safety and security. Also 
coming from the hinterland of Byron Bay, Australia, I found the lack of green difficult, I relished 
and appreciated every plant growing from the balconies. There have been many studies proving 
the need for people to have contact with sun, air and nature, and for me this is very true, 
emotionally, mentally and physically. 
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 As a comparison to Barcelona, in Paris I rented a room with a ‘French 
Balcony’, the main difference being that the ‘balcony’ had no depth to 
step out onto. I could still open the windows wide and lean out over the 
rails to feel the outside environment but I could not step outside, and I 
found the difference of experience significant. On the Parisian ‘balcony’ 
I was still inside, in contrast to the balconies in Barcelona where I 
stepped outside and became a part of, and connected to the street and 
social environment. My other main observation with the Parisian 
balconies was the lack of green plant life, the external space was too 
limited to sustain or allow plants to be grown by the inhabitants. The 
level of ‘joy’, if I may call it, was diminished, and I also felt this 

difference from the street level walking through and around Paris. The streets lacked the 
vibrancy, life, personality and individualism that the balconies of Barcelona provided. 
Aesthetically the multiplicity of repetition was there, but the textural value of the facades was 
reduced, as was the individualism of the ‘balconies’ expressed by the inhabitants.  
  
In conclusion, I have found this an interesting and valuable research project. At first I was 
enchanted by the beauty and mystique of the balconies in Barcelona, enhanced by the 
multiplicity of repetition, the richness of the textural and vibrant facades of the buildings, and the 
history and antiquity of the architectural detailing and Catalan culture. The dialogue between the 
balconies, and the balconies to the street create a living, breathing organism. The balconies are 
like little pieces of the street brought upwards to private spaces making the public and private, 
inside and outside boundaries blurred. They challenge our normal or familiar conceptions of 
spatial categories of inside/outside, private/public space, offering us a unique space that 
dissolves the separation of the individual inhabitants from each other and from the social 
environment of the street. They offer the inhabitants a space of their own to individualize and 
personalize, that is private, safe and secure, yet at the same time a public spectacle. The health 
and well-being of the occupants in this high-density living environment is enhanced by a space 
directly accessing the external natural and social environments; the prolific balcony plant life is 
just one piece of evidence to support the beneficial aspects of the balcony as a human 
component. Like birds we are comfortably nested and perched on our buildings’ projecting 
branches, where we can simply ‘be’, breathe, observe and be observed, connected to yet separate 
from the social environment. A diverse multiplicity and mystique, aesthetically pleasing, 
structurally sound, architecturally enriching, holistically healthy, safety and security, and 
functional organisms of the private and social environment are what I discovered in my research 
of the ‘Balcons de Barcelona’. 
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out into the street, just a small platform with a grill…they are neither ornaments nor luxuries. They are respiratory 
organs. They allow you to flee the humid warmth of the room, to live in part outdoors. They are like a little piece of 
the street lifted up to the second or third story. Nearly all day long, in fact, they are occupied by people who do at 
the level of the second or third story what other Neapolitans do in the street: they eat and sleep and vaguely watch 
the spectacle of people passing by. And they communicate directly from balcony to street: there is no need to go 
back inside or use the stairway…. The balcony is quite simply the street in the air.” 


