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I N T R O D U C T I O N

There are very few architectural elements 
that are functional, in the modern sense, 
yet define style as does the balustrade. A 
combination of utility and fancy, it effortlessly 
serves as an identifier of the historical 
period in which it is erected. This brief 
review, confined to examples from western 
civilisation, attempts to illustrate this, a 
theory that appears to have not received 
much attention in architectural studies. 
There is little evidence that balustrades, as 
an element in their own right, were used 
extensively before the Renaissance in Italy. 

(However, the word ‘Balustrade’ apparently 
derives from the name of the bud of 
the pomegranate plant, used in Ancient 
Roman candelabra and similar objects, as 
a decorative motif). The earliest examples 
were probably in Ancient Rome, where the 
external access balconies to the apartments 
in the multi storied insulae had bronze 
balustrades with a diagonal pattern, as well 
as circi. These are clearly illustrated in the 
drawings of the hypothetical reconstructions 
of ancient Roman buildings by the Prix 
de Rome recipients and other scholars. 



Most protection to edges of elevated building 
platforms were an extension of the wall itself, 
sometimes with openings for defence, or walls 
perforated to act as screens, in cathedrals and the 
like. Crenellations are a form of this wall extension. 
Such wall extensions continued to be designed 
into this century when architects attempting 
to avoid anything that could be construed as 
decoration, simply used the continuation of the 
wall as a safety measure. As high-rise buildings 
became common, new materials became available 
requiring stricter regulations and it gradually 
became more difficult to innovate in design.

Outdoor living areas, terraces and balconies 
became more common when the safety of the 
cities improved, and were popular in Venice 
where they offered relief from the heat, catching 
the breezes, in the humid summers. Designers of 
the renaissance, searching for a classical motif to 
incorporate as a new building element developed 
the form of what has come to be known as the 
balustrade. They probably reinterpreted the 
Roman candelabra using stone balusters in the 
shape of the bud, capped by stone coping. This 
was used possibly first, in Venice around 1480, 
and then in Palladio’s Basilica in Vicenza.
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But it was In Rome, in 1502, when Donato 
Bramante used a double bud design to enclose 
the Tempietto, causing a sensation in artistic 
circles. Its influence was beyond its modest 
size, and was widely copied and modified 
until it became a defining element of the 
architecture of the time and is even used today 
in a naïve out of scale interpretation in the 
houses of the newly rich as a representation 
of class and style. Clearly a status symbol 
mimicking the historical homes of the powerful.

Michelangelo modified the balusters to have the 
centre of gravity lower, eliminating the top bud 
and used it throughout multiple buildings, as 
seen in the 3 buildings fronting at the Piazza di 
Campidoglio. It was this design that became the 
standard form, and was used widely in Italy and 
throughout Renaissance Europe. As balconies 
became more common and the openings full 
door height, its use became widespread. Using 
the same materials as the host walls, it became 
part of the building fabric itself. As outdoor 
living intensified, pleasure gardens developed 
and it was used on terraces. This required a 
primary structure of pillars to stabilise the stone 
balustrade, especially in public structures such as 
bridges and gardens. At the same time, slender, 
elegant iron handrails are widely used for safety 
and convenience. This hardly compromised 
the integrity of the host buildings and can be 
seen on the Cloisters of Santa Maria Della Pace, 
1504, or the earlier Leaning Tower of Pisa.
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As cities within walls became more densely 
populated, buildings of several stories developed 
with small balconies for fresh air, and where 
women had privacy. As the availability of iron 
improved, for the first-time building elements 
in a material different to the host walls were 
used and designed to be made in a workshop. 
This was wrought iron, and its design reflected 
the current taste. The cost and availability of 
materials and the need to ensure the safety of 
the occupants were a consideration. Initially 
used as fencing, gates and the like, the invention 
of casting gave impetus to mass produced 
designs. The connection between the use of new 
available practical materials and the influence of 
regulations became paramount. However, safety 
considerations and prescriptive regulations 
discouraged invention, and even the foremost 

practitioners were reduced to using the standard 
accepted designs, so the balustrade today has 
lost its playful style and historical reference. At 
best, eminent practitioners have manipulated 
the form to produce variety, or retreated into 
using the wall as balustrading. Amongst other 
new systems, the invention of safety glass has 
resulted in an expression of the function without 
much character. The list of historical balustrades 
that are no longer approved for safety reasons 
is endless. Think of the wonderful variety of 
the cast iron balustrades of Victorian houses, 
endless variety in mass production. These were 
functional in the climate and added a texture 
to the humblest dwelling. We have lost a rich 
vein of innovation, hopefully it will give rise to 
the innovative development of the standard.
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The history of using new available practical 
materials and the influence of regulations 
became influential. Sadly, the safety 
considerations and prescriptive regulations 
discouraged invention, even the foremost 
practitioners reduced to using the standard 
accepted designs, so the balustrade today 
has lost its playful style and historical 
reference. The best practitioners have 
manipulated the form to produce variety, or 
retreated into using the wall as balustrading. 

Amongst other new systems the invention of 
safety glass has resulted in an expression 
of the function without much character. 
The list of historical balustrades that are 
no longer approved is endless. Think of the 
wonderful variety of the cast iron balustrades 
of Victorian houses, endless variety in mass 
production. Functional in the climate and 
add a texture to the humblest dwelling.
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S a f e t y  o n  p u b l i c  s t r u c t u r e s 
e n c o u r a g e d  b a l u s t r a d e s ,  w i t h 
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D e c o r a t i v e  p o r t e n t i a l  o f  w r o u g h t  i r o n  t o 
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P e r f o r a t e d  c o n c r e t e  i n c o r p o r a t i n g  s y m b o l s  - 
V i e t n a m
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I m a g i n a t i v e  m e  u s e  o f  s a f e t y  g l a s s 
b a l u s t r a d e s   -  C e n t r a l  P a r k  b y  J e a n  N o u v e l .

L o u i s  V u i t t o n ,  F r a n k  G e h r y  F o u n d a t i o n  - 
b a l u s t r a d e  a s  s i m p l e  a s  p o s s i b l e  t o  a v o i d 
c o m p r o m i s i n g  c o m p l e x  f o c u s .
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F o r m  r e i n f o r c e d  b y  w a l l 
t y p e  C r o n u l l a  -  S y d n e y .

B a l u s t r a d e s  u s e d  t o  e m p h a s i z e  f o r m .

W a l l  e x t e n d  t o  f o r m  b a l u s t r a d e 
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L e  C o r b u s i e r  L a  P l a t a -  i n f i l l  o f  b r i s e  s o l e i l .



“ C o n s i d e r i n g  t h i s  i m c o m p l e t e 
r e v i e w  o f  b a l u s t r a d e  d e s i g n  f r o m 
A n c i e n t  R o m e  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t ,  w h e n 
b u i l d i n g  r e g u l a t i o n s ,  s t r i c t e r 
t h a n  e v e r ,  a l m o s t  a l l  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l 
b a l u s t r a d e s  i n  t h e i r  m a n y  f o r m s 
a r e  n o n  c o m p l i a n t  w i t h  c u r r e n t 
i n t e r n a t i o n l  r e g u l a t i o n s ”
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