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PUBLIC BENCH :  n.m.(empr. 
du germ.; anc. haut allem. banch). 
Antoine Furetière, in his "Tentative 
universal dictionary " published in 
1690, defines the bench as "a wood seat 
where several people can sit down in a 
row " 

Long seat, with or without a 
back, on which several people 
can sit down at the same time.  
Facility for a rest, this long seat 
can be installed in gardens, 
parks or public walks, and 
along avenues.  
The term is noted for the first 
time in the "Chanson de Roland" 
between 1050 and 1080. 

In the Greco-Roman Antiquity, 
the word exedra indicated a room 
provided with a continuous bench 
fixed to the wall, which was 
appropriate for deliberating and 
teaching.  The formula of the exe-
dra is differently interpreted 
according to times: Portuguese 
"quintas" (seats of animated tra-
ce), or curved benches of the clas-
sical gardens.  From the neo-clas-
sic period on, the word exedra 
applies to the collective semi-cir-
cular seats, with no link to any 
building. (1)

In the Middle Ages, noble ele-
ment of private furniture, the 
bench offers a first semi-public 
use.  The deambulatory in the 
cloister of the Thoronet abbey 
(1160) composes the stone bench 
with the base of the building (4) 
In the 13th century, it was usual in 
France to place stone benches at 
both sides of a house door; 
although put on the public high-
way, they belong to the house to 
which they are attached  (2) 
This idea was taken up under 
Napoleon the 1st, when the fron-
tages of the Louvre were refitted 
between 1806 and 1820. (3) 

In the Renaissance gardens, seats 
intended for several people are 
shaded by foliage supported by 

arches, like the arbour provided 
with benches in "Poliphile's 
Dream"  (5)

In the 16th century one made 
benches also out of wooden, 
stone, marble, for the public 
walks, the parks and the gardens.  
The public benches take part in 
the composition of the gardens, 
the flowerbeds, (and are used) on 
the terraces, along the promena-
des, at canal ends and in the thic-
kets. 

At the end of the 17th century, 
one finds genuine buildings erec-
ted to put benches under cover.  
The Flower Pavilion (Pavillon des 
fleurs) of Marly was built to pro-
tect from the rain an isolated part 
of the park 
 (4)

In the 18th century sheltered ben-
ches become a small exercise of 
garden architecture, like those 
which William Kent, the Master 
of the landscape style in England, 
designed for Kew Gardens. 

During the 19th century, public 
parks are spread over the cities 
and one witnesses the develop-
ment of public bench provision.  

Under Haussmann's authority, his 
chief engineer Alphand set up the 
"Service des promenades et plan-
tations" (Promenades and parks 
department).   Then the word 
mobilier urbain (urban furniture) 
appears and G.Davioud creates 
the straight bench for streets, 
avenues and boulevards, and the 
gondola bench for the Parisian 
parks  (7) The straight bench has 
a cast iron structure and a painted 
wooden seat made out of oak 
heart.  Located exactly in line with 
the trees, almost at the limit of 
pavement and carriageway, it 
marks the link between their 
areas.  The bench is sometimes 
designed in relation to a building, 
like the parapet-bench of the ter-
race of Gaudi's Guëll park in Bar-
celona (6) or takes as a starting 
point the design of the Pont Neuf 
in Paris (8). 

It can be a part of integrated 
street  furniture, like a column 
for outdoor advertisement  (9) 
or put around a large tree (10) It 
can straight, curved, angular or 
sinuous, massive or tapered, pro-
vided or not with back and arm 
rests.  Its general aspect thus 
depends on the artistic style of i 

time, and it can be conceived like 
a sculpture. (11)

The recent tendency is to indivi-
dualize the sitting places.  Antiso-
cial behavior could lead some 
public facility owners to create 
"ischiatic" benches where arm-
rests are added to define personal 
space and prevent anybody using 
it otherwise than sitting.  These 
pseudo benches do not bring, at 
all, the sociability and user-friend-
liness which marks the public 
bench.  The French standard (Ju-
ne 13, 1991) tests the stability and 
robustness of the benches and 
indexes them according to three 
categories:  "P" (Put on), "S" (Sea-
led and embedded in the ground 
or in a wall), and "I" (Integrated).  

A public bench is indissociable 
from the place in which it is 
installed.  It is of primary impor-
tance that this object is designed 
in relation to its host public space.  

A public bench should not be put 
in front of a parking area or along 
a high traffic street.  In the exam-
ples taken in Lyon, Miramas, 
Montreal and Kanagawa, they are 
distributed in a convivial way, fac-
ing a pleasant and open view, 
established in places where one 
lingers, next to children plays and 
sheltered from the wind (12)
To enable people to rest, read or 
chat, the public bench can also 
turn its back to a view  (6) (cf. 
quotation of J.Belmont), but it 
supports with difficulty a passage 
behind it. 

V.AVENUE, STREET, BOULE-
VARD, GARDEN, PUBLIC 
GARDEN, PASSENGER 
SHELTER, OUTDOOR 
ADVERTISEMENT, STREET  
FURNITURE, EXEDRA. 

"... a bench should be a bench, and not a rock, a fragment of  column 
or entablature, and the same applies to the remainder.  Nothing is 
more beautiful than truth."  A. Alphand. 1867-1873

"...Les amoureux qui s'bécott'nt sur les bancs publics/
Bancs publics, bancs publics/En s'fouttant pas mal du 
regard oblique/Des passants honnetes... G. Brassens.

" A board is used as a bench 
and, behind, three small low 
horizontal openings light the 
cellar. That can be enough to give 
happiness "
Le Corbusier. 

Contemplate this paradox:
"... This bench was built to 
admire one of  the most beautiful 
gardens of  Kyoto: it was installed 
back to front."
Joseph Belmont.


