Living Square
The exhibition entitled Living Square is the first art project which presents the perspective of social researchers on the public lives of cities. The pictures illustrate the results of a photographic and socio-anthropological observation of the day-to-day lives of city squares, their inhabitants, spaces and architecture. The central concept of the exhibition is the exploration of the diverse nature of the “publicness” of urban squares in different city contexts, as a city square is a historically developed public space.
Between 2006-2008 sociologists, cultural studies specialists, anthropologists and social geographers from St. Petersburg, Manchester, Sofia and Lviv studied the processes of the visual transformation of public spaces in their cities. The renowned American sociologist Sharon Zukin calls public spaces “windows to the soul of the city”, and squares in European cities have traditionally been the focus of public life. This exhibition gives visitors a chance to look into the “souls” of several European cities and to see how the city square lives. 
When the exhibition organizers thought how to present the findings of the research they voted unhesitatingly for a photo exhibit. The researchers are not professional photographers but social scientists who decided to share their thoughts and observations with the public to stimulate their thoughts about public space in the city. The problems associated with urban life highlighted in the pictures are relevant to every urban dweller. They include the decline of city squares as public space, the changing of the design and architecture of public places, and the reaction of city dwellers to these changes and problems. 
Comparison of the squares in Lviv, Manchester, St. Petersburg and Sofia illustrates the diversity of life in city squares across Europe and the extent to which the square reflects more general processes in society. 
Petersburg is represented in the exhibition by a typical, but at the same time infamous, square, Sennaya Square. This famous Petersburg square embodies the city’s history and its contested transformations, which have changed the façade of the city but have been unable to change the spirit and image of the place.
Lviv is represented by the Central Market Square, where today children’s street-art competitions and city feasts take place.  

Manchester is represented by three squares located within the city’s regenerated retail core. The first is Piccadilly Gardens which has been regenerated from being a run-down public gardens now surrounded by the work of international architects. The second is Cathedral Gardens, which was intended as a public space for visitors to the Cathedral and the Urbis museum, but which is dominated by members of youth subcultures. Third case is Exchange Square, the most luxury of the three. 
Sofia is represented by Slaveikov Square and Battenberg Square. Slaveikov Square is a place for the consumption and leisure activities of the city’s inhabitants, particularly as it incorporates the biggest street book market in Sofia. Battenberg Square used to be the place in which the main parades and demonstrations under Soviet rule took place. Later it hosted demonstrations against Soviet rule, and now it is a scene for youth performances. 
The city square in the era of consumption
It is a commonly held view that, linked to globalization, the last few decades have witnessed a decline in the public sphere, the commercialization of public life and its substitution by popular culture. The same is true for city spaces. They are becoming increasingly commercialized, privatized, and a source of profit for owners of  hyper-, mega-, super- and other kinds of “markets”. Public spaces have being replaced by megamalls, shopping centres, plazas, entertainment complexes and Multiplexes, and social life and socializing have increasingly been associated with consumption. The word “square” is increasingly seen as equivalent to “trade” rather than “city”. Open urban space is vanishing. 
Since ancient times to today the town or city square, be it agora, town hall square or market square, used to be a centre of public political and social life in European towns, a place of sociability and the gathering of citizens. Nowadays, city squares have been divided by roads preventing social interaction and communication by the people. They have been privatized and covered by gigantic shopping malls. Their space has been divided and organized to support consumption rather than other forms of public life.

Social life now increasingly takes place under within shopping malls and other consumption spaces. Courting and meeting takes place in cafes, family weekends slip by in cinemas, children’s birthdays are celebrated in fast-food restaurants. Does this mean the ultimate “fall of public man” (in the terms of American sociologist Richard Sennett)? Or, do we witness instead various forms of “appropriation” (as suggested by French social philosopher Michel de Certeau) by people of commercial spaces which they use for their own purposes, filling those spaces with their own lives, forms of sociability, and communication? Who will win in this confrontation of social and commercial? What destiny is waiting for urban squares in the twenty-first century, in an epoch various termed ‘late-’ or ‘post-modern’?
The organizers of this exhibition are not inclined to pessimism in this respect. Many of the pictures presented here demonstrate that there are still spaces in the cityscape which have preserved their social function as public space. There is resistance to total commercialization, and some public spaces are captured by teenagers, youth subcultures and marginal members of society. Other spaces still leave some place for idle walking unconnected with consumption. Frequently they also become places for social protest against politics and the political economy of the consumerist society. These manifestations of human activity as discovered by the project participants in Petersburg, Sofia, Manchester and Lviv, and displayed in the photographs here, make it possible to maintain that in any city the square as a form of public life is not vanishing, but alive!
«Circle Quadrature», or the paradox of the city square. The organization of space and social life
Ask any passer-by to draw a “city square” for you and s/he will probably draw it as a circle. However, people are perhaps just as likely to do the opposite and make it square. Perhaps society is divided not only into rich and poor, black and white, but also into those who draw an abstract square as a round or square shape. 

Initially, the English title of the exhibition was “Square lives. Revealing the spectacular in the everyday life of city squares”, a title which contains a number of nuances which are unfortunately lost in the Russian translation. The English word “square” indicates a geometrical shape as well. Hence, the title “Square lives” can also be interpreted as referring to living within bounded spaces. This nuance was deliberately included in the title to points out the contradiction between a square and a circle. 

The overwhelming majority of squares in the cities where we live in and travel to are square in shape. It is no coincidence that the same word in English is used for the designation of both the geometrical form and the principal city space. The ideology of city planning is behind this meaningful coincidence. The opposition of square space and round space which is implicit in the title of the exhibition and in the concept designed by the organizers refers to the tension between urban design and the organization of space which may be more ‘natural’ for human life and forms and that created and incarnated by the state as an instrument of governmentality. It is frequently thought that the trend for wide and straight avenues in cities appeared in Paris in the second half of 19th century (designed by baron Haussmann), among the other things, the reason was to facilitate the dispersal of demonstrations and protest easier and to prevent the building of barricades. The point is that the social and physical spaces of our cities are closely interconnected and one is not possible without the other.
Following the idea of the exhibition organizers, the exhibition space should reflect this conflict between ‘human’ and ‘inhuman’ forms of space, covering the conflict between freedom and control, individual and system, choice and command. The exhibition space replicates this conflict in miniature. On the one hand, the exhibition presents four cities – four cornerstones which organize the space, stress its geometrical form, marking four corners of the exhibition hall. On the other hand, the corners of the hall are smoothed away by information stands with the purpose to make the space more round. Feel yourself in the Circle Squaring! 
