Manchester - public space in the regenerated city
The three squares in Manchester, UK that are included in this exhibit – Piccadilly Gardens, Exchange Square and Cathedral Gardens - are three of the main public spaces in the city centre. They are located in the main retailing, leisure and transportation core of the city. They have undergone significant regeneration in recent years as part of the larger regeneration of Manchester as an ex-industrial city. In each case they have experienced a complete upgrading and remodelling of their design as public spaces linked to the wider upgrading of consumption in the city centre. Each space has been remodelled to fit the new image of Manchester as an international, ‘cosmopolitan’, European city. In the case of Exchange Square and Piccadilly Gardens internationally renowned architects and urban designers were involved in the production of space as part of the strategy of building Manchester’s international image. The squares are also subject to regulation and surveillance by the city council and police who seek to maintain ‘appropriate’ standards of behaviour in these spaces so that the new city image is not disrupted.
In good weather the squares are usually full of people and bustling with life. For the most part they are leisure spaces, though sometimes they are sites of consumption and, for some, sites of work. They are used widely by local people, people working nearby and consumers. Each has their own temporal rhythms. At night Exchange Square and Piccadilly Gardens offer spaces for homeless people who are largely excluded in the daytime. Cathedral Gardens is taken over on weekends, especially during the summer, by teenagers who come into the city centre. Each square is different character – Exchange Square is more typically occupied by for the most part wealthy consumers, Cathedral Gardens becomes dominated by various youth sub-cultures, while Piccadilly Gardens hosts a much more varied socio-economic grouping and a mixture of races and ethnicities. However, despite their nature as regenerated and regulated spaces, in which the rules of society and the governance of space are reproduced and maintained, they are also spaces in which these rules are resisted and transgressed. Young people take over Cathedral Gardens to the exclusion of adults and tourists. Skateboarders and bikers transgress these spaces despite local bye-laws. And the non-consumers and homeless use these spaces as far as they can negotiate the regulation of these spaces.
So, in the context of the regenerated, post-industrial city - in which public space is designed and regulated to ‘fit’ with the dominant image of the city produced by urban elites – what role does public space now play? To what extent can we think of these regenerated and regulated spaces as ‘public’? And ‘public’ for which groups in society? The photographs of Manchester do not seek to display answers to these questions. Rather they seek to illustrate the life of these squares, their daily rhythms, the mobilities associated with the mundane uses of the squares, the meeting of work/consumption/leisure, the meetings of racial/ethnic/class/gender and other differences to provoke the viewer to interrogate their own mundane uses and perceptions of public space and what it means to them. 
