Sennaya Square, St. Petersburg: “genius loci” versus “seeing like a state” regeneration approach
Sennaya Sq. is a very significant place in St. Petersburg. It is an embodiment of the idea of the “genius of place”, that is present here in the stones, people and atmosphere. Sennaya Sq. is located in the “heart” of the city, but also has the reputation of being the “belly of St. Petersburg” (an expression coined by the nineteenth century Russian author A. Bahtiyarov). In other words, a place where the marginal, criminal, and dangerous activities of the city have been concentrated throughout its three centuries of existence.  
Sennaya means “hay”, and there was a “Hay square” in every medieval European town: quite simply, a place where peasants from the countryside came to sell hay. Gradually the market became more diverse and the market square became a space of social life, communication, and entertainment, but it also remained a dirty place attracting marginal life of all sorts, from prostitutes and beggars to thieves and bandits. Sennaya in St. Petersburg was this kind of square in the times of N.A. Nekrasov and F.M. Dostoevskiy, who described it in their work. What has changed since those times?
Space is always connected to power and its structuring of social life. Soviet power produced its own qualities in all spheres of life, including urban planning and architecture. It reshaped the face of Sennaya Sq. drastically. In 1961 the Cathedral of the “Saviour-on-Sennaya”, that had dominated the square since the middle of the eighteenth century, was blown up. The official reason given by the authorities was the need to build a new metro station called “Peace Square”.  For the next forty years the cathedral was replaced by, and the architecture of Sennaya Sq. dominated by, the fences of the construction site of the new metro station. However, in terms of the functional meaning of the square Sennoy market (renamed Oktyabrskiy by the Soviet regime) was the real symbol of the square for soviet times as well. 

In the 1990s Sennaya became a common name for the open air market. The square was overwhelmed by traders, mainly people selling many products of dubious quality very cheaply. City dwellers came to Sennaya for cheap goods from throughout Leningrad/ St. Petersburg. It was said that in the 1990s it looked similar to the way it probably did in the 1890s - a market square, bright, noisy, dirty, dangerous, attracting criminals and the marginalised, interesting and frightening at the same time. 
From 2000 Sennaya was affected by new market processes. The price of the land and real estate in the city grew rapidly and this was also seen in the square, located as it is within fifteen minutes walking distance of Nevskiy prospect, the central avenue of Russia’s second city. In 2000 the city government initiated the total reconstruction of the square to coincide with the 300th anniversary of St. Petersburg. The city government proclaimed that they wanted to make Sennaya Sq. “a real public space in the center, comfortable for citizens and attractive for tourists”. The authorities invited businesses to invest in the regeneration work, but the private sector did not share the optimistic view of the urban authorities. Some of them said (in anonymous interviews) that Sennaya Sq. was haunted by a spirit or “genius loci”, a kind of negative atmosphere which was constant and persistent. They did not believe this aura could be changed simply by the physical reconstruction of the square.

In 2003 the square was re-opened after reconstruction and regeneration. It is now a wide street cutting the square into two rectangular pedestrian zones squeezed between the buildings and the rows of shopping pavilions. Benches, in the shape and appearance of carts (an allusion to the initial function of Sennaya Sq. and the hay market), were placed hidden away in the less comfortable and less “public” areas of the square behind the shopping pavilions, close to the avenue which is always jammed with traffic. There are also two new dominant features in the layout and design of the square. One of them is a typical piece of modern urban design. It is a monument in the form of a glass column devoted to ‘Peace’, a present from the French president for St. Petersburg’s 300th birthday. However, this monument is not suitably located, particularly as it is not very visible from the pedestrian areas. Another dominant feature, which is more functional than symbolic, is the PIK (PEAK) shopping mall. Apart from its size, its dominant position in the square is demonstrated by the fact that it has changed the nature of social relations in Sennaya Sq. The function of the square today is basically reduced to being a meeting point (at the entrance from the metro station) and an area that people pass through. People meet there and, in a civilized manner, proceed to the consumption paradise incarnated that is PIK.
However, interestingly people say that the ghost of Sennaya did not disappear after regeneration. It is still there, something that can be felt in the courtyards and back streets of Sennaya, and some people, themselves embodying the “genius loci” of Sennaya inherited from Dostoevskiy’s times, still appear in the square itself.   
Therefore, Senaya Sq. has been chosen for investigation because through it, it is possible to address several issues that are crucial in debates on urbanism and public space. First, what is meant by "public" space? What makes it "public"? Is there any difference and border (particularly when considering actual urban spaces) between social life, sociability, entertainment, communication, consumption and public activities? Another set of problems is related to the phenomena of urban poverty, social exclusion and marginality. Who formulates what are the 'right' ways of using public spaces such as city squares, and who are the 'right' people who are welcome there? These questions are even more complicated when considered in the context of "societies in transformation" with their sense of inferiority which they try and overcompensate for. And finally, what happens to the "genius loci" after the regeneration of city spaces, and how can social scientists conceptualize these changes without reifying "genius loci", on the one hand, and avoiding an overly philosophical account of public space (although of a phenomenopogical nature), on the other? All these questions - and many other - are raised when you observe cities, spaces, and squares and representations of them. And we believe that sometimes asking questions is even more important than giving answers… 
