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1. Introduction

In this essay I will analyse two cases of urban resistance 
in Vilnius: Pro-test Lab project from 2005 against dem-
olition of the Lietuva Cinema, and the activism against 
reconstruction plans of the Reformist Square from 2018. 
Despite the big time gap, the two cases relate to each 
other in several aspects, which are in focus here: 1) both 
of them were protests against tearing down architectural 
structures from Soviet times, and as such they may rep-
resent the broader wave of the late post-Soviet revision-
ism related to infrastructural changes in cities; 2) because 
they fought not only for material legacy, but also for pub-
lic spaces which had a certain history of urban practices, 
these cases show the development of ‘public space’ and 
‘public interest’ concepts within public discourse, and also 
how these very concept were embodied in the activist ac-
tions themselves; 3) as cases of activism, which involved 
many cultural professionals and artists among them, they 
are productive ground to start with when researching ways 
cultural professionals engage in social movements.

When it comes to social movements, urban activism is per-
haps one of the most common forms of grassroots initia-
tives in post-socialist Europe, though often overlooked by 
social movements’ researchers because of the excessive 
focus on nation-wide organised activism. “[W]hile there 
have been debates about the (non)existence of truly par-
ticipatory social movements in Eastern Europe, […] some 
research on East European cities has shown that grass-
roots movements are able to emerge in urban settings in 
relation to disputes over public spaces, non-corrupted ur-
ban planning mechanisms, or opposition to gentrification” 

(Císař 2018, 192). As Kerstin Jacobsson suggested, “lo-
cal, grassroots-driven, small-scale, low-key forms of activ-
ism—such as much of urban grassroots activism—repre-
sent an important component of post-socialist civil society 
as well as an important new phase of post-socialist civil 
society making” (Jacobsson 2015, 275).

A certain growth in urban movements after 2004 shows 
that a sufficient level of social welfare had been reached 
so that citizens of the new capitalist state could start taking 
care of their environment beyond the private sphere and 
matters of survival. Yet the rapid development brought its 
own problems, such as harsh privatisation that was hard 
to control due to insufficient legislative framework, and 
fast but not necessarily well-balanced urban development, 
especially in Vilnius. A lot of buildings and spaces, which 
previously belonged to the state or municipalities, during 
the 1990s–early 2000s, gradually became privatised and 
many changed their functions as a result. In Vilnius, but 
also in other Lithuanian cities, these included poorly ad-
ministered cultural and leisure institutions. So-called cul-
tural houses and palaces, several swimming pools, and 
a dozen of cinemas from the Soviet era, which all had 
become a burden for the administering municipality, were 
converted into shops, supermarkets, entertainment plac-
es, etc.; some were demolished in order to build new real 
estate. After Lithuania entered the European Union in 
2004, urban developments also started to get new funding 
shots from the EU that were at times misused by munici-
palities due to the urge of “using and implementing funds”.
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2. Cinema Lietuva and the Pro-test Lab

A cinema called Lietuva (which means ‘Lithuania’) was one 
of two municipal cinemas—out of a dozen previously—
that were still operating in 2005, at the start of the Pro-test 
Lab. Built in 1965 as a piece of functionalist architecture 
and the first widescreen cinema in the country with 1000 
seats, Lietuva continued to operate without interruption for 
fifty years except the major reconstruction and technologic 
refurbishment in 1997. In 2002 the building was sold to 
a branch of the holding company Vilniaus Prekyba (the 
owner of the largest supermarket and pharmacy chains 
in Lithuania), with an obligation to continue the operation 
of the cinema until summer 2005. The state land lease 

agreement as signed in 1994, defined the function of the 
land lot for economic activities associated exclusively with 
the purpose of cinema. Despite that, at the beginning of 
2005 the company announced its intent to demolish the 
cinema theatre and to build a block of flats with a few small 
cinema halls—the project included the building up of an 
open square in front of the cinema building.

As an immediate response to the news, few separate ini-
tiatives took place: a few hundred gathered next to the 
cinema and a nearby supermarket, as part of the Vilniaus 
Prekyba group’s supermarket chain, to protest against 
cinema’s demolition; activist Evelina Taunytė (aka Candy 
Cactus) initiated a series of discussions on public spaces 

Figure 1. Pro-test Lab in front of the Lietuva Cinema, 2005. Photo: Nomeda Urbonas. All rights reserved by the author.
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held in the premises of the cinema (ELTA 2005; Reklaitė 
et al. 2016).The case also became the main trigger for 
the Pro-test Lab project1, which officially started in spring 
2005 soon after the aforesaid protest. In the cinema lobby, 
previously used for the ticket office, artist couple Nomeda 
and Gediminas Urbonas set up a laboratory with the aim 
of researching, archiving and constructing possible and 
impossible forms of protest. The artists later described the 

1 - The description of the Pro-test Lab project is based on the 

following sources: the media material collected in the project’s 

website http://www.vilma.cc/LIETUVA/ and its timeline http://

www.vilma.cc/lietuva-timeline/; Urbonas 2005; Urbonas 2007; 

Urbonas 2008; Urbonas 2020; Kongress 2011; as well as on my 

own experience as an irregular participant in the project.

circumstances of the project: as for themselves, thinking 
about the problem of public spaces began in autumn 2004 
after the invitation to contribute to the exhibition Populism2 
planned in Contemporary Art Centre Vilnius in 2005. Yet 
they also recollected several other initiatives in relation to 
Lietuva case and the general will to act: “There was [...] 
something in the air, so to speak, between people who 

2	  Populism was an exhibition project initiated by NIFCA, 

the Nordic Institute for Contemporary Art, and curated by Lars 

Bang Larsen, Cristina Ricupero and Nicolaus Schafhausen. Trav-

elling between four European cities (Vilnius, Oslo, Amsterdam 

and Frankfurt am Mein) it aimed at exploring the relationships be-

tween contemporary art and current populist cultural and political 

trends.

Figure 2. SOLD OUT. Poster action on bridges and in public sites, Vilnius. Organised by Vilnius Citizens. Photo: Nomeda 

Urbonas, 2005. All rights reserved by the author.



Contemporary Public Arts and the Contested Urban Public SpaceCAP  - Public Art Journal V3 - N2

63

before then were in no way related; or between groups 
of people, between ideas; there was a sort of Geist, you 
know” (Urbonas 2016).

Hence, the project joined together several initiatives and 
grew further by inviting various groups or individuals, dis-
satisfied with the present situation of public spaces, to join 
and to offer their protest scenarios. Among participants 
were students and teachers of the Lithuanian Music and 
Theatre Academy and Vilnius Academy of Arts, high school 
students, Architecture Students’ Club, community move-
ment Erdvės Mieste (Spaces in the City), the Greens and 
leftist movements, cultural professionals and intellectuals, 
etc. Several organisations came into being in the course 
of the project, e.g., the citizen movement Už Lietuvą be 
Kabučių (For Lithuania Without Quotation Marks), as es-
tablished by the artists themselves; for some groups, like 
the leftist movement that in 2007 eventually established 

an organization Naujoji Kairė 95, or NK95 (New Left 95), 
the participation in this project was an important marker in 
the formation of their identity. 

The diverse panorama of the Lab’s participants meant that 
there were various concerns behind the protest. I would 
group them as follows: untransparent and possibly unlaw-
ful decisions by the municipality; harsh privatization of cul-
tural spaces and their subsequent elimination; the building 
itself as part of the modernist history and possible Soviet 
heritage; planned build-up of the public space at the front 
of the cinema, and the decline of public spaces in general. 
Diverse concerns resulted in a lively combination of differ-
ent activities that merged characters of both protest and 
leisure time (screenings, architectural proposals, concerts, 
cooking parties, public discussions, TV and radio broad-
casts, guided tours, activist performances, etc.). 

Figure 3. Polyphonic Protest 4 inside the Lietuva Cinema, June 2005. Organized by Involved & Co:labUK. Photo: Mirjam Wirz. 

All rights reserved by the author.
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Figure 4. Human-chain of swimming enthusiasts at the former site of a privatized and demolished public swimming pool, 

Vilnius. Organized by VILMA, 23 May 2005. Photo: Mirjam Wirz. All rights reserved by the author.
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Figure 5. The Barking of the Dogs Won’t Disturb the Clouds. The barking competition in front of the cinema. Organized by 

VILMA, 2005. Photo: Nomeda Urbonas. All rights reserved by the author.
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Figure 6. Exploration of Space: Vertical and Horizontal Values, in front of the cinema. Organized by the citizen movement Už 

Lietuvą be Kabučių, 2005.  Photo: Nomeda Urbonas. All rights reserved by the author. 
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Due to broader concerns around neoliberal politics and 
the fate of public spaces Pro-test Lab was also used as a 
protest and discussion platform beyond the particular case 
of the cinema, e.g., to support the strike of a chain super-
markets’ employees, to question the fate of other cultural 
and public places in Vilnius (the Užupis district library, the 
Palace for Sport and Culture, the Žalgiris swimming pool, 
etc.), to discuss the urban planning strategy of Klaipeda 
port city, to support squatters, etc. At the dawn of the era 
of social media activism, the project also had its virtual 
side, an electronic discussion list. The list, which started a 
bit earlier and lasted much longer than the protest space, 
served as a place for coordinating participants’ actions, 
sharing news, writing petitions, negotiating about actions 
or meetings, etc. It also incited heated debates, antago-
nism and polemics.

The physical lab continued until the eventual closure of the 
cinema in September 2005; yet the end of the project it-
self was never really clear due to affiliate activities, heated 
discussions on related issues in the media, legal process-
es, and eventually—the revival of the project’s material as 
part of other projects by the artists3. Afterwards, the protest 
continued mostly as a legal battle, which included:

3	  The Pro-test Lab archive was exhibited in Gwangju 

biennale in 2006; as part of the Urbonas’ project “Villa Lituania” in 

the Lithuanian pavilion at the 52nd Venice Biennale in 2007; and 

in other solo and group shows.

1) A petition to the Government of the Republic of Lithua-
nia with around 7000 signs.

2) Two civil claims by the members of the citizen move-
ment Už Lietuvą be Kabučių (For Lithuania Without Quo-
tation Marks) against Vilnius Municipality and its decisions 
in relation to the Detailed Plan of Vilnius and the viola-
tion of the State property land lease agreement of the lot 
where the cinema was standing.

3) Two other civil claims by the company Rojaus Aparta-
mentai (the developer of the housing project) against the 
members of the same movement. One of the claims asked 
for up to 500 000 EUR in order to reimburse losses that 
the company suffered due to the citizens’ “experiments 
in the framework of the public interest”, and for the tem-
poral arrest of the defendant’s properties. These claims 
were perfect examples of a strategic lawsuit against public 
participation, or SLAPP, which by raising irrational claims 
against activists, attempts to intimidate and put off people 
from participation in public issues rather than aims for ac-
tual justice and reimbursements.
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4) Reassessment and correction of the Lithuanian trans-
lation of the Aarhus Convention. Passed by The United 
Nations Economic Commission for Europe in 1998 and 
entered into force in 2001, the Aarhus convention aims to 
guarantee the right of everyone to receive environmental 
information that is held by public authorities, the right to 
participate in environmental decision-making and the right 
to challenge public decisions in environmental matters. 
The activist group claimed that the convention’s transla-
tion into Lithuanian was inaccurate, which supposedly led 
to rare use in practice and insufficient application in the 
national law. A new translation was approved and pub-
lished by governmental institutions in 2009.

At the beginning of 2010, the developer announced its 
bankruptcy, followed by a threat to make one more claim 
against the citizen movement worth as much as 2 300 000 
euros (8 million Litas). The legal processes ended in 2011 
with the peace agreement among participating sides and 
commitment to withdraw all civil and administrative claims. 
The building was sold a few more times, after it was finally 
acquired by a private company that aimed to develop a 
modern art centre. In 2017 the cinema was turned down 
and replaced by the MO museum (opened 2018) built after 
a project by Daniel Libeskind.

Figure 7. MO museum in place of the Lietuva Cinema, Vilnius. Photo: Norbert Tukaj, 2018. All rights reserved by the author.
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3. Reformist Square and Protests Against its Recon-
struction

The summer before the opening of the MO museum in 
2018 another protest against a planned reconstruction 
took place in the city centre of Vilnius, just a few streets 
away from the former Lietuva Cinema. Separated from 
the main Pro-test Lab events by more than a decade and 
also much smaller and less ambitious in scale, the back-
lash against the reconstruction of the Reformist Square 
(Reformatų skveras), however, is interesting as a compar-
ison when trying to understand certain dynamics of urban 
development in a post-Soviet city and public reaction to it. 

The Reformist Square takes its name and its history from 
the Evangelical Reformed Church in Vilnius, which was 
the owner of the land lot since the mid-17th century (Mi-
kalajūnė & Antanavičiūtė 2012, 222–229). The lot host-
ed a cemetery, a garden, several chapels and a wooden 
church, a hospital, a clergy residency, a school, and other 
related buildings; in 1830–1835 a new classicist church 
was built across the street, and the old church was torn 
down. In 1947 the church was closed and ten years later 
turned into a cinema for documentary movies called Kroni-
ka; the cemetery was destroyed, and all relics demolished. 
The lot with only two buildings remaining was made into a 
public park.

Figure 8. The monument for Soviet partisans toppled down, Reformist Square, Vilnius. Photo: Rimantas Lazdynas, 1991. All 

rights reserved by the author.
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In 1983 due to a planned monument to Soviet partisans 
the relief of the park was altered dramatically: stair-like 
concrete constructions, supposed to symbolise trenches 
and to serve as a pedestal for the sculptural composition 
of about ten figures, were introduced all throughout the 
space. Built in the terminal decade of the Soviet Union, 
the monument lasted very shortly; dismantled on 13 De-
cember 1991, it was one of the last Soviet monuments 
in Vilnius city, which rushed to get rid of any signs of the 
recent painful past. The square remained in the municipal 
disposition, while the church was given back to the Re-
formist community. The sculptural composition, after being 
stored for another decade, was given over to Grutas Park 
(Grūto parkas) open-air museum, where it is exhibited 
along with many other dismantled Soviet monuments and 
public sculptures. Yet, the pedestal structures remained 
untouched for another 27 years, and continued to be used 
for a practical purpose—as a substitute for benches. The 

amphitheatrical relief became a sheer aesthetic quality 
and characteristic look of the park for the Independence 
generation, which grew up without ever seeing the monu-
ment in its complete form.

Due to a lack of decent maintenance, the concrete struc-
tures started to decay, prompting reconstruction plans, 
which now and then have been touched upon in the me-
dia since 2007. Nevertheless, the square has not been 
renovated or otherwise taken care of, except occasional 
trimmings and cutting down of diseased trees. The reno-
vation project took off mainly when the building company 
EIKA, the developer of residential buildings nearby, un-
dertook the funding of the technical project in 2015. The 
reconstruction plan prepared by Vilniaus Planas, munic-
ipally-owned corporation, was publicised in the media in 
June 2018 as the Reformist Garden (Reformatų sodas), 
after the municipality received EU funds for reconstruc-
tion and signed the reconstruction contract with EIKA. 

Figure 9. Reformist Square, Vilnius. Photo: Andrej Vasilenko, 2018. All rights reserved by the author.
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The project of the future garden included the complete 
removal of staircase structures, flattening of the relief and 
re-planning of the paths network, which also required cut-
ting down part of the trees. Among the publicised features 
of the project was the restoration of the “historical relief”, 
which has been altered in the 1980s for the sake of the 
memorial composition.

The news caused a reservation and even an uproar among 
some, who felt the new plan was neither adherent to the 
historical truth, nor fair to those who used the park on a 
daily basis. Urbanists and architecture historians voiced 
their opinion that the project rather aims at unifying and 
deleting distinct faces of the city, than restoring the histor-
ical features (Gimbutaitė 2018; Ropolas 2018; Mikalajūnė 
et al. 2018). Some were worried about insufficient respect 
to the Reformist history and its cultural heritage, some 
blamed the removal of the Soviet structures as a wish to 

“erase historical memory”, comparing it to plastic surgery, 
“when a city tries to make itself younger and to deny the 
epochs it lived through” (quote by Jekaterina Lavrinec in 
Gimbutaitė 2018).

In addition to many detailed reproaches to the project, such 
as the elimination of transit paths, introducing a fence and 
gates locked at night, completely demolishing the char-
acteristic stair structures, cutting down around 1/3 of the 
trees, also healthy ones, in order to make new network of 
paths and to open up a space between the two remaining 
Reformist buildings (the synod building behind the park 
and the church on the other side of the street), etc., the 
protesters voiced concerns that indicated more general 
problems in the planning of urban spaces still persisting 
after nearly 30 years of Independence. I would summarize 
them as follows:

Figure 10. Re:formatas festival in the Reformist Square, 2018. Photo by Andrej Vasilenko. All rights reserved by the author.
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Figures 11 and 12. Re:formatas festival in the Reformist Square and a discussion about the reconstruction 

project in Vilnius Reformed Evangelical Church, 2018. Photo: Andrej Vasilenko.
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1) The project is unspecific; park functions are unified; it 
has no unique character and echoes many other recent 
projects of public spaces. Entrusting the projects of public 
spaces (squares, parks and plazas) to municipally owned 
corporations and their architects solely threatens the city 
to become uniform and standard in its planning.
2) Despite declaring the aim to restore “historical justice”, 
it is insensitive to the historical layers of the place (both to 
the Reformist history and the Soviet past), and does little 
beyond demolishing concrete structures and levelling the 
relief.
3) The project was not communicated properly to the pub-
lic prior to its final stages. As such, it presumably breached 
the right of everyone to participate in environmental plan-
ning guaranteed by the Aarhus convention.

The reaction to the planned reconstruction was very fast: 
in a week after the project was made public, concerned 
professionals, activists and residents of the neighbour-
hood formed a group, which started a discussion with 
the municipal administration, created a Facebook group 
and an online survey about the quality of the new project, 
initiated several public discussions with the project’s ar-
chitect and other administering bodies involved, wrote a 
petition and loaded the municipality with letters requiring 
discussions with the society and respective changes in 
the project or an open architectural competition for a new 
project. The main protest initiators and participants were 
all from art and culture fields (pop singers Jurgis Didžiulis 
and Erica Jennings, film director Giedrė Žickytė, art histo-
rian Eglė Mikalajūnė, artists Ingra Miler, Milda Laužikaitė, 

Figure 13. Reformist Square after the reconstruction, 2021. Photo by Tadas Šarūnas. All rights reserved by the author.
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Laima Kreivytė, architects Gintautas Tiškus, Ona Lozura-
itytė, Justinas Dūdėnas, Jonas Žukauskas, and many oth-
ers), so among other forms to start a conversation with the 
municipality was a one-day festival-protest Re:formatas in 
the square with a programme that included performances, 
public readings, workshop of protest signs, discussions, 
guided tours, concerts, and public games; also, an or-
ganized discussion in the Reformed Church among the 
Reformist community, activists, and the municipality about 
the future of the project.

Despite public discussions and approaches to Vilnius mu-
nicipality and Remigijus Šimašius, the City Mayor, also 
despite the conclusion and advice by the Regional Coun-
cil of Architecture to suspend the reconstruction and to 
pursue an architectural competition, very little was done 
to change the project. The assertion by Mindaugas Pa-
kalnis, the Senior City Architect, voiced at the above said 
discussion, that “the project can be modified as much, as 
its essence stays the same”4 represented both the munic-
ipality’s unwillingness to change the project, and the de-
fective application of the Aarhus convention in the national 
law and practice, when a tardy notice allows for little or no 
participation. As Daiva Veličkaitė stated in her doctoral dis-
sertation “Public Interest and the Conditions for its Imple-
mentation in the Field of Architecture” in 2019, “in contrast 
to what is required by the Aarhus Convention, the Law 
[of Territorial Planning] does not imply procedures, which 
would allow to collect information about the condition of 
the planned territory, and about problems and expecta-
tions of the community in the early stages of the planning, 
when there is still a possibility to consider alternatives” 
(Veličkaitė 2019, 83).

Regardless of the protest and attempts to delay the 
process until a mutually acceptable decision would be 
reached, the reconstruction started as planned with the 
demolition of Soviet structures in November 2018. It con-
tinued with minor changes in the project, i.e., the elimi-
nation of the planned fence, small alterations to the path 
network and planned zones, and the promise to reduce 
the number of trees to be cut. The public communication 
praised this decision as a common agreement stating that 

4 - Recording of the discussion: https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=QX4hsDXgC0k. 

“the Reformists Garden will be reconstructed after Vilnius 
citizens” (Činga 2018), although the Municipality’s promise 
to organize one more meeting with activists to discuss the 
alterations in the project was never kept (Budzinauskienė 
2018; Alper 2018). Interestingly enough, the municipality 
relied on the support of the Reformist community (Lith-
uanian Society of the History and Culture of the Refor-
mation, and The Consistory of the Lithuanian Evangelical 
Reformed Church), which was informed about the project 
a few years earlier than the rest of the society, and main-
ly asked for due commemoration of the Reformist history 
and architectural heritage, which included a monument to 
Lithuanian Reformists (LRIKD, 2018a, 2018b; INFOREF.
LT, 2018). The reconstruction took longer than planned 
because of archeological finds and pandemic restrictions; 
hence, the park after its opening in summer 2021 still 
missed the monument due to the lack of funding.

4. Contesting Soviet Legacy in Vilnius

Although very different in scale and progress, the two 
protests described above had a few things in common. 
Both of them started as a backlash against ill-considered 
attempts to reconstruct the city by cleaning it of Soviet leg-
acy. The revisionist policy towards Soviet architecture and 
public art is characteristic of all post-Soviet states; and 
the more time has passed after the collapse of Soviet re-
gimes, the more interesting it becomes. If the “first wave of 
revisionism” (Baločkaitė 2016, 18) in the early 1990s was 
rather an unquestionable part of liberation and historical 
healing process—monuments to ideologists and political 
heroes were sentenced to be toppled down, their names 
to be deleted from street and plaza plaques, any remain-
ing signs of their past glory to be swept off—its sequel 
was much less universally accepted and had many more 
practical and ideological reasons (both overt and hidden) 
than a pure change of regimes.

“Both in Lithuania and other Central and Eastern Euro-
pean countries the first wave of revisionism did not touch 
“ideologically ambiguous” heritage objects: monuments to 
artists, who collaborated with Soviet regime, also squares, 
streets, and schools bearing their names; sculptures and 
panels that glorified the working class; monuments to the 
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Soviet victory in World War II; architecturally significant 
buildings (cinemas, sport and culture palaces, stadiums), 
Soviet military cemeteries, and others” (Baločkaitė 2016, 
18). Their ambiguity not only made these objects last 
longer, but also implied that their elimination nevermore 
would be as fast and univocal. Rasa Baločkaitė names 
several main reasons for the second wave of revisionism 
that started fifteen to twenty years after the first one: the 
worsening state of objects and buildings; changes in ur-
ban planning and infrastructure; Westernisation and Euro-
peanisation of the former East, and on the other side, the 
tension and information war between some CEE countries 
and Russia (Baločkaitė 2016, 19). If infrastructural plans 
(whether hidden or open) are often here the main cause 
of removals, political tensions are among important, often 
unacknowledged, factors that may increase the society’s 
support. As to political anthropologist Arvydas Grišinas, “If 
we feel tension, for instance, due to repressions in Rus-
sia or Belarus, we can easily associate it to repressions 
in the Soviet Union. Soviet monuments in this case be-
come signifiers of this inner association, and if we topple 
the monuments down, we use them also as scapegoats, 
certain mechanisms of coping with the tension” (Bankaus-
kaitė 2021).

In the sense of revisionism, none of the cases I described 
before was as painful or long-term, as those of monu-
ments, e.g. The Bronze Soldier in Tallinn (built 1947), the 
relocation of which from the city centre in 2007 caused 
two days of violent riots. Or statues on the Green Bridge 
in Vilnius (built 1952), representing Soviet workers, peas-
ants, students and soldiers—their fate was discussed for a 
decade until their final removal in 2015 due to dangerously 
worsened conditions. Or a monument to Lithuanian writer 
Petras Cvirka, a proponent of USSR and Soviet collabora-
tor, in Vilnius city centre (built 1959), which has been heat-
ing public discussion steadily since the 2000s, in the last 
years also due to intended reconstruction of the square it 
stands. The ultimate withdrawal of the statue from the na-
tional Register of Cultural Properties in 2021, which would 
necessarily end in its prompt removal as to Vilnius Mu-
nicipality (Bertašiūtė, Jačauskas 2021), was met both with 
approval and disappointment along with a concern about 
the further fate of the park itself.

Although pro-Russian powers have their say in these de-
bates (e.g. Russian state-owned media platform Sputnik, 
which operates online news in Lithuanian as well, did not 
miss an opportunity to claim that Petras Cvirka’s monu-
ment case along with other monument removals are part 
of “an active fight against Soviet memorials” and “a cam-
paign of historical revisionism” (Sputnik 2021)), and CEE 
states or municipalities sometimes tend to communicate 
conflicts about Soviet monuments as conflicts between 
pro-European and pro-Russian or pro-Soviet thinking 
(e.g. see Černiauskas 2015), neither proponents, nor op-
ponents of the revisionist policy are so unambiguously 
classified. And this is especially so when we take into re-
gard the post-Soviet generation, who are now in their late 
twenties: their liking or disliking of Soviet legacy may not 
necessarily be related to their political views, education 
or attitude towards memory politics, but often to their life-
style and whether they have personal habits related to one 
or another object or public space. “While the generation, 
which grew up and came of age in Soviet era (I am part 
of it as well), was fighting the ghosts of their past,” wrote 
artist Laima Kreivytė, activist of the Reformist Square, “no 
one troubled to listen voices of the Independence genera-
tion, which had never seen the monument itself, and saw 
the staired space not in the Soviet, but in a larger cultural 
context unlimited by the Iron Curtain” (Kreivytė 2019).

Baločkaitė states that opponents of the second wave of 
revisionism are mostly “leftists graduated from Western 
universities, feminist cultural historians, philosophers. In 
their approach they argue for cultural liberalism, plural-
ism, openness, diversity, active memory, heterogeneity, 
anti-hegemonic thinking” while the revisionism proponents 
take more conservative stand and are represented by 
“right wing politicians, journalists, political observers, who 
base their position on common moral values, mobilisation 
of political community, an imperative to commemorate the 
statehood’s history, respect to victims of a totalitarian re-
gime, and the need of public space safe from traumatic 
irritants” (Baločkaitė 2016, 20).

This panorama may reflect common moods as repre-
sented in the media, yet is not necessarily so in close-up. 
Whereas politicians and administrators tend to follow their 
political agendas, the positions of cultural professionals in 
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these debates are not so easily divided into simple pros 
and cons, rights and lefts. For instance, Simonas Kairys, 
the Minister of Culture since late 2020 and member of The 
Liberal Movement of the Republic of Lithuania, active-
ly aimed for the removal of Cvirka’s monument from the 
national Register of Cultural Properties and praised the 
positive decision by the Department of Cultural Heritage in 
such words: “Today is the big day for contemporary Lith-
uania. We chose values of a free country” (LRKM 2021). 
Whereas the previous Minister of Culture and researcher 
of literature Mindaugas Kvietkauskas has several times 
criticised this urge and doubted whether the renewed revi-
sionism did not simply hide functional reconstruction plans 
of a larger territory (Jačauskas 2019; Kvietkauskas 2021). 
Historian Rasa Čepaitienė, who otherwise expresses con-
servatist to nationalist views, in her heritage research and 
public opinions has nevertheless argued for preservation 
and re-actualisation of Soviet heritage claiming that its re-
moval from public space becomes “a “reverse fetishism”, 
which does not help the society to break free from Soviet 
mentality” (Čepaitienė 2015, 20). Art and Church historian, 
and a Catholic Church member Irena Vaišvilaitė sees the 
late fight with public objects from the Soviet period as a 
symptom of “cancel culture” and a “modern form of Mao-
ism” (Bogdanienė et al. 2021). Meanwhile, leftist philoso-
pher and public intellectual Gintautas Mažeikis has clearly 
stated in relation to the Cvirka monument’s case: “This his-
tory [of the occupation of Lithuania] for sure does not need 
a monument; neither leftists, nor rightists, neither writers, 
nor tillers have anything here to be proud of. There is no 
necessity to keep such a monument in Vilnius centre. A 
tiny sculpture garden would replace it perfectly” (Bogdan-
ienė et al. 2021).

Hence, the position a cultural professional takes in these 
battles is often influenced not only by their political views, 
or generation, but, differently from that of administrators, 
by their professional take on an object’s historical, cultural, 
artistic value and context, its relation to larger communities 
of artists or cultural professionals and values they repre-
sent, its place in the tissue of a city, etc., and due to that 
may actually contradict their overall political stand. An at-
tack against a memorial or architectural object may direct-
ly offend certain cultural communities—a bitter reaction 

of the Lithuanian Writers’ Union to the intended removal 
of the monument to writer Petras Cvirka is perhaps the 
clearest example of this. It is also always an attack against 
an artwork, and as such may be perceived as a broader 
attack against history of art and culture—as a wish to dis-
pose of certain narratives and/or authors. The Lithuanians 
Artists’ Association along with Lithuanian Society of Art 
Historians and AICA Lithuania in a public letter stated its 
position against the relocation of Petras Cvirka monument, 
defending it as a rare heritage of social realism in its orig-
inal surroundings (LDS et al. 2019). The monument was 
also repeatedly defended as one of the last public sculp-
tures by its author Juozas Mikėnas, a renowned modernist 
sculptor. The Lietuva Cinema activist group addressed a 
letter to UNESCO in relation to planned building works in 
Vilnius historical centre. The appeal to the historical sur-
rounding was relied upon, since Lietuva Cinema (and in a 
very similar manner a much recent case of another cine-
ma called Garsas in a medium-size city Panevėžys, which 
before being demolished in 2021 confronted a small scale 
but long-lasting opposition of the city residents) was much 
easier to dismiss as a “typical project”. Cinema historian 
Lina Kaminskaitė-Jančorienė called such rhetoric a usual 
strategy used to push an object into “the zone of conflicted 
values or uncomfortable heritage, where most of Soviet 
heritage objects reside” and the society’s trauma—Soviet 
occupation—an excuse behind the elimination of such ob-
jects (Kaminskaitė-Jančorienė 2019).

The debate is even more complicated and difficult to solve 
in spaces where several cultural strata are still present or 
remembered. The strict position of the Lithuanian Soci-
ety of the History and Culture of the Reformation, and of 
many members of the Reformed Church, that the Soviet 
structures should be removed from the Reformist Square, 
relied on still alive memories for some and on deep con-
viction that the “historical justice” had to be restored. “It’s 
very good that this Soviet relic, which desecrated our cem-
etery, is now going to be destroyed and the original relief 
restored. Our demands are minimal, they’re not impracti-
cable. Along with the renewed physical appearance, the 
spiritual body of the square—a monument to the Refor-
mation and to the founding fathers of the Lithuanian litera-
ture will be erected”, said the Society’s chairman Donatas 
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Balčiauskas, claiming he himself painfully recollects the 
final destruction of the cemetery in the 1980s (Kielė 2018).

The longing for historical justice, despite being utterly ac-
ceptable, is easy to manipulate and can be used to attract a 
community’s support by filling certain “minimal demands”, 
yet ignoring others. As cultural researcher Skaidra Trilupa-
itytė has noticed: “The arguments for the restoration of 
historical justice are really difficult to challenge with count-
er-arguments about trees, grasslands, public spaces, or 
certain laws of greenery” (Budrys et al. 2009). After all, 
the reason for concern is not necessarily the Soviet ob-
jects per se (or the “Soviet-nostalgia”, a well-liked charge 
against their defenders), but the destiny of public spaces 
around (or as part of) these objects. In and around Vil-
nius historic centre the ‘historical justice’ argument is of-
ten disadvantageous for green spaces, since most of the 
squares here were created only after World War II in place 
of ruined buildings or repurposed open markets (Drėmaitė 
2021). Nevertheless, public spaces become part of urban 
life as they are, not as they have been. Discussing the 
role of parks in the city Vaišvilaitė has written that “citizens 
in the city need city parks, so they habituate to places, 
which have certain elements of a park, even though poorly 
maintained and neglected—this is what happened to the 
Sapiegos Park, Missionaries Hill, or Reformist Square. 
Habituated to a derelict place, citizens inhabit it, establish 
their spaces and ways of being, and defend these spaces 
as Parisians did defend the Luxembourg Garden back in 
the days. It is their living and socialising space, and in-
terference to such a space provokes a painful response” 
(Vaišvilaitė 2020).

5. Public Interest Embodied in Public Space

Another aspect important to discuss in relation to both the 
Pro-test Lab and Reformist Square activism, is the way 
they understand and discuss ‘public interest’ and ‘public 
space’. Although these concepts may seem rather natu-
ral and omnipresent today, neither of them has been dis-
cussed to such an extent in the Lithuanian media before 
2005. Responding to the post-Soviet wave of privatisation, 
Pro-test Lab raised questions in relation to ‘the public’ and 
questioned concepts of public interest, public opinion, and 
public space, and the way they functioned in the laws and 
executive actions of the post-Soviet state.

The project initiators stressed that “the movement Už 
Lietuvą be Kabučių [For Lithuania Without Quotation 
Marks] never set a goal to combat private business. Our 
opponent was only public authorities and their untranspar-
ent decisions that violated public interest […]” (Judėjimas 
2010). The movement made the “public interest” a buzz-
word in the media and a keyword in legal processes that 
continued long afterward. The petition (2006) signed by 
7000 citizens, demanding for protection of the Lietuva Cin-
ema, also asked “to guarantee democratic participation of 
the society in substantial decision-making of cultural policy 
in Lithuanian capital” (Urbonas et al. 2006); and in 2007 
the activist group initiated an NGO called Institute of Pub-
lic Interest’s Protection (Viešojo intereso saugos institutas, 
or VISI). Although VISI never evolved into a visible and 
significant institution, it was nonetheless a moderate try to 
counterbalance the Lithuanian Free Market Institute (Lietu-
vos laisvosios rinkos institutas, or LLRI), which, founded in 
1990 with a goal to foster free market and related ideas 
was very much visible in the media as a harsh supporter of 
any development based on private investments.

Despite the failure to protect the actual cinema building, 
the activist group was relatively successful in legal and 
juridical processes. The group members and related law-
yers have publicly talked about the necessity to initiate the 
law of public interest (Jackevičius 2007) (it would never 
be approved though). Several strategic lawsuits against 
public participation (SLAPP) by the investing company 
against the movement members that were either rejected 
or ended with peace agreements became precedents to 
rely upon for future cases. A public forum on SLAPPs in 
2018 in the Lithuanian Parliament, where one of the Lietu-
va Cinema activists architecture historian and heritage 
expert Jūratė Markevičienė took part and reported on her 
experience as a defendant in a SLAPP, resulted in a res-
olution addressed to the Lithuanian Government and Par-
liament, which asked to initiate changes in the Civil Code 
in order to facilitate the protection of public interest and to 
prevent lawsuits against defenders of public interest (Vilni-
aus bendruomenių asociacija et al. 2018). In March 2021, 
the Lithuanian Parliament finally formed a working group 
to prepare legal means in order to combat SLAPPs.



Contemporary Public Arts and the Contested Urban Public SpaceCAP  - Public Art Journal V3 - N2

78

Members of the activist group also successfully appealed 
to governmental institutions in relation to the incorrect 
translation of the Aarhus convention that might have pre-
vented the citizens from having the right to environmen-
tal information. The revised translation was published in 
early 2009, and it also became the main reason for the 
Supreme Administrative Court to renew the process in re-
lation to Lietuva Cinema (Bernardinai.lt 2009). The Aar-
hus Convention was appealed to by the Reformist Square 
activists as well, who in their petition “Stop the Reformist 
Square project” asked for appropriate and timely applica-
tion of the Aarhus convention in relation to the planning 
of all urban public spaces (Reformatų skvero iniciatyvinė 
grupė, 2018).

Next to the judicial gains, the bodily implementation of 
public space via continuous physical and discursive ac-
tion is an important strategy of such protests, which also 
changes the overall perception of what public space is. 
Public space may be understood either instrumentally as 
“a system of places with a precisely defined urban func-
tionality”, or as common space created by people who par-
ticipate in it. “Urbanism defines the public space (by the 
organization of buildings) and architecture portrays it (by 
the construction of buildings). It is not however able to cre-
ate it. Why not? Because the public space is our common 
space. We create it the moment we take part in something 
that goes beyond us, that we do not control ourselves”, 
says Fedor Blaščák (2010, 506).

The first approach understands public space as an ur-
ban function that is implemented (or not) by architecture 
and defined by governmental or municipal institutions. 
It comes from the perspective of urban planning—of ar-
chitectural and even more so of administrative decisions, 
which shape the functional view of a city—allow and for-
bid, define purpose, measure proportions and allocate 
(how much space is meant for public purpose, for culture 
and recreation, for living, etc.). These decisions help to 
regulate flows of people, money, and material and imma-
terial goods in the city. Defending a particular architectural 
object or a particular place in the city means defending a 
particular implementation of the public space function, or a 
governmental or municipal property as opposed to private 
property. Yet, on the other hand, protesting by being in that 

space, by bodily and discursively occupying it for a com-
mon interest means creating the public space “by taking 
part in something that goes beyond ourselves”. When the 
activist group founded its headquarters in the cinema lob-
by, when it became a lively and frequented place, when an 
open space in the front of the cinema was filled by people 
who protested, performed, discussed or simply spent their 
leisure time, when people gathered to Re:formatas festival 
to celebrate but also to accumulate their daily practices (to 
sit around, to walk a dog, to play ball, etc.) in one time and 
space, the architecturally implemented and bureaucrati-
cally defined public space got a bodily dimension as well.

Interestingly enough, this individual, bodily expression of 
public space and public interest may be unacceptable if 
anything ‘public’ is understood as abstract (i.e., as op-
posed to particular, individual) rather than as common. In 
his article called “The Defence of Public Interest or Prof-
anation?” philosopher Žibartas Jackūnas calls the Lietuva 
case the first one among the simulations of public inter-
est (Jackūnas 2013, 2–8). Jackūnas understands public 
interest as an abstract need of the majority, which is im-
plemented by governmental institutions because they by 
definition represent the majority. In such an approach any 
down-top citizen initiatives that are not committed to repre-
senting anyone beside themselves, would be automatical-
ly classified as the opinion of a minority, hence unable to 
represent the public interest. The majority in this approach 
does not mean the bodily majority, yet correct procedures, 
and institutions, which follow them, and any embodied will 
is mainly seen as private. Therefore, the activists, bodily 
present in the Pro-test Lab or Reformist Square, manifest-
ing the corporeality of the public sphere, breached the very 
abstractness of the majority, which is the base for such an 
understanding of ‘public interest’.

‘Public interest’ as a concept is dynamic, constantly chang-
ing and thus very difficult to grasp, so in law it is more often 
defined through judicial practice than in legislation (LVAT 
2009: 326), nevertheless the right to represent and to de-
fend what seems to be public interest is granted to every-
one. As philosopher and urban activist Jakaterina Lavrinec 
has noted in a discussion on the protests in the Reformist 
Square, “I only want to remind, that law speaks not about 
the community’s opinion, but about the reasoned opinion 
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from the interested society. The interested society is in-
deed those who come and show their interest” (Budrys 
et al. 2009). So in fact public interest cannot exist without 
those who take part and express their interest, because if 
this was the case, the critical mass of practice would not 
be accumulated and no precedent would be set. Stripped 
of (embodied) practices, ‘public interest’ risks to become 
an unusable bureaucratic concept; after all, participation is 
precisely what the ‘interest’ stems from (Lat. interesse << 
intersum: to be in the midst; to be present; to take part in).

6. Conclusions. The Role of the (Artist’s) Occupation

From the two cases analysed we can see how grassroots 
movements in urban settings, though small in scale, tend 
to influence each other: even if distant in time, or of differ-
ent scope, they gradually make a sort of conceptual rhi-
zome with every segment being a support for the other. In 
this way some local initiatives with a more universal focus 
can accumulate, and sometimes even grow to the national 
level (a good example of this are various initiatives against 
tree cuttings in Lithuanian urban settings that roughly 
started in 2014 and peaked several years later).

The alertness about the destiny of public spaces weaved 
into a single narrative the cases that otherwise might have 
seemed pretty different—some of them relate to architec-
tural objects and buildings, some to public squares, some 
to monuments in public squares, some to monuments 
on architectural structures. The Lietuva Cinema, Green 
Bridge statues, Reformist Square, Lukiškės Square (the 
former Lenin Square), Garsas Cinema, Petras Cvirka stat-
ue and square, and others are more than often recalled 
and discussed in parallel in the media and public opinions: 
all of them seem to be symptoms of the policy of public 
spaces, which is precisely the reason that incites oppo-
sition.

Post-Soviet revisionism is rather neatly interwoven into 
this policy: differently from the Soviet legacy that was 
eliminated during the first wave of revisionism, the argu-
ments for the second wave seldom place ‘Soviet ideolo-
gy’ in the foreground. Whether it was the Tallinn’s Bronze 
Soldier, Vilnius’s Green Bridge, Cinema Lietuva, or Re-
formist Square, the first and main argument for relocation 
or demounting was infrastructural changes or worsening 

condition of an object. However, when the plans confront-
ed critique or resistance, the Soviet origin and ideologi-
cal content became a repeated argument. The Reformist 
square is an interesting case in this sense, because it was 
deconstructed in two phases. The sculptural group repre-
senting Soviet partisans was swept away by the first wave 
of revisionism as a clear representative of Soviet ideology, 
whereas its large architectural pedestal waited for much 
longer, until practical reasons and the imperative of histori-
cal justice dictated reconstruction plans. So the start of the 
new wave of revisionism is also related to the long-time 
neglect, when objects or spaces left untouched during the 
first wave remained, however, in a sort-of no-man’s land 
for years.

Both in protests and the media, the voice of artists and 
other cultural professionals is often stronger than the oth-
ers’, because they do relate to contested spaces and ob-
jects not only as citizens or nearby residents, but also pro-
fessionally, and tend to see them not as isolated stories, 
but as part of a city’s architectural and cultural fabric. “Val-
ues that we are defending, it is not the building itself. It is 
Lietuva as a public cultural space and a few decades long 
tradition of cultural life”, wrote the movement Už Lietuvą 
be Kabučių (Judėjimas 2010). Cultural professionals’ opin-
ions on contested objects and spaces depend not only on 
their (dis)likings, or political values, but as much on their 
professional fields and interests.

There is one more important aspect about the cultur-
al professionals, especially the artist’s role in activism, 
which relates to occupation. In the context of art Julia Bry-
an-Wilson, as well as Hito Steyerl, have written about ‘oc-
cupation’ and ‘occupying’, eloquently displaying the tight 
relation between all their meaning including holding the 
position and the control or filling up of time, space, or one’s 
own or the other’s attention (Bryan-Wilson 2012; Steyerl 
2011). When it comes to protesting in public space, occu-
pation is always present, even if shortly. Both the Pro-test 
Lab and Reformist Square activists occupied the spaces 
they aimed to protect; while doing that they were occupied 
with a search of legal, discursive, and performative means 
to influence the situation; they occupied their spare time 
with this new form of leisure; this occupation occupied the 
minds of many.
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Yet, occupation also means job, or remunerated life, and 
I find it important to stress this particular meaning in re-
lation to artistic activism, or activism as an artist’s work. 
Differently from organized social activism, small-scale 
grassroots activism most often relies on free-time resourc-
es, i.e., leisure activism. Yet, for the artists in the Pro-test 
Lab and people they hired for particular tasks it was the 
project they engaged within their working time, it was their 
art work. And although precisely this may lead to con-
flict within the community, because many can resist the 
framing of activism as a project and consequently wish to 
expel artists for “privatisation” of the discourse (Urbonas 
2007), it may also be among sources for effectiveness. 
Even though one can fully sympathize with the resentment 
of those who do not wish to be subjected to someone’s 
(i.e., the artist’s) project, one also may wonder whether 
this does not hide the thinking that artistic work (only) imi-
tates processes and is never authentic, or is less authentic 
than the proper process, here, activism. In my opinion, the 
insistence to draw a line between art and activism makes 
little sense, because politically engaged art is political ac-
tivism; like all participatory art practices, it creates aesthet-
ic and social events simultaneously (Michelkevičė 2021, 
265–274). Moreover, it seems to me that precisely artis-
tic engagement, or art as work, was an important factor 
that made the Pro-test Lab in many senses effective—and 
more effective than the Reformist Square activism. Under-
taking the activist task as their project, the artists presum-
ably put all their efforts into making the project work—it 
is not something they occupy themselves with (in spare 
time), it is their occupation.
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