
	
	
	
	
	

 
To:  
 
Mayor David Kaptain  
City of Elgin 
150 Dexter Ct. 
Elgin, IL 60120-5555 
Email: mayor@cityofelgin.org   
Phone: (847) 931-5590 
Fax: (847) 931-5610 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

July 7, 2016 
 
 
Dear Mayor Kaptain,  
 
I am writing on behalf of the Arts Advocacy Program at the National Coalition Against 
Censorship. As an organization dedicated to promoting the First Amendment right to free 
speech, including freedom of artistic expression, we are troubled to learn of the removal of 
“American Nocturne” from public view. We would like to caution the City Council 
against censoring the work, and to suggest a positive resolution such as using the mural as 
a teaching tool to spark further discussions about racial and political violence. 
 
Our understanding is that after two public meetings and a vote, the Elgin Cultural Arts 
Commission put forward a recommendation to the City Council for the mural to be 
permanently removed from public view, and that it has already been dismantled and is in 
storage pending the City Council’s decision. While we understand that the lack of 
transparency regarding the source image and the nature of that source image has caused 
offense and provoked anger in many members of the community, this cannot serve as a 
reason for city officials to suppress the work. As you must be aware, the First Amendment 
bars government from suppressing material because of its viewpoint or message. 
 
Commissioner R. Darryl Thomas has stated that we “don’t need to support hatred and 
violence with taxpayer dollars.” But there is a serious distinction that the Commissioner is 
missing: “American Nocturne” is not violent nor does it advocate violence; it is a work 
representing hatred and violence. No matter how disturbing some people may find it, the 
mural is a work of art, a representation of ideas. As such it enjoys First Amendment 
protection. The fact that the mural was commissioned by the City does not make a 
difference: government may choose whether to spend public money on art, but once it has 
decided to do so, it may not then discriminate against a work because of disagreement 
with its viewpoint. 
 



	 	

Aside from the Constitutional concerns it raises, the removal of the mural misses an 
opportunity to present a reminder about a terrible moment in our history. No matter how 
chilling and painful the reminder proves to be, the history of racial violence in America 
cannot and must not be suppressed; its legacy is still with us, and before forgetting the 
pain we need to collectively deal with that legacy’s consequences so that past injustices 
will never be repeated. 

 
Art often provokes impassioned responses—sometimes angry sometimes enthusiastic. 
However, as a government agency, Elgin’s City Council cannot use its power to remove a 
particular viewpoint or message from public view and thereby discriminate against it. We 
strongly urge the Council to allow members of the public to see the mural and provide 
accompanying materials and mechanisms of response so to offer viewers a way of 
approaching and exploring this controversial subject.  
 

 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Svetlana Mintcheva 
Director of Programs 
National Coalition Against Censorship 
New York 

 
Cc: 
 
Council Representatives 
City of Elgin  
150 Dexter Ct. 
Elgin, IL 60120-5555 
Phone: (847) 931-5590 
Fax: (847) 931-5610 
 
Richard Dunne rdunne@cityofelgin.org  
Terry L. Gavin gavin_t@cityofelgin.org  
Rosamaria Martinez martinez_r@cityofelgin.org  
Tish S. Powell powell_t@cityofelgin.org  
John Prigge prigge_j@cityofelgin.org  
Carol J. Rauschenberger rauschenberger_c@cityofelgin.org  
Toby Shaw shaw_t@cityofelgin.org  
F. John Steffen steffen_j@cityofelgin.org 
  

 
 
Cultural Arts Commission 
City of Elgin  
150 Dexter Ct. 
Elgin, IL 60120 
Phone: (847) 931-6019 
Fax: (847) 931-5610 
 
c/o Amanda Harris, CAC Liaison 
harris_a@cityofelgin.org  

 


