
The glass of the Civic Center is darkly tinted and 
offers little visual access to the inside of the build-
ing.  Those inside the building are given the privilege 
of a concealed position from which to watch those out-
side the building and, because so much of the building’s 
site is given to the plaza, they are likely looking at 
pedestrians below.  The focus of the structure is on its 
external appearance, rather than the experience of being 
inside the building.  Its exteriority was commented on 
by contemporary critics, who spoke of the building in 
sculptural terms of “mass and volume,” tending not to 
discuss its functional aspects.(26) If interior shots of 
the building are included in these articles they often 
show large, windowless courtrooms wherein the building’s 
external grid is vigorously present.  

Later developments of the 1960s, most notably those sur-
rounding the 1968 Democratic National Convention, would 
reveal Daley’s political power as too brutal and far-
reaching to ignore.  In a 1985 article assessing the 
newly-built State of Illinois Center by Helmut Jahn, Paul 
Gapp’s comments on the Civic Center reveal the surpris-
ingly different understanding of the Civic Center than in 
the critiques of the 1960s: “The Daley Civic Center is 
probably the most brutishly powerful International Style 
skyscraper in the United States – a monolithic, brooding 
building that seems to stand guard over the Loop like a 
gargantuan armored knight.”(27)  Now that the political 
machinations that built the Civic Center had been fully 
revealed, it seems its uncanniness had been laid bare as 
well.
Today, downtown Chicago bears the legacy of the govern-
ment-subsidized building programs initiated by Mayor 
Daley.  The Loop remains a testament to the post-war 
popularity of the Modernist idiom in the United States as 
well as the embrace of the style by federal and municipal 
urban planners; but the city’s downtown is also a testa-
ment to the power held by its former mayor.  It is this 
power which is ironically revealed just where Daley took 
pains to conceal it most: the Civic Center.  It is per-
haps not surprising, then, that the buildilng was renamed 
in 1976 and is today known as the Daley Civic Center.
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wenn man dann daran denkt, dass Daley 
für den Bau des Plaza einen ganzen Block 
Häuser, Freizeit-einrichtungen und Res-
taurants zerstört hat, dann wird einem 
klar, wie leer und verlassen der Plaza 
auf diejenigen gewirkt haben muss, die 
an den Block in seiner vorherigen Form 
gewöhnt waren. 
Die „Entfremdung“ die man auf dem 
großen Plaza des Civic Centers spürt, 
wird durch die große Form des Gebäudes 
und seinen extrem großen Ladebere-
ich förmlich erzwungen und durch die 
überdimensionale Skulptur von Picasso, 
die 1966 hier aufgestellt wurde, noch 
verstärkt. Die Größe des Gebäudes und 
der Skulptur rufen nicht nur ein Gefühl 
der Entfremdung, sondern auch der Ent-
machtung hervor, denn die Menschen 
kommen einem unnatürlich klein vor, 
wenn sie sich neben dem Gebäude auf-
halten. Dieses Gefühl der Entmachtung 
und Befreiung, dass man außerhalb des 
Gebäudes spürt, wird innen durch die 
fensterlosen, vergitterten Gerichtssäle 
mit ihren großen, erhöhten Richterbänken 
gefördert. 

Die Scheiben des Civic Centers sind 
stark verdunkelt und bieten so nur 
schwer Einblick in das Gebäude. Die-
jenigen, die sich im Gebäude befi nden, 
haben somit das Privileg, aus dem Ver-
borgenen heraus, die Menschen draußen 
zu betrachten und, weil ein Großteil 
des Gebäudes zum Plaza hinzeigt, die 
Fußgänger unter ihnen ebenfalls zu 
sehen. Der Fokus der Struktur liegt 
eher auf seinem äußeren Erscheinungs-
bild, als auf der Erfahrung, die man 
macht, wenn man im Inneren des Gebäudes 
ist. Seine Äußerlichkeit wurde von den 
zeitgenössischen Kritiker hervorgehoben, 
denn diese sprachen von dem Gebäude als 
Skulptur mit „Masse und Volumen“ und 
neigten dazu, die funktionalen Aspekte 
außer acht zu lassen“. Wenn in Artikeln 
Photos von der Innenansicht zu sehen 
sind, dann zeigen diese oft große, 
fensterlose Gerichtssäle, in denen das 
Äußere des Gebäudes deutlich präsent 
ist. 

Die spätere Entwicklung in den 60er 
Jahren, besonders die Ereignisse um die 
Democratic National Convention 1968, 
zeigten deutlich, dass die politische 
Macht von Daley zu brutal und weitre-
ichend war, als dass man sie ignorieren 
konnte. In seinem Artikel über das von 
Helmut Jahn neugebaute State of Illinois 
Center schrieb Paul Gapp 1985 über das 
Civic Center und hatte erstaunlicher-
weise eine ganz andere Erkenntnis als 
die Kritiker der 60er Jahre: „Das Daley 
Civic Center ist wahrscheinlich der 
grausamste, mächtigste, internationale 
Wolkenkratzer der Vereinigten Staaten 
– ein monolythisches, brütendes Gebäude, 
das über dem Loop wie ein Ritter in 
voller Rüstung Wache zu stehen scheint.“ 
Jetzt, wo die politische Maschinerien, 
die das Civic Center gebaut haben, vol-
lkommen entlarvt wurden, scheint seine 
Unheimlichkeit ebenfalls offenbart 
worden zu sein. 

Heute zeigt die Innenstadt von Chicago 
noch das Erbe der durch die Regierung 
subventionierten Bauprogramme, die von 
Bürgermeister Daley initiiert wurden. 
Der Loop bleibt sowohl das Testament der 
Nachkriegspopularität des Begriffs der 
Moderne in den USA als auch das Ver-
mächtnis des Stils der Stadtplaner. Die 
Stadt ist aber auch das Testament der 
Macht seines früheren Bürgermeisters. 
Es ist diese Macht, die sich ironischer-
weise gerade dort offenbarte, wo Daley 
sie am meisten verbergen wollte: Im 
Civic Center. Es überrascht wahrschein-
lich nicht, dass das Gebäude 1976 einen 
neuen Namen bekam und heute Daley Civic 
Center heißt. 
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Is a Bathtub 
Still a Bathtub 
on Mars? By William Alatriste What hap-
pens when a thing--a book, a camera, or in this case a roller coaster--is stripped 
of its function, when the correspondence between what a thing is and what it 
does is shattered? What then does it become? The works of Goethe languishing 
on a shelf for years are just so many feet of leather; a camera gathering dust on a 
desk is a nothing more than a paperweight; and a dilapidated roller coaster sitting 
right in the middle of prime real estate becomes not only an eyesore, but worse, a 
stumbling block to progress—progress in this case being tied to profit, to urban 
renewal. Is this what was going through the minds of the politicians and urban 
planners who tore down the Thunderbolt in order to make way for, of all things, a 
parking garage? 

The Coney Island Thunderbolt rose up from the ground like the memory of some-
thing fabulous, a dark, decaying vision of rust and wood and vine.  Just a few 
hundred meters from the ocean, it was that point where history flared visibly into 
the present. Standing poised between two worlds, its existence was simultane-
ous; its appearance contradictory, challenging. It was a ruin that had somehow 
escaped all the furious building and breaking and rebuilding of Coney Island over 
the years. It sat there stark, unmoved, inhabiting the space around it fully, making 
no demands other than to be considered on its own merits, either as a decaying 
structure or perhaps as found sculpture. Its permanence was taken for granted 
(and why should I or anyone else have given the matter a second thought—it had 
been there, sturdy as a planet, for decades). Sturdy yet forever on the verge of 
collapse, in the end its very solidness proved its undoing. While it lived (and here I 
mean while it gave shape and substance to the landscape) it bewildered even the 
most hardened eye. “Here I am,” it announced. “Make of me what you will.” Until 
the day it was ravaged— by time, not progress—it remained a gorgeous sepulcher 
to Brooklyn’s seaside past. 

I came to it the way we sometimes come to knowledge: by default. I had been busy 
photographing the other Coney Island, the one of ferris wheels and water rides, 
and was searching for a way to visually describe its character. The challenge I 
had to overcome (one which many photographers experience), was having to work 
from the outside in, was being peripheral to a specific world while trying to reveal 
something essential, even intimate, about it—and doing so without lapsing into a 
kind of voyeurism that’s decorative and often betrays meaning. 

I often saw the Thunderbolt from a distance, the way one looks upon a field of 
cows from a passing train and thinks not of cows but of shapes against a back-
ground. That is, without passion, and with little awareness as to what the shapes 
might mean. It was simply there, holding fast in a world of change, shielding 
nothing from its viewer, shedding history. Perhaps I failed to notice it at first 
because my eye was preoccupied with other matters; perhaps I was impatient, or 
unwilling to let things yield up gradually to sight; or maybe I was too busy trying to 
force vision rather than letting it evolve naturally. But then something marvelous 
happened: one afternoon, while trying to break myself of the old, habitual ways of 
approaching a subject, to free my eye from the tyranny of spending too much time 
looking at things without really seeing them, I turned away from the bumper cars 
and water rides, turned my back on the familiar, and was confronted with a reality 
of a different order. Once hovering at the extreme edge of vision, the Thunderbolt 
had suddenly become central to sight. 

To some, it might have appeared a plague spot on the landscape. To others like 
myself, the Thunderbolt seemed to blossom forth from history like Bottecelli’s 
Venus. And yes, it might have been antiquated, anachronistic, a petrified, hulking 
mass. But it wasn’t, it couldn’t possibly have been unnecessary, or useless. Like so 
many other monuments, it pointed to the past; it supplied perspective, was a 
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reference to a forgotten world--and in doing so was a temporary stay against all 
the flux and flow, all the confusion of modern life. It was also, in a word, beautiful. 
Who could have known, who could have imagined, that its fate would be decided 
by emperors of air.

And so, three and a half years after tearing down the Thunderbolt, what has 
become of this space? Nothing. Absolutely nothing. No grand schemes were ever 
realized. No developer has stepped in to make things new again. It’s just a land-
scape of weeds, a growing emptiness, a hole in the heart of vision. And now, faced 
with the almighty minus of this experience, I ask myself what has been gained, 
what lost? Perhaps I’m just being naive. I’d like to believe that the Coney Island 
Thunderbolt came down for a reason, a damn good reason, and not just because 
it had outlived its usefulness to a community, or had ceased being the thing it 
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was supposed to be. But in a society consumed by the demons and demands of 
urbanization, a society which shows little tolerance for the past, the fact is, the 
Thunderbolt—all Thunderbolts--are living on borrowed time, and all will no doubt 
be annihilated by the need to tear down history to build something more practical 
over its bones. But when I see what’s happened here, I can’t help asking myself 
a very basic question: isn’t the desire to fill space with something practical, a 
baseball field for instance (off to the left) or that most suburban appendage—the 
parking lot—itself a form of blindness? Hopefully these photographs are a partial 
answer. In a world overrun with progress, they describe a condition of loss—literal 
loss as well as death of the imagination.  

William Alatriste is Photographer and Writer and lives in New York City
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