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-~ Dr, Daheshs Followers
- Want Beautiful Eyesore
To House 19th-Century Art

THE HAVOR HATES THE BUILDING”

Developers Gircle Hartford Folly,
Garrying Plans, Proposing Dynamite

BY ANDREW Ric:

. If buildings had psyches, the strange lit-
tle'structure at 2 Columbus Circle would
probably be in need of some serious coun-
scling. At its birth, as Huntington Hart-
ford's Gallery of Modem Axt, it was derid-
ed, in the famous phrasing of architecture
critic Ada Louise Huxtable, as “a die-cut
Venetian palazzo on lollipops.” Hard
times, however, soon forced Mr, Hartford
to give up his child. For years it was a ward
of the state, home to city bureaucrats. *

Recently, in a column entitled “Build-
ings Worth ‘Kingdome'-ing,” Slare colum-
nist Timothy Noah suggested the building,
like Seattle’s Kingdome, be blown to bits.

- 2 COLUMBUS CIRCLE

"= 'Mr. Noah would have a supporter in |
Mayor Rudolph'Giuliani, who has been
known to call his advisers as his official car
passed through Columbus Circle, asking
how close the city was to a sale, :

‘"The Mayor hates the building,” a former
official said. !

Yet lately the nine-story white concrete
building has been basking in some unlike-
ly public esteem. Preservationists are fight-
:ing to keep Mr. Giuliani from unloading
the building to adeveloper who will knock

* itdown. The city, which could hardly give
itaway a few years ago, is now entertaining
bids from 13 suitors for the site, among
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them the Max Capital Management Cor-
p(muon and residentint dcvglopur Carey

Tamarkin, Some of the bidders, itsecims, -
tuaily have preservation in mind,

Joe Moinkan, already developing 1.5 mil-
lion square feet of New York office space,
said hie wants Lo buy the building and rene-
vate itfrom e inside, for purposes he would
not disclose.

“[U's the most expeditious plan, {because]
itassuages the concems of the city, the neigh-
borhood and the preservationists about new
_development on the site," Mr. Moinian said

j through a spokeswomnan. And, he added, it
) preserves the views of the park for his office
tenants at 1775 Broadway, acrossthe street.

But Mr. Moinian’s most likely support-
crs, the building’s defenders, have already
committed their allegiance to another bidl-
der. Forseveral years, they ' ve doggedly ad-
vocated for the building to be sold to the Da-
hesh Muscum, which plans 1o reuse the
building as Mr. Hanford, and his architect, B2-
ward Durell Stone, originally iniended it. to
hold an art collection. The museum pos-
sesses a world-renowned collection of 19th-
century academic art.

" Less well knovn o the preservation

Jis that the museum maintains extensive tics

1o followers of the messianic Lebanese
mystic Salim Moussa Achi, also known as
Dr, Dahesh.

*“They're stilf the most viable people for
it," said Olive Freud of the Committee for
Eovironmentally Sound Development,
“They have a good collection. They're
world famous.”

Mrs. Freud is probably best remembered
as the woman who, for years, kept Mor-
timer Zuckeran from building en the site
of the New York Coliseum, and she is nota
force to be trifled with. Butinherefforts to
swing the award of the building to the Da-
hesh, shc has snet a formidable opponent
in Mayor Giuliani, wha wants the building
gone and new development onthe site.

That, however, has been more difficult
toachieve than would seem for such a well-
tocated offering in such a bull rcal estate
market. Several people involved in the bid-
ding process said demelishing architect
Stone’s triangular concrete building would
be difficult. And its “footprint™—the picce
of land it’s on—is hardly larger than a traf-
fic island, making development challeng-
ing. As for its location—in the midst of
Columbus Circle tralfic, any loading and
unloading would be pmblcm-

“This building is a ricky bmldxm, said
Avinash Malholra, an architect who cx-
plored, butdecided against, making abid on
behalf of Bettina Equitics.

And then there's the sentimentality fac-
tor. “I'm not particularly fond of this build-
ing, but I think there's enough sentimentout
there that we could not really atter this build-
ing from the exterior, and it doesn't lend itselt
to conversion to another use because there
are no windows,” Mr. Malhotra said.

Small wonder the city's Economic De-
vetopmient Corporation has had to throw out
afirst round of bids on the property—in-

“cluding the high bid of $10 million made by
the Daiesh in 1997——and ask developers o
go back to the drawing board.

Bids were due May 2. With the Tong-
stalled demolition of the Coliseunn begun
and a mega-complex being developed by
the Related Companics and AOL Time
Wamer going up in its place, city otlicials
figured to get more thin the measly $10mil-
lion bid by the Dahesh.

[fthey did. E.D.C. officials aren'tsaying.
Theyrefusedoidently bidders or commeit
on the pending sale. But The Observer has
leamed several of the names,

Richard Kalikow and Adam Hochfelder
of the Mux Capital Management Corp. , said
they submitted a plan totear down the build-
ing and replace it with an 11-story luxury
condominium building overfooking the cir-
cleand the park, 2ach of which would mar-
ket for $2.5 to $6 million.

Mr. Tanarkin, the Harvard-trained archi-
tect best known for his bartles with Woody
Allen over his plans to buiid a high-rise
apartment building in Camegie Hill, also
confinmed he submitted a bid, but declined so
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auald Trup, who two years ago of-
the ety about 85 million for 2
plamning to tear itdown
Ciehry-designed luxury ho-
fins previously said he was
interested in the site. But since
sdlive: for bidding May 2, the nor-
matly foquacious Me Trump declined to
say whather he bid or not.

And thew there's the Dabesh, which has

submitted an even sweeter bid this time
around,

vied muscum exceutive director J.

ve prety much staked out our turf
a3 the people who are going torenovate and
preserve the building,” Mr. Farmer said. ex-
preting the support of the preservatjonists.
And that support, which stazts with
Mrs. Freud, is iounting. An April 14 al-
Iy anid the building's lollipop columns at-
tracted local notables fike novelist Tom
Wolfe and architect Robert M. Stern. Ed-
s have called for the build-
rvation. Herbert Muschamp,
k Times architecture critic,
: cd it, somewhat faintly, as
Mr. Hartlord's “generous folly.”

RABLED MINDDLE FINGER
The buikiing: was the product of Mr. Hart-
ford's relwition, Angered by the Museumof
Medern Arts embrace of abstraction, Mr,
+ AP supermarket mogul.
yof Modem Artin 1964 10
Hectionof Impressionists, Pre-
s and Surrealists. What better
placeto show it than Stone's building which,
as architect Joel Sanders has writizn, was

LL‘deCﬂL my. mL ﬁ'zhm Moussa Achi,
also known as D Dahesh,

raised iniddle finger to the pre-
i ratonal Style.”

Butthe gallery wasa flop and, within five
years, Mr. Hartford set about selling off the
arteollection and gave away the building. It
ended ap i the city's hands, and became
home 1o its Cultural Affairs Department,
i ed the building in Aprit 1998,
Prithesh Museum, which s now
located ia converted nail salon at 601 Fifth
Avenue, On a recent midday visit, old
waonen stepped aronnd about a dozen chil-
deen, third griders from PS. 199 in Long Is-
tand City, sitting on the Nloor of the muse-
uny snanmv allery.

“This s nota building that would be any-
one’s first choice foramuseuny,” Mr Farmer
pointed nut.
there’s a cerain beleaguered afTimity
between the histories of 2 Columbus Cirele
andd the Dubiesty. Academic art has been out
of tavarsince, atthe end of the 19th century,
the Impressionists revolted \qmn,l the art
academie training reafism.
lon paintings,” Tintes wrt eritic Holland Cot-
ter wrote in a review of the Dahesh's pre-
wiere show, in 1995, “have the very special
fulness of expensive kitsch.”

‘The museum's current show, featuring
sien painters of Pards' Academie Julian,

Te are some signs that view is chang-

2000

ylumbus Cirele?

has been well received. Works by oft-derid-
ed painters like Alexandre Cabanel and
Adolphe-William  Bouguereau, whose
works are part of the muscum's collection, ane
selling for millions at auctions. Madonna is
rumored to be a fan of the art. And an article
inthe April Adastic Monthilyabout Uie mu-
seum, entitled “The Baddestof Bad Art,”
was actually quite positive.

But few know the roots of the muscum
and the devotees of its namesake, Dr. Da-

“hesh. Dr. Daheshis referred to iz its publicity

materials as "arenowned Lebinese writer,
philosopher and art collector” who originally
assembled the collection for dsplay in his
West Beirut villa, Buta 1996 sticle in the
magazine ArtNews drew contections be-

“Inaspecial pasonal arrangement,” 2 Da-
hesh Muscum newsletter says, “the whole
collection was envusted into the hands of
people whodecided to give itadew home in
New York, the art capital of the world.”

Those pLopIc thougn the new: skmr
never mentions their name
According to documents i
4,

< witl the state
ency that charters muscuis, five Za-
hids—DMervat, Amr, Anira, Hoda, and
Mahmoud—make up the museum’s hourd
of trustees. The family now resides in
Greenwich, Conn., and maintains a low
profile. The museum boasts an endowmuent
of $28 million in investments, most of it
frpm the Zahids,

Members of the family also finance Mr.
Brax's Daheshist Publishing Company Ltd.,
at 1775 Broadway, and 4 Dahesh Heritage
Bookstore on 58th Street which is stated to
clpse soon. Both are less than a biock away

“They're still the most viable people for it. They have a
good collection. They're world firnous!

Olive Freud, in suppert of the Daliesh Museum’s bid for 2 Columbus Circle.

tween a seeretive Saudi family, he Zahids,
who started and endowed the nuseum and
stitl serve as its boarid of direcbrs, and a
spiritual movement that believts Dr. Da-
hesh was an cmissary of God cipable of
performing miracles. Dr. Dahesy clearly
implied, ind some of his followersbelieve,
he was a second coning of Christ.

“They are acurious organizatios,” said
Alexander S.C. Rower. director of the
Calder Foundation, which tried, tnsuc-
cesstully, last year to buy 2 Columbus Cir-
cle as ahome forits collection of Alezan-
der Calder sculptures. The museumthas
since found other digs, but Mr. Rowersaid
he stll favors selling 2 Columbus Cirde
to a museum. As for the Dabesh, ‘Ut
doesn't affect Lhe presentation of the paink

_ings, bulthere are curious issues there.”

If so, former city officials and building
supporters are largely unaware of them.

“I’venever heard anything about it,” said
Ms. Freud. “Whatkind of religious group?”

“You can compard it to a new Platonism
with morespirituality,” said Dr. Ghazi Brax,
who heads acompany, owned by the Zahids,
devoted to publishing works by and ubout
Dr. Dahesh.

“There's no organization. ... Maybe in
the future it will be more organized, but
right now it’s spreading throughout the
world, There are thousands of adepts of
Dr. Dahesh.”

Daheshists, he explained, betieve altrehi-
gions reveal cosmic tuths, if imperfectly;
thatalf matier—plants, animals, rocks, human
beings—is made up of “sayals” {spiritual
fluids) and have consciousness; in reincar-
nation on carth and life on other plancts.

WALKED ON WATER

According to Daheshist teachings, Dr. Da-
hesh was bomn inJerusalem in 1909, His
family came to Beirut soon afterward, He
began writing 2s a young man and soon ac-
quired followers among Lebanon's politi-
cal elite. Perhaps because of his increasing
power— perhaps, some say, because of his
Rasputin-like relationships with some im-
portant wives—bhe was driven under-
ground. In 1942, at the age of 33 (Jesus,
Dr. Brax noted, was 33 when he was cri-
cified), he declared a new religion. Even-
tually, the political situatjion calmed, and
he settled into his Beirut villa, which, by
the time Dr. Brax met him, had become
somcthing of asalon for the devoutand the
curious.

Dabeshist literawre is full of stories of
the doctor's prophecies und miracies. He
walked on water, Exccuted by a firing
squad, he camie back from the deadl. One fol
lower writes of converting after Dr. Da-
hesh beseeched God Lo ripenan avocado:
“Instantly it became ripe, tuming from a
tight green fruitintoadecp grecn one speck-
led with dark brown spots.”

Yeteven Dr. Dahesh was not immune to
the ravages of the civil war that raged in
Beirut in the mid-1970's. In 1976, he
arranged for his art collection to be shipped
tothe United States.

from the 2 Columbus Circle site.

Yetstate records show that when the fam-
ily established the museum’s foundation
which, inthe late 80's. listed] an address on Lex-
ington Avenue that was the same as the pub-
lishing company's. )

MounirMurmd, a Daheshist wholivesin
Virginia and runs a Web site deveted tothe
dottor (www.imagingeone.cor/dab
fault.hum), said many followers believe that
when he entrusted his belongings and the
publishing rights to his books to the Zahids,
Dr. Dahesh also willed them leadership of
the spiritual movement. Mr. Murad feels
the family has betrayed that mission by
downplaying Dr. Dahesh, who followed his
artcoflection imoexile and died inasubur-
ban New York hospital in 1984,

*They're abittimid, abitweary of people
calling them cult members or semethin,
and | guess they don’t want any negati
connotations associated with the muscunyin
any way,” he said.

DBut Ms, id, who prefers to refer to
Dr. Dahesh as a “humanist,” said the o
seumn clearly promotes his teachings, in
he most benign way. “Through the mu-
stum'’s unique Arabian perspective of
Wastern art, the muscum hopes (o convey
a sense of brotherhond, religious tofer-
anee and divine justice which formed the

perspective of Dr. Dahesh.” say docu-
mens the muscum tiled as partof an ap-
plicaion for a state charter.
“T quess we wanted. as well, to give it
110 the city,” Ms. Zahid sai

Ilhnb that for aJotof people, i's very
hard to¢lieve that there's not some very
cynical reason, nefarious reason. who
knows what reason, when someone does
something,” said Dr. Flora Kaplan, a New
York University professor who has served
as a.paid onsultant ta the family as it's
built the muascum. T think partially they
have been, shall we say, a victim of that

Ms. Zahicsaid her family has fong had,
its cyc on 2 Columbus Circle as a home for
its museum. Long before the buiiding went]
on the mirket, fie museum approached the
city about buyiag it .

“Is ahmost Fee we iy have t
J!c[blddlnnlﬁr(u\\,‘ Ms. Zahid sand.
nomic Development Corporation
officials will not disclosz their time frame
tochoose a winnirg bidder fromthe 13 1e-
development propesals now before them,
other than to say they will move as quick-

 as possible. Meanwhile, the building 's par-
tisans are girding for yet another effort to
keep it from being tan down,

Amoeng the admiress is D Brix, the Da-
hesh pub!mlmr Glancing 1o his left out his
window during an it at his compa-
ny's office, he regarded his infamous
neighbor across 38th Street. Up close. its
porthole windows looked likered eyesset
in blank gray concrete.

“I think thatif itwere polished, wid deco-
rated with sowne statues, it would be great—
as apnuseron,” he said.

Special correspondent Paud Wachier re-
ported from Beirnt.
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