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FEW WORKS OF ARCHITECTURE HAVE BEEN MORE REVILED
than 2 Columbus Circle, erected in New York City in 1964. Edward Durell Stone

(whose credits include the Kennedy Center in Washington, D.C.) designed the
10-story building for the heir to the A&P supermarket fortune,

Huntington Hartford, who wanted a space in which to display his extensive art

collection. Thus was born the Huntington Hartford Gallery of Modern Art.
Stone’s creation was unabashedly ornate, the famous ground-floor arcade
among its most striking features. Although these flourishes amused or puzzled
some people, many critics of the building were merciless, including Ada
Louise Huxtable, who famously likened the arches to a series of

gigantic lollipops. After Hartford’s museum left 2 Columbus Circle in 1969,

several tenants came and went. Today the building is vacant and owned
by the city. ‘
 New York has now agreed to sell 2 Columbus Circle for $17 million to the
Museum of Arts & Design. Before the museum moves in, there will be a reno-
vation, overseen by architect Brad Cloepfil, that will essentally destroy Stone’s
famous facade. Though the National Trust placed 2 Columbus Circle on its 11
Most Endangered Historic Places list this year, the New York City Landmarks

Preservation Comumission has argued that the building does not “possess a

special character or special historical or aesthetic interest or value as part of the
development, heritage, or cultural characteristics of the city; state, or nation.”

Does 2 Columbus Circle indeed lack these qualities? We put that
question to essayist Phillip Lopate, architects Robert A.M. Stern and
Theodore H.M. Prudon, and architectural historian and critic
Witold Rybczynski.
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by Phillip Lopate

THERE IS MUCH TO BE SAID FOR THE ARGUMENT THAT AMERICA'S
most-endangered buildings are works of postwar modernism,
especially those from the 1960s, structures that do not have the
pioneering, canonic heroism of early modernism and tend to be
underrated. Besides, all buildings, even bad ones, if allowed to
remain standing for generations, can become cherished mem-
bers of the neighborhood, like dotty uncles at a family gather-
ing. Threats to extirpate them from the cityscape for something
glitzier and hipper may strike some of us as tantamount to send-
ing the elders into the woods to die—as brutal violations of our
memory of place and, hence, our identity.

Two Columbus Circle is by no means a total aberration: It
has the courage of its blandly chichi, cocktail-party convic-
tions, even a sort of predictive postmodernist charm. For bet-
ter or worse, we have come a long way from the early 1960s,
when 2 Columbus Circle, adorned with halthearted lollipops and
porthole windows, seemed an affront to purist eyes. Still, I see
no reason to protect this clunker.

Alittle personal history may be in order here. The same year
the Huntington Hartford Gallery of Modern Art opened,
1964, 1 graduated from college. [ was passionate about modern
architecture—my older brother Leonard and I used to make
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pilgrimages from our home in Brooklyn just to eavesdrop on
the conversation between Skidmore, Owings & Merrill's Lever
House and Mies van der Rohe’s Seagram Building, catty-
corner from each other on Park Avenue. We were equally
enthralled when Eero Saarinen’s CBS Building, known as Black
Rock, and Frank Lloyd Wright’s Guggenheim Museum opened
in that same era. No one I knew, however, was enthusiastic
about Edward Durell Stone’s white elephant on Columbus
Circle. Call us snobs, but Stone seemed to us an uninspired hack
best left to design insipidly decorous foreign embassies or
Washington, D.C., mausoleums masquerading as perform-
ing arts complexes, not something for the vital heart of New
York City. The building felt, from the start, out of step with the
streetwise aesthetic.

It was difficult, I see now; for us to separate our lack of enthu-
siasm for the building’s architecture from our antipathy toward
its initial program: the housing of a mediocre art collection
belonging to a millionaire A&P heir, along with regularly
changing exhibits, all of which were intended to promote the
alleged superiority of representational over nonobjective
painting. Since my older brother was an abstract painter, he took
personal offense. 1, his devoted acolyte, nevertheless had enough







