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GEM WITH A FLAW

By STEVE CUOZZO

ON!. Y one-way will the city ever be spared the blight of Columbus Cir cle'$ "Lollipop" eye sore. the crumbling
marble .monstrosity the city i$ trying to sell to the Museum of Arts & OI;l6igf1 as e new home for its sparkling,
ooIIection:

Either the city will show some spine against a few pesky preservationist zealots who want to tie the sale up in
court forever. or the museumwlll find the guts to buy the damn building and commence~nstruction even
while lawsuits drag on. '

Rough and riskY? Sure. BlIt the'unthinkable alternative ~ that the deal falls apart and the city is stuck with
,Edward Durrell Stone's useless architectural abomination forever -looks ominously possible.

The campaign against the museum might be the deeth rattle of New York's ingrained. anti-deveJQpment
culture. Times Square's reclamation and the triumph of Time Wamer Center at Columbus Circle itself did much
to dissipate knee-jerk hostility to progress. So did a more reasonable mood in the courts; the days are gone
when a few neighborhood belly-achers could get a storr.work order against any project they didn't like.

, But the people trying to scuttle the deal at 2 Columbus Circle are trying to turn back the dock. If they win, the
citizens will be stuck, possibly forever, with a hideous structure useful onfy to shelter derelicts under its
crumbling colonnade: ' ,

WHAT'S at issue, of course, is the museum's pl$n to reprace Stone~$ widely unloved, wtndow-less marble
facade with terra cotta and glass - not only to let light in. but to protect its art collection, (The load-bearing
marble makes it impossible to control interior humidity). '

Museum off\¢lals hope to start the job this fall. but it's hard to see how it cali happen. They're queasy about
closing on the purchase until the litigation is cleared up. The latest suits will drag on for months and new filings
are certain. The plaintiffs are waging a cowardly ~r-by-nui::;aooe suit, hoping the delays hamper the museum's,
fund-r~ing to the pointthat it simply gives up the fight. '

MeanWhile, the museum is getting steamroliered hi most of the media - esPeciallY'in The New York Times,
which has a coz,y relationship with Upper west Side radicals. '

After 10 years of dithering over 2 Columbus Circle, and two years since it first announced a deal with the
museum, the city finally slgneo a $17 million sale contract last month ..

But city and museum seem unaware they are in a knife tight. They are playing patty-cake against switchblades,
They seem surprised by each new court action, oblivious that the preservationists mean to go on suioguntil
kingdom come. '

,"

At this rate, the museum's collection will remain in the cramped confines of a Midtown office building. The
Lollipop - wlndow..Jess, Irreparably decayed and unsuitable for any use In its present form - will survive as a
permanent black eye on Columbus Circle.
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WIll the city I'Iave the stomach for-such a hardball tactic? It better: If Bloo~berg can't push through the sale of
one small buildil"lg. his vastly more ambitious schemes for stadiums and the far West Side have to be taken as

a~~ ..

open, the nonprofit museum, with a fiduc;iary obligatIon to donors, hesitateS to move ahead.

It does entail some risk.. Yet lawsuits need not bar the museum from starting the job. Related Coso CEO

Stepheo M. RosS. who developed 11m. Warner Center (and wants the eyesore DO his doorstep replaced),
sayS: "TheY should buY the building, file plans 'with the Buildings Department and start work."

1l'1 fact, the museum has filed some preliminary plans - a gOod sign, bii only a first step.

tf the museum hOlds back. il's up to the city. Mayor Bloomberg, who made the decision to sell \he LolliPOP to
thE! Muset.lm of Arts & Design, seems to forget he has a 450-attornay Corporation Counsel at his disposal.

The city's lawyers have played good defense against the lawsuits. but are gun-shy about fighting back in kind.
The least they oan do \$ to seek sanctions (court costs 'and attorneys' fees) against Landmark West. Or
counter-sue for tortious interference .. '

One ridiculous suit sought to void the Manhattan Borough Board's 9-1 vote OKing the sale because the board
held a publiC hearing on it in August, "when New Yorkers traditionally take summel'vacations,"

A judge tossed the claim - a no-brainer for sure. But, incredibly, Landmark West is appealing: anything to
delay the sale.

, '

Sadly. the museum has more enemies in the fight than friends. Preservationist groups en masse oppose the
de31. Nor does It enjoy much support from West Siders - who taM to oppose to any change in their backyard,
even when It's good for them. (Before the fact, anyway: The same locals who now cram Time Warner Center's
Whole Foods Market resisted ColumbUs Circle developmen, for 20 years ..) .

Most of the media sharnefully takes the obstructionist side. A May 27 Times article might as well have been
churned out by landmark West. Reporting with brcathless QXciternent on the latest suit, its sympathies ware
entirely witn the Mdecade-long effort to seek a [landmarks] commiElSion hearing on 2 Columbus Circle. II •
Nowhere did the story mention that Landmark West·s earlier actions were thrown oUt of court.

MAYOR Bloomberg has basn eerily silent on the subject of 2 Columbus Circle. He has other things on his
mind, including re-election •..
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But ifs time he put some soap-box moxie behind the sale. He can be proud the Parks Oepartment has so
magniflC80tly transfon'nea the center of the circle, now In bloom and SOOI1 to turn on grand new fountains.

But he $hould stand before the Lollipop and, shout. like Ronald Reagan in B(:)r1in: Tear down this wall.
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