
Gentrification, Gente-fication:  

The Role of the Arts and the Changing Face of an L.A. Neighborhood 
 

“All I’m saying is while a lot of the art and stuff I see happening around here is new and 

interesting and is kind of directed toward the people who live here, I’ve also seen some 

real lily-white shit spring up, in art exhibitions, in new bars and eating places…It’s like a lot 

of bored people from good backgrounds getting into the bad of the neighborhood.” 

 - Richard, interview with New York City resident in regards to an art studio opening in his 

neighborhood 

(Kester, 2004) 

 

The story of artists moving into a neighborhood attracted by the cheap 

rent is not new. They beautify the area, lowering crime through an overall 

improvement of the community. This results in higher rent and major 

development investment. The next step where incoming, often affluent, white 

residents displace the people of color who originally inhabit the neighborhood is 

also not new. The history of Los Angeles reveals waves of populations moving in 

and out of neighborhoods – sometimes by choice, sometimes by force. (Avila, 

2004) A 2006 L.A. Weekly article describes Los Angeles as a city where 

gentrification runs rampant, yet subtly, and over time. The process is not isolated, 

involving policy-makers, public planners, developers, business owners, and 

residents. 

  

“Welcome to Gentrification City, where an overheated real estate 

market is dramatically reshaping neighborhood after 

neighborhood, where no one — from Salvadoran immigrants living 

in tenements to homeowners in affluent coastal neighborhoods — is 

being spared by the dramatic changes wrought by a condo-

fueled, property-mad economy.” (Zahniser, 2006)  

 

Zahniser’s article dispels the notion that gentrification only affects low-

income people of color, but rather, is part of a larger systemic progression that is 

fueled by wealth – both residential and business investment. Six years later, the 

article remains relevant. More recent articles in the L.A. Weekly, L.A. Times and 

the New York Times have highlighted the “revitalization” of Highland Park in 

Northeast Los Angeles. These are largely based on the York Boulevard area 

where posh bars and eateries are now serving a new type of resident. In 2009, 

the NY Times stated that “…few would ever confuse Highland Park for a cultural 

district. Until now. What was once a sleepy strip of garish 99-cent stores and auto 

parts shops is turning into a thriving neighborhood of cool restaurants and 

boutiques that draw young trendsetters in skinny jeans, flannel shirts and 

Converse high tops.” (Brisick, 2009) Brisick’s article posits that there is a right and 

wrong way for a community to live – Highland Park was once characterized by 

symbols of a working-class Latino neighborhood, but is progressing into a cultural 

hub fit for a more educated and upwardly mobile population.  



Northeast L.A. includes the communities of Cypress Park, Glassell Park, 

Highland Park, Mount Washington, Garvanza, San Pascual, Montecito Heights, 

Monterey Hills, and Eagle Rock. The Northeast L.A. of the 1990’s was vastly 

different from today with regular shootings between rival gangs, the Avenues 

and Cypress Park, helicopters overhead, and graffiti and crime were common 

place. The positive changes ushered into Highland Park and Northeast L.A. in 

general can be, in part, attributed to arts organizations, galleries, and 

community leaders who have worked to beautify the area and keep graffiti and 

gang violence at a minimum by creating a community that is visibly connected. 

The Tuesday night Farmer’s Market on Ave 58 and the Second Saturday NELA 

Art Walk are two forms of this visible community.  

Also more visible is the changing face of the community. The 

improvements, art events, and general small town feel of the area have kept 

graduating Occidental College students in the region, as well as attracted 

residents priced out of Silverlake and Echo Park. Although the area continues to 

be majority Latino, the new businesses popping up are trying to capitalize by 

targeting the more affluent white community. In light of these changes, how do 

arts organizations that preceded the gentrification continue to serve the whole 

community without supporting the displacement of people of color?  

Ave 50 Studio opened its doors in 2000 to give Chicano artists a space to 

show their work where they would not be labeled as “folk” art. Executive 

Director, Kathy Gallegos, underscored the need to be able to show all types of 

artwork, always keeping in mind the community surrounding the gallery. They 

host art classes for youth and adults as well as make it a point to invite their 

immediate neighbors (there is a Section VIII housing complex across the street) 

to show openings. They have worked hand-in-hand with community leaders to 

improve the physical face of the neighborhood and were part of the original 

committee that established the Second Saturday Art Walks. Gallegos stated 

bluntly, “It’s racism,” when asked about the focus put on York Boulevard in 

recent print media. “York Boulevard pops up and Ave 50 is completely 

forgotten.” (Gallegos, March 25, 2012) 

Gallegos had not heard the term “gente-fication” before our 

conversation, but she felt it is a positive term. The term “gente-fication” was first 

used to describe the improvements being made in Boyle Heights by Latinos 

(either originally residents or not) in a process of revitalization for the community, 

by the community. In Highland Park, some establishments that can be 

categorized as such are Mi Vida Boutique and Gallery and the no longer 

existing La Vida Loca Gallery, both on York Boulevard. Danell Hughes, co-owner 

of Mi Vida Boutique, states that she and her cousin, Noelle Reyes, moved their 

store into Highland Park because York Boulevard sees more foot traffic than their 

previous location.  

The owners do not consider themselves gentrifiers or “gente-fiers”, but Mi 

Vida Boutique is a prime example of “gente-fication.” It is a Latina owned and 

run business that sells hand-made jewelry, vintage clothing, apparel by the 



independent Social Machine Productions, and also houses Imix book store – a 

business which previously had its own space in Eagle Rock. Their store 

anniversary party included free food and a performance by local Eastside band 

“Las Cafeteras” just outside their store, creating a space for the community to 

see and experience their intentions. Hughes states, “We want to thrive with the 

community.” Danell’s intention to connect to the physical neighborhood Mi 

Vida Boutique inhabits is essential to “gente-fication” – the act of considering 

and acknowledging the culture and people of the area.  

In regards to understanding what role an arts-related business or 

organization plays in the process of gentrification, Gallegos asks, “The question is 

do they want to help the community and give back, or only take?” The reality of 

Highland Park and Northeast L.A. is that gentrification is irreversible, the process 

is well underway, and there is a definite tension between the Latino community 

that cannot readily afford relocation and the new hipster, often white (but not 

always) population that has the time and money to spend at local businesses 

and on rents that are relatively lower than their previous residences. The tension 

is further promoted by articles like the recent L.A. Times blog post that lists and 

maps the trendy new shops and restaurants that make York Boulevard a 

destination. The writer makes a jab at those residents who are not content with 

the change with a consoling statement:  “If the gentrification gets you down, 

you can still get a sad face inked on your arm at the Vintage Tattoo Art Parlor. 

Or you can submit to change (Nakano, 2012). The bloggers lack of sensitivity to 

the socioeconomic threat posed to the working class community of Highland 

Park is an attitude that makes the current change hostile. The situation is not a 

new one. The Mexican community dealt with dislocation constantly in the early 

half of the 20th century. They were consistently “reminded of the ever disposable 

status of their communal living places within the organization of dominant urban 

space” (Villa, 2000). The Arts play a pivotal role in gentrification and “gente-

fication.” The two processes are occurring side by side in Northeast Los Angeles 

and the balance is held in how and whom the particular business or 

organization chooses to serve.  

 

 

Berta Avila is graduating with an M.A. in Arts Management from Claremont 

Graduate University. She has her B.A. in English and World Literature and Spanish 

Literature from Pitzer College. She was a Fulbright Fellow to Korea in 2008-2009. 

Currently, Berta is the Community Relations Manager at Levitt Pavilion 

MacArthur Park where she focuses on access to the arts for the community.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Works Cited 

 

Print: 

 

Avila, Eric. Popular Culture in the Age of White Flight. Los Angeles: University of 

California Press, 2004. 

 

Kester, Grant. Conversation Pieces: Community + Communication in Modern 

Art. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004.  

 

Villa, Raul. Barrio-Logos. Austin: University of Texas Press, 2000.  

 

Web: 

 

Brisick, Jamie. “Highland Park: A New Culture District in Los Angeles.” New York 

Times. 9 July, 2009.     Web. March 20. 2012. 

 

Fonseca, David. “Highland Park, Despite Changes, is Not the New Echo Park: 

Why Highland Park isn't now and never will be Echo Park. And, why that's a 

good thing.” Highland Park- Mount Washington Patch. 6 February, 2012. Web. 20 

March. 2012 

 

Nakano, Craig. “York Boulevard, Highland Park: A Hub of Hip, Really.” L.A. Times. 

9 March. 2012. Web. 20 March. 2012 

  

Zahniser, David. “Welcome to Gentrification City: Teardowns. Evictions. 

Investment. Rebirth.” L.A. Weekly. 23 August. 2006. Web. 27 March. 2012.  

 

Interviews: 

 

Gallegos, Kathy. Personal interview. 25 March. 2012.  

 

Hughes, Danell. Personal interview. 25 March 2012.  


