WINDOW OM THE WEST

Once sleepy, now hot, L.As Chinatown strives for a
balance between newfound prosperity and artistic
soul. ALEXANDRIA ABRAMIAN-MOTT repm'ta on a
neighborhood in flux
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Los Angeles’ Ehmatﬂwn seems to provide the ultimate
hat.Ldrnp for this gentnﬁcatmn story line. A 24-block enclave
o downtown LA, and Dodger Stadium, it was once a
playground f Jie stars and locals. A fleeting punk scene
hl.lrﬁl. nf energy in the *70s, but by the '80s the com-
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Cut 1o seven years later.
and Chimsatosm has morphed
from an area nered wath
FOR LEASE Signs Into some-
thing approaching offscal Chimatown's real estate remains Bmily-ovwmed and i
hot-spat status, More than carchully conferred to new business owners. The
20 gallenies cocxast with a arca’s old guard agrees. Gim Fong, owner of Fong's
handful of mightcluls, bou- anticpees shop for more than hall a century, says,
ques, hookstones, and cafes
The Metro Gald Lime's Chi-
natown Staton opencd two
vears age; bulldozers are
poised to Taee Latle Joc's

Iealian resmauramt (one of the

“This is the first time property has been leased 1o
ontsichers, sot’s mmportant thar people kvow you.”
For Richard Lin, an architect who grew up mnear
Chimatomm, the balancing act is part of the neigh-
borhood's essence. In 2002 he purchased a bong-
absmdoned restanrant i Central Plaza and

Arca s more important, if reapencd it as Realn, a deverly updated gift shop
improbable, tooms) o make way for a mixed-usc Clockwise where colorful glassware, elegant coffec-table baooks,
development; and filmmaker Chrentim Tarantinag will Fc'_:'l': :“P loft:  and eclectic home accessorics replace the usual Chi-
reopen the classic King Hing Theater by year-end. hnd:»::-‘ natowty trinkets. “In the "0, stores here were open
Buir while some fear it may mom o another O0d Wost Gate; after dinzer, and the area had Lfe. T wamt o do any-
Towwn Pasadena, dominared by high-end choumn Heark: thing to brimg it back,” he savs. His colbection of
stores, others are convinced Chinatown can craft s E:i:ﬂ;:-i vinage posteards offening a coborful history of Chi-
own comeback ale=—one m which piomcening artists  lof) ond wtefl  natowm are blucprings to guids him in ls restoration
won L necessarily pave the way for another Prada :::;Tf:m cfforts. “1 wamt the arca to have unificed lighong,
bouwnque, “The nowmal cyvcle s that artsts come tin Bor: Gim  DEnches, and planters, as well as later business
rents go wp, artists leave, That's not going 1o happen  Fong show. hours, But | wang to avosd gemmificanon,” he adids,
here,” says Mark McManus, a Pasadena-based archi :::-L:.I:-‘F echoing almost every business owner, new and old,
tect and pant owner of the Mountain Bar, epicenter e “lt’s all abwout the balance.”
o ithe area’s creative scene, “The COMEUREY here ']E:-:I'.;nj.'. soenesters and I|||1g|1|1u:~ residenis pass oaes
B sk 3 TEPUEATTN CCONCRTTY, TOL & MONCY COOni- another in Cemirnl Plaza, the pagoda-overlosded
my,” he adds, refermng o the fict that most of square where brghitly pamited two-siory buildings
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with carved brackets and
Mamboyam dlework form an
armvascment-park version of
Chinese archivecrure, Dvab,
rec-linen restaurants with no
air-coarditioning mingle with
cood, concrete-floored gal-
keries like Flux. A walk along
Chung King Road, where
most of the galleries are clus-
tered, creaies a split screen of
now amed then: Graduace:
studenit Lypes sed up an
mstallations in one starefmon:
whale retired resudents play
mith-jongg uncer Auorescent
lights in the next. “It’s relaxed, not high-speed,

amvd we all know cach other. 1 like it the way it is
now,” says artist and Black Drragon Society gallery
corommer Roger Herman of Chinatown's half-
rejuvenated state, v which the curio shops and the
cutting-cdge boutkqees unite under a canopy of sun-
facled paper lanterns,

Om gallery nights, which happen abour every six
weeks, Clhanatown's streets and plazas Qood swith an
art brigade imported from all parts of LA, But even
when the gallenics are filled 1w capaciny—sometimes
with as latile as three or four objects on display—
there's always the din of TV and cooking noises
from second-floor apartments, which remain home
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to soene of the commundry’s 15,000 mostly Clanese
andd Soanheast Asian residents.

Crallerygoers incvitably end up at the Mountain
Bar, cawe of the area's more dramatic crossmiacds.
Chwnved by Seeven Hanson of Chana At Olgects Gal-
leries, antist Jorge Pardo, and Mark McManus, the
bar was omce one of Chinatown's oldest eatenies;
o it 18 iis hotest nighispot. The fct than Brad P
shworwed up for it opening was enough @ carm some
dirc “there goes the neyghborhood” predicisons, but
Mehaus msus they're fGr from focused on the
Hallywossd scene. “We're a bridge between the ant
andd Chinese commumnities,” he says,

Mot that every encounter begween old and new
goees smoothly. In front of the Seven Str Cavern
wizhing well, another of Chainmown's unlikely land
marks of high kitgch, Richard Liv is not exactly
pleased. The problem isn't the stalactioe stamary, It's
the shany new carmival-sivle car rdes for kids
parked in front that bag him, “There's no architec
tural sensitivity,” he complaims. “Bringing China-
o back will 1ake more than a ew more
businesses, It's goang to ke sirong-willed people.”
A i o support the elfort of mamtaming an appro-
praate couilibrium, the wishing well's closest coin
targel reacls: “Good heck.” @
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