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The current mural of the Crenshaw Wall.
(Aaricka Washington / LAist)

One year ago, Congress defunded public media. Now that were 100% community funded, please
become a sustaining member or increase your existing membership today:

Before the Crenshaw Wall became a canvas for artists to paint depictions of Black life

in the mid-1970s, Mark Steven Greenfield remembers it as a place that gang
members would tag regularly.

He recalls Alonzo Davis, the co-founder of the Brockman Gallery and a teacher at
Crenshaw High School, getting a bunch of young artists together, including
Greenfield, to start painting.
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“Alonzo took a look at that and said, ‘Well, you know, let’s go see if we can spruce up
that wall on Crenshaw because if we don’t do something, the graffiti is just going to

get out of hand’”

How it started

In the early days, Greenfield describes it as a guerrilla movement in the Crenshaw
District: Several artists took turns painting images of Black culture on the wall, like
The Brothers Johnson, lowriders and hip-hop. At first, the LAPD hit them with
citations but, Greenfield says, L.A. City Councilmember Robert Farrell had the

charges dropped and gave them stipends to work on the wall.

Keep up with LAist.

If you're enjoying this article, you'll love our daily newsletter, The LA Report.
Each weekday, catch up on the 5 most pressing stories to start your morning
in 3 minutes or less.
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Then the community got involved.
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“Sometimes people would bring us lunch,” Greenfield says. “We really felt that the

community was validating what we had done.”

Greenfield, who says he was interested in Afro-futurism back then, decided his first

painting would be of a Black man with big eyes full of knowledge and insight.

“I had this idealistic view of what Black people in the future could and should be,”

Greenfield says.
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Over the next three decades, dozens of artists would paint images on the wall with a
focus on Black history and culture. Over time, the roughly 780-foot-long structure
became a symbol of pride and self-determination in the historically Black

neighborhood of Crenshaw.

Now; years later, the Crenshaw Wall is getting a makeover. The L.A. Department of
Cultural Affairs last week gave its approval for the plans to fix up the wall and create

a new painting.

It’s all part of a long-discussed multimillion dollar redevelopment project led by the
city of L.A. and the private nonprofit Destination Crenshaw to create what’s been

described as an open-air museum that will include parklets and art installations

throughout.

The organizers of Destination Crenshaw say that with this project they hope to

revitalize a neighborhood that many argue has long lacked investment.
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“The history of disinvestment and displacement is a source of trauma for our
community in Crenshaw;" says Jason Foster, president and COO of Destination
Crenshaw. "What we're working to do is to cement the culture and the identity of our

community.”

A call to restore the Crenshaw Wall

Eric “Cre8” Walker, an artist with the graffiti collective Rocking The Nation (RTN),

grew up in South Central in the ‘80s and dreamed of painting on the Crenshaw Wall
as a teenager. He recalls seeing all kinds of artwork — from intense murals that
reflected the horrors of the crack epidemic to vibrant art that wished passersby happy
holidays. Ice-T’s Rhyme Pays album was featured on the wall with dollar bills
floating around and a character with a gold chain. Some artists paid tributes to
friends who had died. For Walker, the wall was also a gathering place for the

community to hang out.

https://laist.com/news/how-la-plans-to-revitalize-the-crenshaw-district-and-restore-its-famous-wall 6/23


https://www.instagram.com/cre8artisticservices/?hl=en
https://ultrawav0.wixsite.com/crenshawwall/the-artists-rtn
https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=624311710936162&set=pb.574624885904845.-2207520000.1396293800
https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=624311710936162&set=pb.574624885904845.-2207520000.1396293800
https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=624311580936175&set=pb.574624885904845.-2207520000.1396293800

8/11/26, 11:18 PM How LA Plans To Revitalize The Crenshaw District — And Restore Its Famous Wall | LAist
In the early 2000s, Walker finally got his big chance to paint when he and other
artists gathered funds for a mural project: One large Black history timeline called
“Our Mighty Contribution.” It was a fresh attempt to spruce up the appearance of
the wall that still exists today.

“We came at it in the sense of a cultural historical presentation,” Walker says. “We
talked about the beginning of time and what we perceived to be the future of the end

of time. We knew about our culture and our roots in history.”

When you drive by the wall now, starting from 49th Street and Crenshaw, you'll first
see an image of a Black woman blowing wind, or "life," into the universe in the
beginning of time. Throughout the next few blocks, you'll see depictions of Africa,

enslavement and activists like Frederick Douglass.
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Foryears, RTN artists called for restoration as the Crenshaw Wall started to fade and peel.
(Aaricka Washington / LAist)
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“We can’t show the whole movie, so it was more like an edited version of our history

as Black civilization,” Walker says.

Rocking the Nation finished the mural, but the collective struggled to gather funds to
maintain the integrity of the wall and keep it from deteriorating. The weather has
been harsh and so have the vandals. In 2018, swastikas were spray-painted on the

faces of the Black Panthers by unknown suspects.

“Our mission was to beautify,” Walker says. “But throughout the many years, we had
people that didn't care about preserving anything. There were many days and weeks
that we had to go back once again and touch it up with our own materials that we

were working with.”

As the wall started to really show its age, fading and peeling, RTN artists started

calling for a bigger restoration almost 10 years ago. Now after several delays, it's
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finally starting to happen — and Walker and the RTN crew will once again have a
hand in beautifying it.

The makeover begins

First, work needs to be done to reinforce the wall. Once that construction is finished,
it'll be up to RTN to paint a new mural. Now that The L.A. Cultural Affairs
Commission has given its blessing to the new artwork, the group is excited to get
started, Walker says.

“I think it's only fair and it's only right to be able to have us as artists from the first go
round who really didn't get the proper support, to be able to manifest what we really
wanted to do,” Walker says, “When people see the wall, they're gonna be even more

blown away than the first time.”
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The new mural, named “The Saga Continues," will include images of The Great

Migration, Black Hollywood figures and the Rodney King Uprising of 1992.

The digital rendering of a new mural "The Saga Continues" on the
Crenshaw Wall
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All of this reconstruction is expected to last for six months as Destination Crenshaw

installs a viewing deck and a pocket park. The stairs that go to the top of the wall are
being redirected and strengthened. The organizers also say the new mural will be

treated with a special coating to better protect it against stormy, windy weather.

Walker hopes that people would want to tape music videos, commercials and

documentaries around the wall.

Joy Simmons, a senior art and exhibition advisor for Destination Crenshaw, says the

project’s mission is to “revitalize” the wall and to keep it fresh.

“We want to keep people engaged with what's happening in the community and
what's happening in the world,” Simmons says. “I think it has always been the plan

that this mural would evolve.”

A Black cultural space for many generations
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Ask most people in and around L.A. about Crenshaw and the first thing that
probably comes to mind is that it’s the late rapper Nipsey Hussle's neighborhood.
He’s remembered by many for his love of the area and how invested he was in having

residents not only survive, but thrive.

But outside of Hussle’s relatively recent legacy, the Crenshaw District has been

recognized as a culturally significant Black neighborhood for decades.

Starting in the 1960s, the now-closed historic nightclub MavericK's Flat, also known
as the “Apollo of the West," hosted acts like The Temptations and Marvin Gaye. The
L.A. Sentinel, the largest Black newspaper west of the Mississippi, has its
headquarters on Crenshaw Boulevard. And for nearly 40 years, the Kingdom Day
Parade, which celebrates Dr. Martin Luther King’s life, has been celebrated in the
neighborhood.

But there’s been a lot of change.

The Baldwin Hills Crenshaw Plaza, one of the largest shopping centers in the region
and major economic hub for the Black community, was sold to a developer. Metro’s
new K-Line, which will connect Inglewood to LAX, is now running and has created
some concerns from community members about who will be coming in and out of

the area. And now the Destination Crenshaw project is finally underway.

All this change has brought the inevitable worries over gentrification and community

members getting priced out of the neighborhood. Property values in many
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historically Black neighborhoods in South L.A. have doubled in the last 10 years,

which has led to shifting demographics.

L.A. has lost a significant amount of Black Angelenos, as they move to suburban
areas outside of the city — a pattern that mirrors what’s happening in cities around
the country.

Why gentrification is a worry

There’s been some distrust in the community. Construction on the wall was
supposed to begin in August, but now it is scheduled to begin sometime in
September, after Destination Crenshaw receives a final permit from Metro. It was
also delayed, in part, because of conflicts between officials and the Bethesda Temple
Church Apostolic Faith Inc., which is located directly behind the wall.

The issue, according to Shirley Green, an administrator at the church, was over the
impact the reconstruction of the wall would have on the church parking lot. It's going
to eat up 22 parking spots, leaving older people and children to walk longer distances
to the church. But now a new plan has been proposed that'll hopefully satisfy
everyone's needs: Members will be able to park at Crenshaw High School on
Sundays. Once permits for all this are complete, the restoration of the wall will
officially begin.

Still, not all concerns have been addressed, says Bethesda’s pastor Kyron S. Shorter.
Shorter says he has been talking to Foster, the Destination Crenshaw CEQ, about the
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project since 2020, but he was concerned about the lack of transparency. All he sees is

that this is a huge sacrifice for his church.

“What it will do is it'll probably raise the property value for us to sell and move out of

the community,” Shorter says.

In response to concerns, Foster and the other Destination Crenshaw officials say
their goal is to cement and preserve Black culture with this project, promising a one-
of-a-kind permanent arts and cultural landmark. Through this project, organizers
also say they hope to boost Crenshaw’s economy by giving locals jobs and supporting

neighboring small businesses.

City Councilmember Marqueece Harris-Dawson, the city official leading the project
in his district, sees Destination Crenshaw as an opportunity for the area. He says for
as long as Black people have lived in L.A., their communities have not had the same
level of investment as other areas. This disinvestment, he says, affects not only the
quality of health care and education for Black residents, but also how much money

people can borrow to fix up their home or start a business.

“You see the long-term impacts everyday,” says Harris-Dawson. And as someone who
grew up in South Central, he sees the redevelopment of Crenshaw as an effort to
improve how investors see the area. “It’s the location where we express ourselves,

where we make our contributions to the world,” he adds.

Back in 2016, when Harris-Dawson first started having meetings with other Black

leaders in L.A., including Nipsey Hussle, to come up with a plan to revitalize the area,
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they looked to New York’s Harlem neighborhood as an example of what they

imagined.

“When you get off the train in Harlem, you know you’re in Harlem,” Harris-Dawson
says. “You still see Black folks there, you still see varying people of varying incomes.
Part of the reason that scholars think Harlem held, is its cultural assets that were

impossible to move.”

Greenfield, one of the Crenshaw Wall’s original muralists, says while the project’s
success remains unseen and uncertain, he says he sees what Harris-Dawson and

Destination Crenshaw are trying to do.

“I think to the city council person’s credit, what he is attempting to do is actually put
this cultural footprint down before the gentrification goes into full swing,” Greenfield
says. “Because if what I've seen has been any indication in another 30 or 40 years,

you'll never know Black people live there.”

UPDATED OCTOBER 4, 2023 AT 2:02 PM PDT

Clarification: In a previous version of the story, we were told by Destination Crenshaw officials that the mural was titled "The
Struggle Continues.” The correct name of the mural is called "The Saga Continues.”

One year ago, Congress voted to defund public media, eliminating a critical $1.7 million from our
budget every year going forward. But they couldn't silence us, and we're not going anywhere.
LAist is now 100% community funded and that means we're taking our future into our own hands
and turning to you to keep local reporting strong.

https://laist.com/news/how-la-plans-to-revitalize-the-crenshaw-district-and-restore-its-famous-wall 16/23



8/11/26,11:18 PM How LA Plans To Revitalize The Crenshaw District — And Restore Its Famous Wall | LAist
You come to LAist because you want independent reporting and trustworthy local information.
Our nonprofit newsroom doesn’t answer to shareholders looking to turn a profit. Instead, we
answer to you and our communities. We are free to follow facts wherever they lead and to hold
power to account without fear or favor. Our only loyalty is to our readers and listeners and our
mission: to inform, engage, and strengthen Southern California’s communities.

If this story helped you, please become a monthly member today to help sustain this mission.
It just takes 1 minute to donate below.

Megan Garvey
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EXPLORE LA

Architectural Digest named Carmel-by-the-Sea CA's prettiest
town. Not everyone agrees

The Brief

Boyle Heights schools

High lead levels found at two schools near fire
3 hours ago

Immigration law fraud
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What to do if Alexandra Lozano represented you
4 hours ago

Back to school

LAUSD recovenes with better testing, worse budget
4 hours ago

Diner en Blanc LA returns

Al fresco dinner and dancing at secret L.A. spots
5 hours ago

Long Beach library

Fence around library draws renewed criticism
6 hours ago

Keep up with our local independent news

The L.A. Report newsletter is your daily morning update on the biggest stories in the Los Angeles region.
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