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way for a second teom to loin his main company of 12 dancers. 
TOIllmy's "family" arrives al a parly in a fleet of clown cars. including 
Ihoirmentor'sgrecn Mustanghatchback-a ride thut"sgot a massive 
speaker in the trunk that pulls his bumper low to the ground and 
pumps a thumping soundtrack of hlp-hop hits. The hood of a down· 
painted Suburban is riddled with softball·size dents left by back· 
flipping dancers. 

Born in Detroit. Tommy. 35. moved with his mother to East L.A. 
when he was a teonager. Before long. he got caught up in peddling 
drugs. Then he was arrested. And after violallng the tenns of his pro­
bation. Tommy wassentencOO to California Youth Authority prison for 
five years. - I realil'.ed. ·Man.1 don't want to dothis with my life:" he 
says. Released in 1991. he got an office job with Transamerica, a 
modical·insurance finn. 

Tommy also got involved with his local church. where he met two 
girls who entertained 8S downs a t congregation picnics. "[ saw them 
and thoughliVolI'.1 should beo clownr Tommy recalls. "I act crazy like 
a clown anyway: He picked up some tricks from a local magician, and 
a coworker asked him to work a party for her children. 
"I went to church lImt Sunday ond Iho girls [Jointed me up," Tommy 
says, "I was all pumped, and stayed [at the l>artyl for three hmLrs," To 
build his clown business, Tommy changed into his costume in the 
insurance office's bathroom after work and drove hOllie, music blasting 
out of his Mustang, stopping a l street corners to dance for kids, 
"[ became known as Tommy the tl ip-I-lop Clown," he says. "I'd go to 
pllrties, parks, parades, passi ng out business cords, I wus getting so 
many calls that I quit my doy job." 

I-Ie wasa one-man showlll1lil1998, when he pulled a litUegiri out of 
the crowd ata parade, "[Everybody] went crazy: he says. -I started tak­
iug her with me and called her 'Littlo Tommy.'- Other kids begged to 
join Ihem-so Illilny that Tommy WIIS fon::ed to turn some away. Ot her 
groups like Tro Clowns and Cartoonz Family fonned, and what began 
as a feel-good form of breakin' evolved into a competitive style that 
reflected the music of the limes-more manic. more sexual. Clowns 
started doing the "Stripper Dance: an exaggerated shoulder-shuffling. 
booty-shaking routine that included pelvic grinds on the floor and ails­
rolli ng belly dunces. 

For years, the L.A. gang the Crips had been known for a swaggering. 
territorial dance called the 'Crip or "Cwulk," in which memo 
bers used footwork to threateningly spell out a rival's name (and then 
erase it), By 2000,th6 Cwalk had crossed over into pop culture \oia rap­
pers Snoop Dogs. Ice Cube, Xzlbit, Bow Wow, and others. ' Crip walk· 

"FOfV*I thaI pimp thlznIt, now It ..... bout Clown My Ride'": 
Tommy'alegandary Muatant whip 

ing had been out fora while,- says Tommy, -Clown walkingstarted 
when we wore doing a lot ofpn rt ics. We didn't wanl to be associated 
]with the Crips[, so where they did the dance with a ga ngster style, 
we made ours all crazy.-

-Everybody knows Tommy the Clown,- says Officer Bruce 
Stallworth, a 14-)'ear\-eleran with the LAPD, who H\-e5 in Inglewood and 
specializes in gang activity, "tie's an entertainer, and he's nol affiliated 
wiUI any gang, Every time ['ve seen him, he's in his clown outfi t in his 
Mustang, doing his thing. From the starl. he got lIle green light frolll 
everyone. IfUle gangsters know a kid is into dancing, they don't mess 
with them because they know uley're a IitUe bit differenL My daughter 
is 15 and goes to parties where kids are doing the down walk: 

"[t lust went orr the chain so fast: says Tommy. "Then one group 
came to me and wanted to challenge us. 1 said, 'You know what? ['m 
going to como up wiUI a show where Ule crowd will judge who is the 
holiest clown,'" The resul t was Bailie Zone I. held a t Los Angeles 
SoUUllvest College in 2000, There have been five Battle Zones to date, 
rnostofUlem at the Great Western Forum, each attended bymore than 
4,000 people, Tommy earned enough money from ticket sales to found 
the Hip-I'lop Clown Academy, n school for kids, in 200t. Somewhat 
ominously, the academy was located in 11 strip moll next 10 r uyless 
Caskets. 0 store that specializoo in discount caskels because so many 
young people in the neighborhood were dying, 

At the Academy. Tommy taught anyone interested in his moves, and 
attracted a horde of followe rs ronging in age from four to 24, 'So many 
kids end up in a gang just because thoy want to represent someuling,­
he says, "Now you can be a Crip, you can be a Blood, or you can lie a 
Clown.I'\'e [perfomled] in e\'ery neighborhood all over Ulis city, and 
I've never had no problems with gangs." 

Tommy chose the Academy's best dancers to join his team of enter­
tainers; other students went on to foml COP)'cat clown families, Some 
emulated Tommy's business plan: some bonded togeu\er just to dance 
and hang out. Virtually every dancer in Um scene has, at one point or 
anoUler, been taught byTommy or been a member of Tommy's crew. 
"Tommy the Clown started the whole movement," says Rich, "Ue 
started the whole makeup thing, he brought back dance bottles: Says 

Rocco tbe Clow n. It new odd ilion to Tommy's crew: 
"Tommy isthe main reason I Slarleddancing,1 saw him and [thoughl 
it was so cool." 

in Tommy's organization hasa diffarent says 
Bop the Clown, a lso 19. -Clown watkin' is my style, I get upon my 
toes and spin around in a circle-that's the 'Tic-Toe.' I see stuff we do In 
videos [i ke Missy EllioU's. l'm not offended, hut we were the ones 
that brought it out. We sta rted the 'Wobble,' we started the 'Twist 
Walk: We started all that-Tommy and the Clowns.-

In early 2000, a cl ique of clown dancers in Tommy's c rew­
Christopher Toler, a,k,a, Lil' C, Ceasarae Willis, o.k.a. Tight Eyes, and 
Jason Green, a,k.a, Dragon (collectively known as the Bad Boyz 
Family)-began to push the dance toward a da rker, more aggressive 
slyle nowcaUed "krumpin',"In the down scene,lhe phrase "getting 
kromp" (also "getting buck") describes dancers in the heat of competi­
tion, at the limits of thei r ability and expression, It's a transcendent 
state of mind, when the dancers emotion rules supreme, urging them 
to defy gravity and the bounds of notllral humon Illotion, 

'Clownin' is what all of us used to do." says I,R .. a,k.a. No Good, 20, 
a dancer fo r Rice Track, an all.Filipino L.A. crew, 'Clownin' is more 
sexual, you shake your ass, you bobble. Krumpin' is more rough.-

Krumpin' captures darkness, translating the dancers' frustration 
and anger into avant-garde, rapid.fire movements, Krump dancers 
eschew clown garb for street clothes, but muny wear the c1own­
inspired makeup, albeit altered for a more sinister effect: Balloons 
are replaced with barcodes, candy colors with camouflage, While 
clownin' is obout conununity (all the dancers are members of a clown 



Di, and makeup: Hon..t>o~ !he Clown and C'-<;o, and Dragon, during !he filming 01 
David LaChapelle" documenUIIY KNmped. Photographs by laChnpeIIe 

family), most kfllmpersoreloners. "T[le majority of tile krumpdancers 
are on thfJ solo tip: says Tono. "They like tho l)1Itlle. They like proving 
to everybody ho is the best." 

TIle mood at a clown-dancing event is inviting, with a cross-soction 
of the community athmding. from toddlers to grandparents. The music 
spans everything froUl hip-hop 10 funk 10 gospel. A haltle zone-the 
fomm sct up hy TOlllllly-is IIlmost like a redtal. with dancers tuking 
tuntS and giving each other room to OXtlcute nllanced mO\'CS (which are 
judged on skill and routine). Krump sessions are more like unruly 
playground football games, with dancers internlpting each othe r. sho\'­
ing. kicking. and onen squaring off in the middle of another's routine. 
nle music is n lggoo hardoore rap. predominantly East Coast ~'I Cs like 
DMX and Noreaga. "Krumpin ' is the R-rdtoo version of clownin·.- says 
Tone. Adds Rich: "It's like a mash pit mcelsa light club.-

"Clown in' is more happy, sm iley. sunny, energetic. - says Ron. 16. 
a.k.a. Solo, of Rice Track. "Knllnp is mean-spirited. You goat it Ilke you 
want to punch people. II 's like fighting withoul tollchingeach other, 
You Clill touch, bUI you're not going 10 gi\'e somcone a black eye." 

"We separlltod from (TonullY's fllmily( because we gal more and 
more pt.'oplu who liked 10 dance hurder than usual; says Tight Eyes. 
-Clown dancing is more for the kids. Krumpin ' is an abstract oullut. 
You l1JJve to undutstand how to get negal ive." 

Krumpin' constanlly blurs Ihe linu botween theater lind roal vio­
lence. "There ure times when we've seen il get d ose 10 a I1stl1ght. but 
it never does: udds Tono. "You do sec people hitting and kicking uach 
olher. Thai's callod II 'krump up: [rs like football players hitting each 
olher's helmets and pads before a game. Dancers do Ihe same thing-­
except they don' t have pads, And like footba ll , two krumpers might gel 
into a light for II minute and talk trash, hut afterward Illey go back. to 
the huddle and get ready for tho next play. All orthese kids are friends. 
Ihey'1l.' neighbors, lhey all go to school with each other." 

That said. krumpers hCII'C taken downin' to an extreme, and some 
lose their way. "There are daneors who knlmp nnd gang-bang; says 
Tone. -The ones I know are trying to convert over to the entertain· 
mont busint.'SS. Those are the kids I concentrale on. because those are 
the go-getters. Uut they get tempted because they see [ga ngs] every 
day of their life. Kids might get serious about dancing. but if they're 
1I0t getting somewhere quickly. a lot of Ihem get impatient. drop OUI. 
and go back to the gangs." 

"I've been dancing for, like, six months." says Milk. 18. cooling down 
with a few of his CTCW members in the parking lot behind the 
Inglewood beauly shop. "My boys Miho and Troub[e taught me.- Milk . . ", .. 

a Denvur rmtive, is considered by many to be the first white krumpcr. 
~ I was the only white boy dllncing in the clown world ," he OOasl5. "[I 
took a while for rile to catch on. but now everybody loves me." 

- I taught him how to dance.- says Trouble, 17. grinning slyly. "He 
didn't have no rhythm a t all. bUl now he Ihesluff. 11 took a while to 
teach him. because he wus nothing. Uut hegol it, and I just want my 
credit when this gels big.-

LaChapelle's full-length fealure should be completed by the end of 
the fall. lind will cxjlllnd on the year he spenl observing Ihe scene as it 
grew exponentia lly. It will highlight the Ih'es ofTighl Eres, 19, and 
Lit" C. 2t who {along with Dragon. 22) tra\'eled to Sundance with the 
director. The Iwo subsCiluently landed parts in Hollywood projects 
like Be Cool. lhe scquello Gel SlIol1),. 

Tommy the Clown has mixed fl.-e lings aboutlhesc developments, 
-All the krumpers came from ollr organization.- he says. -They're 
going on auditions and getting picked up for different things. I hope 
we get ourselves a TV show ora movie, bul l'lll not going to be in a 
vid eo unless ii's our own thing. People don't corne to me. I've had 
every type of idml stolen from me." 

Tommy could still get his moment in the mainstream (he's featul1.ld 
in the documentary), anti he may have sOllie unlikely help. One day 
last summer, LaChnpelle urought Tommy and his dancers along to a 
barbecue at Pamela Anderson's house. While Andy Dick and 
t\nderson's ex-husba nd , TomrllY Lee. watched, Anderson and Lee's 
son Dylall gol his faco painted byone of the clowns, and his older 
brother Urundoll tried out his best breakin' move, the ~Wonn.- Soon, 
LaChapelle joilled the circle, busting a fcw kmmp moves of his own. 
All around. ncighbors watched. intrigued, and perhaps a bit disturbed. 

"ToJilmy and his dancers just threw down in the middle of the street; 
says Leo. Iltey're wearing makeup and these crazy rod and blue outl1ts. 
piling oul of two hooplle cars and doing nips in Ihe street. All these 
i lollywood types were looking out of their houses and dri\<ing by in their 
Range Ro\'ers wondering what Iho Iud wllSgoingon!-

The fanner MOtley Crile drununer has been a loud proponent of the 
knmlp SCtlne. and a symbol of how it may soon become a widespread 
phCJlomenon. 

"[ love hiJl'hopand Ilo\'e dance. and this is jusl the fucking hard­
cst. most amazing combina tion of bolll that I've e\'er seen.- he says, 
"This kind of dancing is liko a huge wrestling match. They've got all 
kinds of dancers with the ir own styles. Some all.' big, some are small: 
there's I1vo-year-olds who throw down as hard as 2o-year--olds. There's 
girls who kick more ass than the guys." 

Lee pulls a nt his Ulackhorry and SllIrts typing himself a memo, "l'nl 
so inspired hy this: he says. with a huge smile. - I'm going to write II 
song aboul it. If 11 be alllJRrdcore hoals and loud liS fuck! [fll be a fight 
song for Ihe krul11persl I ca n 't wail for more people to learn aboul 
this. It"sgoing to be fucking huge. Dneo kmmpin' gels out there. there's 
ganna be kids from New Jersey to Japan rippin' it up-tmst me. And it 
all started down in IlUI 'hood in L.A,~ • 


