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Yes, I know someone. I wanted to participate in the Myths of Rape performance exactly because I know someone 
really well. My intention was to be very present with the group and move through the experience without 
expectations. Beginning with the rehearsal on Sunday before the event, it was intense. We began by sitting in a 
circle, said our names aloud, and then moved into small groups. We sat in a quiet guided meditation to distill our 
thoughts and realize our focus. We made a window between worlds necklace by etching both sides of a black disc to 
reveal a rainbow: inward intention facing the heart and outward intention facing the world.   

We picked our sign, or our sign picked us, and we started moving around  the space to get a feel for wearing the 
sign, traversing the stairs, and relating to one another. We began in the exhibition hall by practicing poses with our 
sign and interacting with the layout of the space. The convention center painters were just pulling up the masking 
tape. There wasn’t any art, yet. I was sign #20 -  

MYTH: SEXUAL ASSAULT USUALLY OCCURS BETWEEN STRANGERS. 

FACT: RAPE VICTIMS OFTEN KNOW THEIR ATTACKERS. THE RAPIST MAY BE A RELATIVE, 
FRIEND, CO-WORKER, DATE, OR OTHER ACQUAINTANCE. 

After a break, we learned the choreography for the opening of the art fair. For #20, this meant 30 minutes standing at 
the balcony in a tableau, then descending the stairs and moving into geometric formations with a group. We opened 
and closed our signs as guided by our leader. Then we moved into configuration for “Mic Check,” the call and 
response aspect of our performance where we were to close the sign for myths and open the sign for facts. Next, we 
moved in single file to line the entrance to the exhibit hall and moved into two lines that moved forward and back. 
We opened and closed our signs as guided. Last, forming a single file line again, we went back up the stairs. 

We were instructed to wear whatever we wanted. In 1977, the performers wore gauze over their eyes, black clothes, 
and had words written on their bodies. We were people, men and women, with our eyes bare in our everyday 
clothes. No character, no mask, just the white sign with a myth printed on the outside in black stenciled text and a 
corresponding fact on the inside with a two color gradient background. My sign was yellow to green, left to right 
respectively.  

I wasn’t nervous when we lined up to go out. While we were standing in our tableau, I had time to do some people 
watching. The LA art crowd is a pretty interesting lot. Mostly, my focus was inward. We stood there for forty 
minutes. As I looked around the balcony at the other signs held by other people, I felt a strong sense of belonging. I 
first felt this at the rehearsal but at the performance it was profound. We were conspiring as a group to shine a light 
on rape as an act of violence between people, a crime that happens everywhere, that can happen to anyone. This 
performance was not about something that happened to me, or to someone I know, it was about something that 
people do to one another that is a criminal act of violence. The performance was about a societal problem, an ethical 
gap in humanity. Violence manifests in many incarnations and rape is just one example, one vile manifestation of 
humanity at its most base, brutish form. This mindset is what I inhabited while interacting with the crowd. My 
intention was clear and I felt confident because of it. 

My fingers were numb from holding the sign closed during the tableau so it felt good to move down the stairs and 
find our place mingled in with the crowd of art fair opening goers. Most people were receptive and curious. I was 
impressed at what a literary lot they were: people actually wanted to read every word. I heard only one women 
snark, “It’s like a wall of rape!” when she had to negotiate moving around us. My guess was that she thought she 
was there for art and that our protest informed performance was out of context. She is right and to a certain degree I 
agree because there is no appropriate context for discussing rape. This $150 per person art opening, ironically, is the 
most ideal place for such performance given that one of the gallery booths featured a display about the historical 



Myths of Rape Performance Notes 
Theresia Rosa Kleeman 

January 2012 
2 of 2 

 

work we were re-enacting; that the convention center invited us to perform; that we were a profound work of art in a 
major art event. The problem was our difficult content made it difficult to swallow the champagne. 

We had a much needed break for nourishment and water before we went into the exhibit hall. Once inside, I 
wandered around looking at art while being sensitive to people looking at my sign. If someone was reading me, I 
would pause, watch their eyes move across the words I was wearing, and at the appropriate time open the sign to 
reveal the fact. I made eye contact with a lot of people that night. My eyes sought out eyes to meet. I did not expect 
this behavior but it is how it worked out. After a while I was directed to the LACE booth where the exhibit of Three 
Weeks in May and original Myths of Rape performance documentation was displayed. I posed with my sign, mostly 
in Warrior I and II, in yoga asana terms. Eight breath cycles, scanning my eyes across the room, and then I’d shift 
sides. Lots of photographers were snapping cameras. There were many performers around given that I was one of 
thirty. Viewers were curious. Then I wandered around some more. 

A woman with a cane was standing by her paintings reading my sign from a distance so I stopped. Before I could 
open my sign to reveal a fact, she mentioned her uncle with sparkly blue eyes and the double rape of moving 
through the system. We talked for a while and she thanked me for being there. At the end of the night, one of my co-
conspirators told us her father raped her repeatedly when she was quite young. This is the stuff that my sign was 
talking about. This is the sign that found me. This is the sign that I carry.  

All of us gathered together and posed with our signs in front of the historical documentation on the gallery walls: a 
very powerful closing tableau. Then we walked single file out of the exhibit hall and up the stairs. The performance 
was intense and important. The choreography was smart, the tableau powerful, the call and response loud. It was a 
smart re-interpretation and during the opening tableau I thought about what a powerful art form we were working in, 
especially since this is performative content. The power of the Myths of Rape performance made me fall in love 
with art all over again by realizing art as a vehicle for addressing the darkest recesses of what it means to be human 
in a very palpable way. We, as a society know what it means to be human, that there is an ugly side to us, take the 
bad with the good. That being said, we have already learned from the legacy of Tolstoy, Gandhi and MLK that there 
is no place for violence between sentient beings.  

I like to think that the rupture produced by our performance caused the art goers to become sensitive to how they 
choose to move through the world, mindful of what they choose to acknowledge and choose to ignore. Even if your 
personal person is not raped, you must acknowledge that the world you inhabit is sick with violence, that our culture 
is saturated with normalized malfeasant behavior. It is unacceptable to ignore violence because it gives rise to the 
question: how can we initiate non-violence as a positive attribute in our culture?  

Before we can find the answer, first we must ask the right questions and keep asking, and asking until we give rise 
to a new rhythm to live by. The Myths of Rape performance was a brilliant intervention and will inspire similarly 
orchestrated events so we can have more “inappropriate” conversations. I am grateful for having the privilege to 
participate and will carry the experience forward in my own art practice as well as in my way of being in the world. 
Not only do I know someone, I know that you know someone, too. 


