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Portrait of General Idea, 1974 (photograph by Rodney Werden)





The study of myths raises a methodological problem, in that it cannot be carried out 
according to the Cartesian principle of breaking down the difficulty into as many parts as 
may be necessary for finding the solution. There is no real end to mythological analysis, no 
hidden unity to be grasped once the breaking-down process has been completed. Themes 
can be split up ad infinitum. Just when you think you have disentangled and separated them, 
you realize that they are knitting together again in response to the operation of unexpected 
affinities. Consequently the unity of the myth is never more than tendential and projective 
and cannot reflect a state or a particular moment of the myth. It is a phenomenon of the 
imagination, resulting from the attempt at interpretation; and its function is to endow the 
myth with synthetic form and to prevent its disintegration into a confusion of opposites. 
The science of myths might therefore be termed “anaclastic,” if we take this old term in 
the broader etymological sense which includes the study of both reflected rays and broken 
rays. But unlike philosophical reflection, which claims to go back to its own source, the 
reflections we are dealing with here concern rays whose only source is hypothetical. 
Divergence of sequences and themes is a fundamental characteristic of mythological thought, 
which manifests itself as an irradiation; by measuring the directions and angles of the rays, 
we are led to postulate their common origin, as an ideal point on which those deflected by 
the structure of the myth would have converged had they not started, precisely, from some 
other point and remained parallel throughout their entire course. As I shall show in my 
conclusion, this multiplicity is an essential characteristic, since it is connected with the dual 
nature of mythological thought, which coincides with its object by forming a homologous 
image of it but never succeeds in blending with it, since thought and object operate on 
different levels. The constant recurrence of the same themes expresses this mixture of 
powerlessness and persistence. Since it has no interest in definite beginnings or endings, 
mythological thought never develops any theme to completion: there is always something left 
unfinished. Myths, like rites, are “in-terminable.” And in seeking to imitate the spontaneous 
movement of mythological thought, this essay, which is also both too brief and too long, has 
had to conform to the requirements of that thought and to respect its rhythm. It follows that 
this book on myths is itself a kind of myth.

—Claude Lévi-Strauss, “Overture,” The Raw and the Cooked: Introduction to a Science of Mythology (1964)
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PREFACE

Myth grows spiral-wise until the intellectual impulse which has produced it is exhausted. Its 
growth is a continuous process, whereas its structure remains discontinuous.

—Claude Lévi-Strauss, “The Structural Study of Myth” (1955)

This book is not a history of General Idea. General Idea and the intellectual milieu of the period 
eschewed history: both were for structure not genesis. Rather, this book ostensibly is a guide to 
their project The 1984 Miss General Idea Pavillion—or simply a guide to General Idea’s concepts. 
That is, it is a conceptual guide to a conceptual project. It falls into three parts: descriptive, 
analytic, and synthetic. Description may have the appearance of a history but it takes General Idea 
at their word—as fictional as that might be—and does not attempt to contextualize their work in 
relation to other artists in terms of sources and influences. In an era of collaboration and flouting 
of copyright, who did what first or who influenced whom is a moot point. Analysis may have 
the appearance of an adherence to General Idea’s program but it attempts to uncover, as well, 
in work that was all about articulation, what could not be said therein: its operative concepts as 
distinct from its conceptual strategies. While Parts One and Two deal only with what objectively 
appears within the system or structure of General Idea’s work, even if not articulated, the 
synthesis of Part Three ascribes motivation within an accounting of the artists’ enterprise. 
Reading the “Overture” to Claude Lévi-Strauss’s The Raw and the Cooked: Introduction to a 

Science of Mythology, published in translation in 1969, the year of General Idea’s association, one 
senses the same frustration of dealing with myth as the problems of interpretation of General 
Idea’s oeuvre offered here. We shouldn’t be surprised: General Idea’s work intentionally assumed 
a mythological structure. Thus, part of the effort of Part One is to establish the multiple 
statements that compose this contemporary myth, which are dispersed in different media and 
drawn from various sources, sometimes contradictory, and, moreover, which develop over time. 
This compilation is but the story of General Idea told in their words; it is not the meaning of 
their work. In spite of the discontinuous structure of Part One, a narrative nonetheless underlies 
it—but readers are equally free to jump to the analysis of Part Two, which, however, also is not 
the meaning of General Idea’s work but merely its means of operation. (One should not think 
that we are dealing with content in one, form in the other, even though Part One can be read as 
a lexicon for terms cited in Part Two.) As there is no logical entry to the book, readers are again 
equally free to start with the narrative of Part Three. Part Three was a late addition to the book, 
an accounting of what could not be said within the logical frameworks of Parts One and Two. 
Actually, since the book is reversible, readers may proceed backwards from Part Three to Part 
Two and then to Part One. Each part returns to the same “ground” to construct General Idea’s 
system once more with a renewed understanding of its complexity.
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In reflecting on General Idea, this book assumes the “dual nature of mythological thought, 
which coincides with its object by forming a homologous image of it but never succeeds in 
blending with it.” This is why Lévi-Strauss could say that his book on myths “is itself a kind of 
myth.”1 Likewise the case here.

This operation, whether it is called structural or semiological, “is therefore actually a simulacrum 
of the object, but a directed, interested simulacrum.”2 So in this book, in spite of its divisions, we 
must construct (describe) and deconstruct (analyze) at the same time. Such verbal processes are 
precisely those of the making of General Idea’s art. Because my writing therefore has to partake 
of the character of General Idea’s work, I like to flatter myself that sections of the following text 
originally could have appeared in FILE Megazine, but only if we pretend that they are spoken as 
if by the venetian-blind-clad mannequins of the performance Going thru the Motions.* Likewise, 
the text should be read as if written by Roland Barthes of the same period (in English translation, 
of course), the book’s format a mimicking homage to the conceptual inventiveness of this 
author’s creations. Such a conceit is not arbitrary but a means of using the form and rhetoric of 
period stylistics or semiotics—which were as well contemporary models and influences on our 
artists—as tools of interpretation.3

The book concerns only the first ten years of General Idea’s work. Although the Pavillion 
continued to exist as a paradigm, the intellectual impulse that had produced it was exhausted by 
1978, the chronological conclusion of this book, a fact that was marked not only by the Pavillion’s 
“destruction” in 1977 but also of the system that sustained it. •

* Hello out there. I’m D’ynette and I’m going through the motions in a tri-tier V. B. gown sans helmute. 
All the better to play the part of a General Idea mouth-piece. They call us conversation-pieces at the 
Pavillion. Walking, talking, living, breathing ideas-with-legs. Feast your eyes on my volumes you 
voyeurs.... Can the camera catch both my recto and my verso?

—From the performance Going thru the Motions, 1975, 
reprinted in “Ideas With Legs,” FILE 4:1 (Summer 1978), 20
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1. Claude Lévi-Strauss, The Raw and the Cooked: Introduction to a Science of Mythology, trans. John and Doreen Weightman 
(New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, Inc, 1969), 6. Originally published 1964.

2. Roland Barthes, “The Structuralist Activity,” in Critical Essays, trans. Richard Howard (Evanston: Northwestern 
University Press, 1972), 215.

3. The text therefore strictly limits itself to period literature, specifically the books that were of interest to General Idea, 
with the exception of more recent catalogues on General Idea or texts by and interviews with AA Bronson.



GLAMOUR IS THEFT HARKENS BACK TO 
ANOTHER REVOLUTIONARY SLOGAN OF THE 
NINETEENTH-CENTURY: “PROPERTY IS THEFT.” 
COULD IT BE, AS GENERAL IDEA WROTE IN 
1975, THAT “GLAMOUR REPLACES MARXISM AS 
THE SINGLE REVOLUTIONARY STATEMENT OF 
THE TWENTIETH CENTURY”? THIS BOOK IS THE 
FIRST ATTEMPT TO EXAMINE GENERAL IDEA’S 
“PAGEANTRY OF CAMP PARODY” THROUGH 
THE LOGIC OF ITS MYTHIC SYSTEM. IN THIS 
SYSTEM, THERE IS ONE CONCEPT: GLAMOUR; 
ONE OPERATION: REVERSIBILITY; ONE 
TECHNIQUE: CUT-UP; ONE STRATEGY: THEFT; 
ONE TACTIC: CAMOUFLAGE.
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