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‘I sincerely believe that at the origin of teaching such as this we must
always locate a fantasy’. This provoking remark was the starting point
of the four lecture courses Roland Barthes taught as professor of
literary semiology at the Collège de France . In these last years of his
life, Barthes developed a perverse reading theory in which the demonic
stupidity of the fantasy becomes an active force in the creation of new
ways of thinking and feeling. The perverse art of reading offers the first
extensive monograph on these lecture courses. The first part examines
the psychoanalytical and philosophical intertexts of Barthes’ ‘active
semiology’ (Lacan, Kristeva, Winnicott, Nietzsche, Deleuze and
Foucault), while the second part discusses his growing attention for the
intimate, bodily involvement in the act of reading. Subsequently, this
study shows how Barthes’ phantasmatic reading strategy radically
reviews the notions of space, detail and the untimely in fiction, as well
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as the figure of the author and his own role as a teacher. It becomes
clear that the interest of Barthes’ lecture courses goes well beyond
semiology and literary criticism, searching the answer to the ethical
question par excellence: how to become what one is, how to live a
good life.


