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Preface to the Second Edition

Samuel Beckett’s Happy Days, 
Genetic Study, and Book History

This genetic study of Samuel Beckett’s final two-act play, Happy Days 
(1961), his only two-act play written in English, developed through a stut-
tering scholarly process, an unplanned series of fortuitous gropings, stum-
blings, swerves, and accidents that led, finally, from a box of uncatalogued 
papers, bedoodled manuscripts, and typescripts stored in a cardboard box in 
the back room of the Rare Books and Manuscripts archive of The Ohio State 
University library—where, as a PhD candidate, I was spelunking for a thesis 
topic—to the publication of a monograph on Beckett’s creative process, the 
first such research in the field of Beckett studies. What those unpublished 
manuscripts and typescripts highlight, to this day, is how intractably difficult 
Beckett’s handwriting could be when he was writing in something of a white 
heat, and I was attempting to decipher, transcribe, and assess those scribbles. 
The current reissue of Beckett’s “Happy Days”: A Manuscript Study, then, 
comes at a timely moment not only in Beckett studies but also in the general 
growth in programs of book history and digital humanities and is thus not just 
a look back to origins, say, as significant and historical as that may be, but 
further traces an arc of research that developed over forty years as the Samuel 
Beckett archive at the University of Reading matured, as the fields of both 
genetic and textual research likewise grew, and as book history reemerged 
on a grand, international stage. In Beckett studies, archival research devel-
oped, in conjunction with growing collections of Beckett primary documents 
at the Universities of Reading and Texas, both complementing that at Ohio 
State, as a central critical methodology. In this regard, we can note that the 
most impressive activities of current Beckett studies are the long-term Beck-
ett Digital Manuscript Project and the complementary Beckett Digital Library 
Project, both based at the University of Antwerp, which also hosts the Cen-
ter for Manuscript Genetics and the Centre for Genetic Joyce Studies; the 
Beckett projects are directed by Professor Dirk van Hulle of the University 



xii

of Antwerp and Dr. Mark Nixon of the University of Reading, the latter also 
Director of the Samuel Beckett Foundation and the Samuel Beckett Archive 
at Reading. The Beckett Digital Manuscript and Library Projects, then, take 
textual production, genetic study, and book history into the twenty-first cen-
tury with their emphasis on electronic access and digital collation and thus 
dramatically visualize Beckett’s intellectual sources and creative process. 
Such manuscript and genetic study, moreover, has been an annual feature 
of the Samuel Beckett Summer School at Trinity College, Dublin, since its 
inception in 2011. Beckett’s “Happy Days”: A Manuscript Study is, then, a 
fundamental, even seminal, part of that forty-year scholarly trajectory, and in 
its current paperback reissue the book becomes readily accessible to students 
and scholars alike. With such availability, the volume grows decidedly attrac-
tive for classroom adoption and for use by scholars working with primary 
documents within a critical climate more amenable to its subject and method-
ology than it enjoyed during its original issue.
 The initial project quickly took on the character of an exercise in paleog-
raphy, and it was fraught with a variety of other research roadblocks, not least 
of which was the issue of permissions to use and publish the results. In 1972, 
as I was intent on working with primary material, these Beckett documents 
appeared to have been untouched since the transaction that brought them to 
The Ohio State University in the mid-sixties, purchased, according to then-
archivist, Robert Tibbetts, from Henry W. Wenning (1911–1987), a rare book 
dealer specializing in twentieth-century first editions (although the current 
library staff seems unable to trace that provenance or verify any transaction of 
transfer, even with the clues provided above1). In the midst of this morass of 
illegibility and so unintelligibility, I wrote, almost in desperation, to Beckett’s 
American publisher, Grove Press, with a plea to pass along a letter to Beck-
ett himself asking for some help deciphering what I saw in places as hiero-
glyphics. The press dutifully forwarded the letter, which Beckett answered 
promptly, including, to my astonishment, his home address on the envelope. 
That gesture not only helped validate this line of research with my committee 
but also began a long association not only with Beckett but with his American 
publisher, Grove Press, and its head, Barney Rosset.
 By 30 March 1973, Beckett was not only answering my queries regularly 
as they arose during the research process but was also offering additional 
information, advising me that his Regiebuch, that is, his director’s notebook, 
for Glückliche Tage, the Happy Days production he directed in German in 
1971 at the Werkstatt of Berlin’s famed Schiller-Theater, “is available for 
consultation in the Reading University Coll. [collection]. Application to Dr. 
James Knowlson, Dept of French, University of Reading.” I wrote to one “Dr. 
James Knowlson” on 4 May 1973, requesting a photocopy of the forty-three 
sheets of Beckett’s Regiebuch, which he agreed to send in a letter on 9 July. I 
sent, in exchange, a copy of Alan Schneider’s notes and his annotated copy of 
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the play that I had secured during an interview with the director at his Hast-
ings-on-Hudson home, the receipt of which Jim acknowledged on 15 Octo-
ber. The Regiebuch copy, “a copy of the copy,” as Jim pointed out, was sent 
out on 22 September, and I acknowledged receipt on 8 October, after which 
I wrote to Beckett to request permission to quote from it and other primary 
documents directly. Beckett answered on 20 October 1973: “You have my 
permission to quote from the Happy Days material at Reading.” Two years 
later, after several summer research trips to what had grown into the Uni-
versity of Reading Samuel Beckett Archive, I wrote to Beckett on 7 October 
1975 to say, “I would like to continue my manuscript study of your work. For 
this I need your permission again to use the material and to quote, as in the 
past sparingly, from the unpublished versions and notebooks.” Beckett gra-
ciously agreed on this and, as it turned out, on many subsequent occasions as 
well, offering, finally, a blanket permission to use what I needed for my tex-
tual research.
 Beckett’s cooperation was essential since the textual research I was con-
ducting ran counter to the prevailing methodology and thinking on primary 
document research and textual study in the 1970s when the field was domi-
nated by descriptive bibliography, on the one hand, and the production of 
heavily annotated, “definitive,” or at least corrected editions, on the other—
the latter spurred by the MLA initiative through its Center for Editions of 
American Authors (CEAA), which in turn became the MLA Committee on 
Scholarly Editions (CSE). The Ohio State University, particularly through the 
faculty of the Department of English and The Ohio State University Press, 
were then heavily invested in the CEAA project and were in the midst of 
producing the landmark Centenary Edition of the Works of Nathaniel Haw-
thorne published by The Ohio State University Press and edited and generally 
overseen by Ohio State Professor William Charvat and his collaborators Roy 
Harvey Pierce and Claude M. Simpson, with the assistance of a bevy of grad-
uate students. The project was celebrated in a review for Choice as follows: 
“Because it represents the first scholarly effort to establish texts as close as 
possible to the intentions of the author, this Centenary Edition makes obsolete 
all previous editions, notorious for their textual corruption” (https://ohiostate-
press.org/books/Book%20Pages/Hawthorne%20Centenary.htm).
 My research, however, followed another path, one, let us say, that was less 
than popular at the time. I wanted to trace the author’s creative process draft 
by draft, and to write a critical narrative, something approaching a biogra-
phy of textual production, or what today is called genetic criticism, and not 
to collect and document textual variants on the way to establishing a stan-
dard, uniform edition, that is, my aim was to shift emphasis from distribution 
to production. For one, Happy Days was a mid-twentieth-century text with 
barely any distribution history no less one fraught with publication complexi-
ties, blunders, and other “textual corruption.” My interest, then, was essen-
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tially pre- rather than post-publication, in the details of a work’s genesis. I 
was most interested in the sorts of decisions Beckett made minute to minute, 
day to day, and they, I discovered, were evident or discernible in not only the 
textual changes but also in Beckett’s notes and comments to himself. Fortu-
itously, it turned out that Beckett was a writer who did much of his thinking 
on paper, which material amounted, finally, to a conversation with himself. 
Beckett talked to himself in composition, and such conversation was not only 
a critical aide but would also become a major theme of both his prose and 
theater. Such a habit on Beckett’s part and interest on mine would sustain my 
research at least through the end of the century.
 I defended my dissertation in August of 1974, directed by Professor Gor-
don Grigsby, the year that Hawthorne’s Mosses from an Old Manse was pub-
lished as the tenth volume in the Centenary Hawthorne Edition, which series 
would then run for another thirteen volumes over the next twenty-three years. 
The two projects, however, could not have been much farther apart in phi-
losophy and implementation. With the encouragement of and arrangements 
through then-Curator of Books and Manuscripts, Robert Tibbetts, my study 
appeared as the monograph Beckett’s “Happy Days”: A Manuscript Study 
from The Ohio State University Library Publications Committee in 1977. 
That library committee usually published, almost exclusively, exhibition cat-
alogues and the like—and those essentially for local distribution—but my 
monograph on the Happy Days material held by Ohio State seemed equally 
central to the mission of Rare Books and Manuscripts.2 The serious drawback 
to publication with the Library Publications Committee, however, was that 
the group had neither means of distribution nor budget for advertising, and so 
in those pre-internet, pre-website, pre-Amazon days, the volume languished, 
its existence noted in a flyer or two available in the library’s lobby or in mail-
ings to various friends of the library groups. Such limitations in distribution 
and access are more discernible in retrospect, but the book found a substantial 
scholarly usefulness—to judge by gauges like the citation index. The distri-
bution issues are now ameliorated by the current reissue of the text by The 
Ohio State University Press itself into an entirely different critical climate, 
one not only more amenable to such genetic study but also to book history as 
well. More and more universities are developing programs that focus on tex-
tual production and histories of distribution—the development of the Colum-
bia University Rare Books MA and the University of Virginia’s Rare Book 
School, both developed by Terry Belanger, and the program I am affiliated 
with at Florida State University, the History of Textual Technologies (Hott) 
not least among them.
 Some of the distribution issues might have been resolved early on by 
another fortuitous conjunction. Shortly after the Happy Days book appeared, 
I received a late night phone call from one Dougald McMillan of the Univer-
sity of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, whom I had never met but who was also 
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working, as it turned out, on Beckett’s theater through primary documents. 
McMillan had seen a review of the Happy Days book in Choice and was 
stunned, he acknowledged, that someone else was thinking as he was about 
primary document research and textual production. He asked if he might sub-
stantially reprint the Happy Days volume in its entirety in his forthcoming 
comprehensive study of Beckett in the theater to avoid his and his collabo-
rator’s (Martha Fehsenfeld) re-doing work already accomplished. I readily, 
even eagerly, consented, and that was the first of many late night phone con-
versations between us augmented by meetings, mostly in London and Paris, 
over the next twenty or so years, during which we discussed everything Beck-
ettian—research, theories of scholarship, and particularly gossip—until his 
untimely death in 1999. Furthermore, James Knowlson was also seriously 
working on Happy Days primary material, and in a letter of 21 April 1976 
he noted of his forthcoming, annotated, bilingual edition of Happy Days: 
“By the way, re. the edition, I have on the whole referred the reader to your 
forthcoming study for information on typescript development and holograph 
amendments [. . .]. You will see that I have acknowledged gratefully your 
own work in my afterword.” Such references brought additional attention to 
the volume.
 It was difficult to assess at the time, but, in retrospect, it seems clear 
that Beckett’s “Happy Days”: A Manuscript Study appeared in the midst of 
something like a golden age of Beckett studies with unprecedented levels of 
research, publication, collegiality, and bonhomie. Huge projects were coming 
along quickly, and those could not be passed up. Jim’s letters were frequent 
and filled with possibilities. Jim thus was working on any number of projects 
similar to mine, although at that point his emphasis was more on produc-
tion while mine remained focused on textual genesis, and we shared mate-
rial freely without fears of encroachment. His comments in letters of 9 July 
and 22 September of 1973 established the ethics of our relationship: “We can 
then perhaps exchange information, acknowledged, needless to say, in any-
thing we publish on the subject”; he reiterated that position shortly thereafter: 
“Help always acknowledged very gratefully in print at this end.” Needless to 
say such arrangements were fully reciprocal. Jim’s critical, bilingual edition 
of Happy Days would appear from Faber and Faber in 1978, and this proj-
ect would lead to others. Jim would soon be editing the director’s notebook 
Beckett kept for his 1979 direction of Billie Whitelaw in Happy Days at Lon-
don’s Royal Court Theatre, which again referred readers to the Happy Days 
manuscript study. Beckett was, at the time, in the midst of what had to have 
been a surprising new career as a theatrical director, albeit now exclusively 
of his own work. Jim, too, acknowledged the collegiality of the times in the 
published record of what was the first of the published theatrical notebooks, 
“Happy Days”: The Production Notebook of Samuel Beckett, which appeared 
in 1985 simultaneously from Faber and Faber and Grove Press. In his formal 
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acknowledgments, Jim thanked Beckett “firstly for agreeing to the publica-
tion of what was originally a private production notebook” (9), an acknowl-
edgment we all shared, and, even as he was also able to attend many of 
Beckett’s London rehearsals in 1979, he also generously credited and thanked 
Martha Fehsenfeld, “(who attended rehearsals on a more regular basis than 
I did) for her great generosity in allowing me to read and quote from her 
rehearsal diary and for providing me with the typescript of a chapter based on 
this from the forthcoming book, Beckett at Work in the Theatre, written by her 
with Dougald McMillan” (9). The book eventually appeared as Beckett in the 
Theatre, Volume I, from John Calder, a publisher in the UK, and simultane-
ously from his short-lived American publishing venture, Riverrun Press, in 
1989, with Calder somehow misremembering and so misreporting its date of 
publication in the McMillan obituary he wrote for The Independent, citing it 
as having appeared over a decade earlier (see http://www.independent.co.uk/
arts-entertainment/obituary-dougald-mcmillan-1128045.html). The Fehsen-
feld production diary, which focused much more on Beckett’s direction of and 
interactions with Whitelaw in rehearsals, naturally took precedence over the 
original plan to reprint my manuscript study in its entirety, but even then the 
study was liberally quoted. Thus while my Happy Days monograph was often 
cited and quoted in the Beckett discourse, the text itself remained elusive, 
almost inaccessible except by direct application and payment to The Ohio 
State University Library’s Rare Books and Manuscripts division, a process all 
the more difficult and costly for European scholars and graduate students.
 Somehow during this period of frenetic scholarly activity, as the inchoate 
field of Beckett studies was taking shape, I found myself conducting research, 
augmented by contact with Beckett, that was resonating with other schol-
ars. I again relied on the Ohio State Beckett collection for the two Endgame 
chapters in what became a second volume of genetic studies, The Intent of 
Undoing in Samuel Beckett’s Dramatic Texts (Bloomington: Indiana Univer-
sity Press, 1986). Furthermore, Jim and I went on to edit two volumes each of 
the uniform series, The Theatrical Notebooks of Samuel Beckett, Vols. I–IV, 
published jointly by Faber and Faber and Grove Press (1992–1999), my vol-
ume on Endgame produced in cooperation with, if not with the oversight of, 
Beckett who was still alive during the volume’s preparation and was actively 
involved in the commentary and notes and in making final revisions to the 
text of the play.3 The current reissue of Beckett’s “Happy Days”: A Manu-
script Study, then, returns us to a point when such textual scholarship was 
still a nascent field but appears now at a timely moment not only in Beckett 
studies but also in a period of unprecedented growth in programs of material 
scholarship, book history, electronic editing, and digital humanities.
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Endnotes

 1. The Happy Days material is celebrated on the Rare Books and Manuscripts Facebook 
page augmented by a set of stunning facsimiles: https://www.facebook.com/media/set/?se
t=a.497028153646816.127078.200441529972148&type=1. Regrettably, acquisition history 
and scholarly productions generated by the collection—critical matters touching historical 
provenance broadly—go unmentioned in the overview of these Beckett holdings. Absent 
such details, the assessment of Beckett’s work accompanying the images reflects a less 
sophisticated scholarly climate than now prevails.

 2. See for example, Tibbetts, Robert A. (ed.). The Compleat Bookman: Centennial Exhi-
bition of the Work of Dard Hunter as Author, Papermaker, Artist, Typemaker, Printer. Scott, 
Patricia (intro.). Columbus, Ohio: The Ohio State University Libraries, 1983.

 3. These papers and my correspondence with Beckett are currently available at the Stan-
ley E. Gontarski Samuel Beckett Collection at Trinity College, Dublin: https://www.tcd.ie/
news_events/articles/trinity-announces-major-acquisition-of-samuel-beckett-papers/4571#.
V1qSQiMrI10.
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