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L’apiculture selon Samuel Beckett [Beekeeping with Samuel Beckett] by Martin Page 

(Editions de l’Olivier, 2013) 

English translation by Roland Glasser 

 

[The two-page introduction to the book—penned by a presumably fictitious professor at 

the University of Reading—explains that among their extensive collection of Samuel 

Beckett’s archives, they found the journal of a man purporting to have been Beckett’s 

assistant over the summer of 1985. The rest of the book comprises this journal.] 

 

June 28 – Something amazing happened today. There I was rummaging through my pockets 

and counting my pennies at the register of the Le Divan bookstore on Place Saint-Germain-

des-Prés—to buy some books by Jacob Burckhardt and Edward Tylor—when the owner 

asked if I would be interested in some work. I didn’t think twice. Having just returned to 

France after four years as a teaching assistant at Bologna University (I’m supposed to be 

finishing my anthropology dissertation this year), my financial situation is dire. The bookstore 

owner explained that Samuel Beckett needed an assistant to help him sort through his 

archives. 

 I’m familiar with Beckett’s work, having read Molloy and Godot (though I’ve never 

seen a staging of this play because my fragile back and relatively long legs make theaters off-

limits), and I can’t get over the fact that chance (and no doubt my destitute appearance and the 

pity I induced in the bookseller) has given me the opportunity to work for him. 

 I tried not to let my enthusiasm show. The bookstore owner dialed the number and 

passed me the phone. Beckett answered with a raspy voice, and coughed. I told him I was 

calling about the job. He suggested we meet tomorrow at the Petit Café on Boulevard Saint-

Jacques at 2 p.m. 
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 Let’s just say that I had difficulty concentrating on my work after that. I’m starting this 

journal so I don’t forget anything about this experience. I’m going to meet Samuel Beckett! 

How do you prepare for a job interview with a famous writer? I don’t have time to read his 

books, and anyway, I doubt he’ll ask me anything about his work. I will refrain from any 

flattery. 

 The only question is what to wear. I’ve decided on something plain, not too dressy, not 

too casual. With a red and blue tweed tie. 

 

 June 29 – I arrived early. Come the appointed time, Beckett wasn’t there. A few 

minutes passed. I thought he had changed his mind. Still, I wasn’t too disappointed, at least 

I’d have a story to tell. 

 I ordered a coffee; I would wait a little longer. I took the opportunity to remove my tie. 

Then I changed my mind and put it on again. The telephone rang and the café owner behind 

the counter picked up. It was Beckett and he wanted to speak to me. His voice was clearer 

than the previous day. I sensed that he was irritated, but conscious of this irritation and 

attempting to appear friendly. He couldn’t go out because of some issue involving bees. I 

didn’t dare ask him for details. We would do the interview over the phone. 

 He told me, with some exasperation, that every ten years he got rid of his manuscripts, 

notebooks, jottings, scraps of paper tablecloths, and scribbled-on Métro tickets, and gave them 

to the voracious researchers. He needed some assistance: he wouldn’t manage to sort through 

all his papers on his own. I said that it interested me and that I had a certain experience with 

archives, thanks to my studies. He asked me about my dissertation, my interests, and my 

career so far. It took all of two minutes in total (according to the clock hanging over the bar). 

He stated that he was hiring me for ten days (at three times the minimum wage). 
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 “When can you start? The sooner the better. I would like it done before Suzanne gets 

back. She’s staying with a friend for a few days.” 

 I answered that I was available immediately. He seemed delighted. He gave me my 

first task: buy four large cardboard boxes (specifying that they should be big enough so that 

someone could kneel down in them). He added an octopus sandwich to the order. I wrote 

down the address of the Greek deli and his apartment. 

 

 Less than an hour later, I rang the bell of the apartment on Boulevard Saint-Jacques. 

Beckett came and opened the door. I initially thought I had the wrong door, for the man in 

front of me was not the one whose picture I’d seen in the newspapers. He had long hair and a 

beard, and was wearing a floral-print silk shirt, black cotton pants, tartan slippers, and a 

merchant captain’s cap. He shook my hand vigorously and, before even inviting me in, placed 

some bills in my hand (my pay). I gave him the sandwich. 

 The rather messy apartment was not without its charm. It was like being in the 

backroom of a secondhand bookseller. There was a bookcase in each of the three rooms (and a 

collection of culinary publications in the kitchen), as well as books stacked on the floor, sofa, 

and hi-fi system. They seemed to be the apartment’s true furniture. Beckett didn’t have a desk: 

he worked at the kitchen table or at the one in the living room, where the large window 

opened onto the linden trees on the boulevard. Mountains of papers and notebooks towered all 

over the place. 

 As he ate his sandwich (tentacles poking out from the bread as if the octopus were 

trying to escape), Beckett apologized for not having been able to come to our meeting. “A 

problem with a hive.” He saw the surprise on my face, and explained that he had six beehives 

on the roof. 
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 We got settled at the kitchen table. It’s a small table covered with tiles painted in 

autumnal colors. Beckett scoffed at the universities quarrelling over his archives: it was 

ridiculous. But I think that above all it embarrassed him to be the focus of such attention. He 

finished his sandwich and asked if I’d like to have a hot chocolate with him. He broke one-

third of a bar into a saucepan, added milk, then a vanilla pod. Once the chocolate was hot, he 

poured in a little cold milk. We drank in silence. There was froth on Beckett’s beard. I 

gestured to him. He wiped it with the back of his hand. 

 We spent the rest of the afternoon sorting through his papers. We filled boxes intended 

for the University of Reading (United Kingdom), the Harry Ransom Research Center at the 

University of Austin (Texas), Trinity College (Dublin), and Washington University in St. 

Louis (Missouri). We did it as fairly as possible (both in quantity and quality) and stopped at 

7 p.m. 

 

 I have just returned home and I’m still full of the energy of this afternoon. I live in a 

room on the top floor of a building on Rue de Maubeuge, near the Gare du Nord (it’s not an 

attractive street but it’s very well located). I like it here. The only furniture is a desk and a 

sofa-bed. The window looks out to the sky, and since there are no shutters, I wake at 

daybreak. 

 

June 30 – We finished at 5 p.m. The speed of our work was a problem for Beckett. He seemed 

bothered: “I paid you for ten days.” 

 I told him I could reimburse him, and I reached for my pocket. 

 “No, no. But it must be fair. I’m not one to throw money out the window.” 

 He pondered a solution. He buttoned his thick orange cable-knit cardigan that made 

him look like a hippie. He stretched out on the parquet floor for two minutes. Then he stood 
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up and lifted various objects (a cup, a statuette with big eyes, a dictionary, a record) as if the 

solution were to be found in their weight. It was as if his body needed to be in movement for 

his thought process to work. Then he went to brush his teeth. He found me in the living room. 

 “They want archives? Then I’ll produce some for them.” A smile played across his 

lips. 

 

 That was how Samuel Beckett enlisted me in the production of his archives. It was a 

prank, one in which I was paid to participate, and I got to spend time with a great writer. What 

more could one ask for? My position as an anthropologist was close to that of the researchers 

who collected any document they could concerning him. But I was going to work against my 

own side, and I was happy about it. I found myself on the side of the specimen, a recalcitrant, 

crafty specimen acting in the face of the constructs they would form about him in the future. 

 “What’s the point of all this in the end?” he asked me, pointing at the four big boxes in 

the middle of the living room. 

 We talked about this fashion for universities to collect writers’ archives. It no longer 

made the same sense as before: any novice writer consciously constructs the memory they 

will bequeath to the researchers (he cited the example of Gide copying out the correspondence 

he sent for future publication; I mentioned Freud destroying compromising letters). Self-

censorship and manipulation are standard with archives. Beckett thought that this appetite for 

cellulose was lacking in any scientific value. It was a pure desire for possession, something 

which had more to do with fetishism than with academic research. 

 “Archives should be regarded as a fiction constructed by the writer, and not as the 

truth,” he said. “And what does this fiction tell us? Well, that’s the work of the researchers.” 

 I recalled that Beckett had himself nearly become an academic. A brilliant student, it 

was the existence for which he was destined. He was very familiar with this world. I wanted 
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to know if he wasn’t scared about muddying the interpretation of his work by providing false 

information regarding his life. 

 “We know nothing about Homer’s life, and not much about Cervantes’s, 

Shakespeare’s, or Molière’s, yet that doesn’t prevent those authors being universal and the 

subject of critical books. Personal life is highly overrated.” 

 He went over to the bookcase. The way he moved made me think of an absent-minded 

cat, agile in its clumsiness, stumbling then re-righting itself. He selected Don Quixote, and 

opened it at random to read a line or two, then put it back in its place. 

 “The biographies of those who read my books matter more than my own. Academics 

would do better to research their own lives if they want to understand anything about my 

work.” 

 His long fingers extracted a cigarette from the pocket of his cardigan. He lit it with a 

match and placed it on the ashtray. He didn’t take a drag. Clearly he had no intention of 

smoking it. 

 “Studying my life is a means of not seeing what is playing out in theirs, and which my 

books try to reveal.” 

 I understand his point of view, but as an anthropologist I also see a defense 

mechanism: I know how much people have difficulty tolerating being told the extent to which 

their life and their origins determine what they are and what they do; particularly those artists 

who have this fantasy of being uncreated creators. I’m not saying this is Beckett’s case. On 

the contrary, I have the impression that he knows where he comes from, and it’s because he’s 

not under the illusion of being impermeable to determinisms that he is able to get past them. 

His life is a given material; he works it, he doesn’t fetishize it. 

 In the ashtray, the cigarette was smoldering away. Since it was about to go out, 

Beckett blew on it and turned it over. The combustion continued. 
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 I said: “So you take Proust’s side against Sainte-Beuve.” 

 “I take nobody’s side,” he replied. “You mustn’t choose. Proust took exception to 

Sainte-Beuve, he stated as much, he created himself. It’s hypocritical of course. But he taught 

us something important: one must beware of appearances.” He told me to come back 

tomorrow at 9 a.m. 

 

 I’m going to devote this evening to writing the final chapter of my dissertation. Night 

may have fallen outside, but my day is not yet over. 

 

July 1 – Today we did some shopping for the invented archives. The goal was to purchase 

items on the borderline between the eccentric and the plausible. The academics should not 

suspect the joke, but be baffled all the same. 

 I found Beckett waiting downstairs. He had prepared avocado sandwiches for us, along 

with a flask of water. We took streets at random. Paris was emptying, as it did at the start of 

every summer. Some stores were closed, shutters lowered, a notice indicating the date of 

reopening. The scent of holidays was in the air, and even those who stayed to work had a 

fresh lightness about them. We strolled pleasantly along. It was hot. Beckett was wearing a 

Hawaiian shirt—red, with green and yellow palm leaves—Bermuda shorts, and blue fabric 

shoes. 

 We passed a sex shop. I told Beckett we could start there. I think he was lost in his 

thoughts. When he realized he was standing in front of a dildo display unit, it was like his 

mind suddenly went blank, then he burst into laughter. I made as if to take one, but he said, 

“You’re joking, I hope.” He seemed fascinated (I was no less so) by this world of colors, 

flaunted flesh, genitalia, plastic breasts and dolls, lascivious electronic objects, and the 

collection of pornographic videos. Pointing at the videos, he said, “Such wide variety for such 
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a repetitive thing; it’s very interesting.” Then, softer, in my ear, so the salesgirl at the register 

wouldn’t hear: “There’s something of the meat counter about it, like working on a production 

line. These young people are transformed into mincemeat for the viewers’ fantasies. 

Capitalism right up the ass. It’s so much the opposite of Christianity that it resembles it. The 

two sides of the same coin.” 

 We wandered the aisles for ten minutes or so. Beckett was in a state of amazement. He 

was particularly interested in the sex gadgets. “You can really play with that stuff, I like it. 

Fuel for the imagination. Of course it’s not for the likes of me—I’m of an excessively 

conservative generation—but if I were a younger man…” In the end, he chose some poppers 

and four copies of an erotic film (“and literary too” he pointed out, for it was an orgiastic 

adaptation of Romeo and Juliet). The salesgirl wrapped up the items without recognizing 

Beckett. His beard, his long hair, and his clothes are the perfect camouflage. 

 Our adventure continued. We window-shopped in search of inspiration. Suddenly, 

Beckett’s face lit up—he would give the researchers some material concerning his travels: 

“Let’s sow some confusion!” The next stop was therefore Gare Montparnasse. At the ticket 

office, he asked for tickets corresponding to a trip around France, as well as some return 

tickets to odd destinations (Millau, Guérande, Berck, and Savigny-sur-Orge). 

 It was exciting to assemble the fake archives. I felt as if we were in the process of 

painting a picture, adding colors to a canvas. 

 Beckett said: “The academics will understand my work better thanks to all this false 

information.” I think it’s a very optimistic point of view. I am well placed to know that 

intellectuals have a gift for seeing only that which suits them. Anything that doesn’t fit with 

the idea they have of their object of study is invisible to them. I bet that they won’t see what 

Beckett will have added to his archives; not until a few decades after his death at any rate. 
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 In front of his building, Beckett ordained that we should go to Galeries Lafayette. He 

went over to a metal barrier that served as a bicycle rack, and removed an old Dutch bike 

fitted with a basket. 

 “You take Suzanne’s bike.” He pointed to a red bicycle and threw me the key to the 

lock. 

 The weather had turned overcast, but it wasn’t chilly. I thought there was a risk of a 

shower. In the end, it just drizzled a little. The air was mild and the trip was exhilarating. The 

town was becoming a playground. The atmosphere recalled my years in Bologna. Beckett 

turned out to be a prudent cyclist. He made hand gestures to warn me of an approaching car, a 

defect in the road surface, or other danger. When we passed close to Louvois Square, he 

shouted: “Close your mouth! It's a den of midges.” And indeed, several of them flew into my 

face. 

 Galeries Lafayette is without a doubt the largest department store in France. Its five 

floors contain everything you can dream of, and everything you can’t imagine. We strolled 

about the aisles, filling our bags as inspiration suggested. Beckett opined that it resembled a 

library. We bought sketchpads; colored pastels; dried flowers; a manual of physical exercises 

(Physical Education or Complete Training Using the Natural Method, by Georges Hébert); 

conversation guides in Hebrew, Japanese, Catalan, and Quechua; smoked tea; false 

mustaches; and plastic handcuffs. There was a “Christmas shopping” aspect to it. Then we 

stopped at a newsstand to buy magazines about yachting, interior decoration, and role-playing 

games. 

 We came back around 4 p.m. Beckett insisted we had an afternoon snack (“Four meals 

a day or the day is ruined”), namely a hot chocolate (even more delicious than two days ago, 

since it was made using what was left of the previous one as a base) and slices of bread with 
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salted butter. He confessed, with deep regret, that he had run out of honey. But the first 

harvest of the year is imminent (I’m curious about the hives on the roof). 

 (So many things happened today. This experience that I’m involved in fascinates and 

overwhelms me. I am making these notes to be sure that I have not invented anything. 

Memory is a living thing that one should not trust.) 

 Immediately the snack was done, we began transforming what we had bought into 

archives. Beckett opened the box of pastels and drew women’s bodies on the sketchpads—

with a certain talent. I scrunched the magazines to make believe they’d been read, and I 

underlined particular passages in the manual of physical exercises, and in the language guides. 

Then we seasoned the four boxes with our fanciful purchases. The idea was to mix them in 

thoroughly with the mass of serious documents. It was a joyful enterprise. Beckett burst out 

laughing several times (he has a talent for laughter, and even when he’s talking seriously, 

there’s always a senses of irony and self-deprecation). Assembling archives doesn’t take a 

lifetime, but, with proper organization, a few days. We taped the boxes shut. I helped Beckett 

transport them to the post office. Since they weighed a couple of hundred  pounds, we 

borrowed the caretaker’s cart (she uses it to take her lovely, paralyzed Labrador for walks). 

When the man at the counter stated the total cost of postage, Beckett opened his mouth, 

visibly taken aback. He contemplated the four boxes partly filled with fake mementoes and 

invented things. Then he smiled. He must have said to himself that it was worth it. He took a 

wad of bills from his jacket pocket (Beckett hates banks and bankers; consequently he 

withdraws money only once every three months, with a rabbit’s foot in his pocket for 

protection) and he paid. He picked some animal stamps. The postage consumed the entire 

stock of collector’s stamps, and Beckett had to complete it with regular ones. 

 On the way back, Beckett described the reaction of the academics who would discover 

our little surprises. It made him laugh until he cried. When we arrived, he placed the empty 
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bowls in the kitchen sink, and handed me my jacket. He would summon me from time to time 

so that I might finish my contract. 

 I didn’t have to wait long. As I was putting my jacket on and getting ready to leave, 

the telephone rang. Beckett froze. He signaled at me to pick up. 

 

 It was Jan Jonson, a Swedish actor and director (famous—I checked later—for staging 

Shakespeare’s Henry VI for television, and adapting Saint-Just’s speeches into a musical). He 

had got the phone number from Carl Gustaf Birger Bjurström, Beckett’s translator—who 

maintains a correspondence with the writer and comes to see him in Paris now and then. 

 After giving Beckett the inopportune caller’s name and profession, I passed the 

telephone handset to him. 

 Beckett is courteous on the phone, but not very forthcoming. I think he knows that if 

he were friendlier, his callers would see it as a pretext to waste his time. Beckett’s aloofness is 

a simple question of personal ecology. He sums it up with this saying: “When you’re young, 

you have time but no money; when you’re old, it’s the opposite. Irregardless, you spend 

away.” 

 Jonson introduced himself and explained his project: he wanted to stage Waiting for 

Godot in a Swedish prison. It was the ideal location, with dream actors. His noisy enthusiasm 

forced Beckett to pull the handset away from his ear from time to time. “Hmm, hmm” he 

went. The director didn’t know if it was an assent. There was a silence, and Beckett said: 

“Prison, why not.” 

 By that, he meant (at least, this is my hypothesis) that prison is not outside the world, 

and so there is no reason why his play could not be staged there. 

 The director exploded with joy, in English and Swedish. Beckett grimaced. Jonson had 

all the required authorizations. The Swedish state is open to experimentations and 



 

© Éditions de l’Olivier, 2013 
© Roland Glasser, 2017, for the English translation 

12 

rehabilitation programs. And then there is Beckett’s fame, which he owes partly to that Nobel 

Prize he refused to go and collect fifteen years ago. He is almost an adopted child of Sweden. 

No doubt they hope that he will come to Stockholm; that he will do them that honor. 

 As he walked me to the door, Beckett told me he had no intention whatsoever of doing 

so. He maintains a distance. He won’t let anyone who would consider him to be a “figure” get 

close to him. Most of his friends are people he’s known for decades, who he met during the 

long lean years. He can’t stand social events. He has shut out the parasites. He has his wife 

and his friends. They fill his world. 


