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He gathers his forces, leans heavily and with frayed dignity, 
hand on her hand, knowing he must, and must not fall, and must 
see what’s what; he notices every dust speck that has changed 
since the last time he came downstairs; a man whose shop rafter 
is etched with lines of Yeats; a man who always opened his door 
and his world to strangers.  He feels for each step; he surveys his 
book-crammed castle; he lowers each bone onto the blue velvet 
throne; he watches three minutes of tap dancers and says, “Okay, 
it’s chilly.”  He wants a better nook inside his shop where he pulls 
a New York Review of Books from the shelf, concentrates, makes 
a serious face, is present, and not.  That’s all it is, I think—aging—a 
matter of presence, and not.  No hurry.  He’s ready to re-mount the 
stairs to his aerie.  He wants a taste of the Scotch whisky I brought 
him.  Translucence and shadow and  portals merge. 

Sylvia, inheritor of history and niches and shelves and words, 
has done her best for the day.  I had come to celebrate it, honor 
it, love it and him a little more.  He hands me his glass of scotch, 
poured to share.  “Aren’t you going to drink?”  To a man who has, 
more than most, lived his humanity.  I make the photographs to see 
it in him more clearly:  The “is.”  The “was.”  The “is.”  No hurry. 
Maybe I, too, will wear  polka-dots, like the very old father and 
his daughter, who is determined to strike matches into shadows 
with her own assertion of the possible.  I nod to the tremendous 
effort each makes to allow those who care for George to see him, 
sometimes, and to make all the hours into more shelves to hold 
books. 

Homeward in the winter freeze and crossing the Seine . . . 
how many summers ago was it?  Fourteen?  Fifteen?  George and 
his grand friend Ferlinghetti, both the same age . . . and I leaned 
against the old-fashioned street fountain, its graces pouring waters, 
and watched the two then octogenarians sitting on a tiny wooden 
bench that fronts the shop, each one leaning forward and scratching 
his ankle under his sock at the exact same moment, and each 
staring into space, composing the coming decades in friendship’s 
silence.  A photograph I never made. 
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gEORGE wHITMAN ON HIS BIRTHDAY, WITH sYLVIA wHITMAN. 
  PHOTO BY MARGO BERDESHEVSKY.



GEORGE WHITMAN.  
PHOTO BY MARGO BERDESHEVSKY.



gEORGE WHITMAN WITH FAN, OUTSIDE SHAKESPEARE & COMPANY. 
PHOTO BY MARGO BERDESHEVSKY.



sYLVIA wHITMAN.  PHOTO ABOVE HER RIGHT SHOULDER SHOWS  
A YOUNGER GEORGE WHITMAN AND SYLVIA ON HIS SHOULDERS.   

PHOTO BY THOMAS PIREL.



GEORGE WHITMAN WITH daughter, SYLVIA WHITMAN.  
PHOTO BY MARGO BERDESHEVSKY.


