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My book presents the work of the Turkish-American photographer Sedat Pakay (1945–2016). I examine his four most-important portfolios, which are largely unpublished: 

1. his photographs of and his short documentary film about James Baldwin (1973)

2. his street photography of Istanbul, 1960–66

3. his photographs of and documentaries about Walker Evans (1969, 2000) and Josef Albers (2005)

4. his portraits of famous American artists and writers made from the late 1960s until his death

The Baldwin chapter is the selling point. Having befriended Baldwin in Istanbul in 1964, Pakay became his tour guide and authorized paparazzo. Baldwin trusted Pakay as he did no other photographer. Pakay captured Baldwin in intimate but respectful moments that add much to our knowledge of Baldwin’s productive time in Istanbul. 

Essential as they are, the several hundred Baldwin photographs are mostly unpublished. Substantial demand for these images and for Pakay’s other portfolios came about in 2025 because of the major exhibition Turkey Saved My Life: Baldwin in Istanbul, 1961–1971: Photographs by Sedat Pakay at the Brooklyn Public Library. There was no exhibition catalog. Also in 2025 two major biographies of Baldwin cited Pakay’s friendship with Baldwin and further intensified the interest in his work. Hence, this is the opportune moment for a book about Pakay’s photography, both the Baldwin material and the other portfolios.

Mine is the first book about Pakay intended for all audiences, scholarly and popular. The language is completely accessible and jargon-free. As the archivist of Pakay’s collection, his former close friend, and a former museum associate curator, I am the person to tell Pakay’s story.

Because the Baldwin photographs are the selling point, the Baldwin chapter is the longest. I discuss in detail why Pakay’s photographs play a paramount role in the “Baldwin renaissance.” I address essential issues such as Baldwin’s evergreen importance, his takedown of the myth of white American innocence, his challenges to institutionalized racism, his probing of sexual identity, his rediscovery by BIPOC writers, and much more. This discussion indicates why Baldwin has the status of secular saint and why Pakay’s photographs are akin to icons.

Pakay’s little-known street photography focuses on the marginalized persons of Istanbul—destitute street vendors, small shopkeepers, and the Roma. Ignoring the trend among other street photographers in the 1960s toward sarcasm and objectification, Pakay endowed the persons he photographed with a dignity that had otherwise been denied to them. 

At Yale University Pakay wrote an MFA thesis on portraiture under the direction of Walker Evans. All the persons he photographed were well-known artists and writers, such as Evans, Edward Steichen, and Mark Rothko. That experience determined the rest of his career. He made memorable portraits of many other boldface names: Andy Warhol, Doris Lessing, Saul Steinberg, and Ronald Reagan, to cite a few.  Again, these are mostly unpublished. 

Pakay’s photographs raise several critical issues—the ethics of street photography, especially as regards the marginalized; the right to privacy; and the definition of portraiture. I discuss all these topics at length in my introduction. Although these topics are controversial, they must be addressed and are additional selling points.

Approximately 150 photographs (mostly b/w) and 200 pages.

I am currently revising and can deliver the entire work by May 1.

Only three photographs are not by Pakay. I will obtain the permissions to publish, and I will pay the reproduction fees.

I will also obtain permission to publish quotations from several books.

Thank you.

Donald Spanel


