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Cihan Cakmak
Leaving was the only option left

In her work, artist and photographer Cihan Cakmak examines various aspects

of identity and origin. The artist navigates a critical examination of tradition and
self-discovery, especially with regard to her own German-Kurdish biography.
Through performative photographic self-portraits, representations of mostly
female protagonists in expressive poses, a video installation, drawings, and texts,
Cakmak explores moments of intimacy and distance, emancipation and hetero-
nomy.

The exhibition presents works from various recent series and places them in
novel constellations. One focus point of the exhibition lies on the photographic
works from the series “em fraktal” (2021) and “My Sister and I” (2023), as well as
the two-part video piece “Where | Left You” (2023), all of which explore transge-
nerational trauma.

In “em fraktal,” Cakmak contemplates the lived knowledge of individuals as part
of a collective experience. In observing other Kurdish women, she searches for

a self-image and for the physical and psychological injuries and crises inscribed
in their bodies. While the photographic reflections reveal potential connections
between personal and collective trauma, the two protagonists in “Where | Left
You” use their body language to speak of loss and departure in photograph-like
video sequences. As they do so, a whispering voice recounts auto-fictional expe-
riences of war, fear, and rage.

By contrast, the photographic work “My Sister and |I” adds a contemporary
perspective to the story of the past. Cakmak depicts herself and her sister in the
vein of classic portrait photography, but in a way that reaches far beyond what
we see. Their gestures are symbolically charged, their averted facial expressions
resembling encrypted messages.

In the photographic work “When we leave” (2018-2025), on the other hand,
Cakmak contemplates the phenomenon of identity as something that is cons-
tantly formed a new amid changing external circumstances. Through staged
self-portraits, she examines the expectations placed on individuals perceived as
female migrants, thereby addressing mechanisms of power, class, and hierarchi-
zation—to which she herself is exposed time and time again.

Another core element of Cakmak’s artistic work comprises colorful drawings in
which she explores the interplay of tradition and modernity. The drawings exude
a strong corporeal presence: When working on them, Cakmak applies constant,
powerful pressure in repetitive movements. It is a gestural rhythm that reminds
her of her mother’s various crafting activities. The drawings are characterized by
floral patterns inspired by her childhood and her inner world, as well as by the in-
teraction of abstract shapes. In these works, the artist unites personal memories
with a particular sensuality abstracted through drawing.

In “Leaving was the only option left,” Cakmak reflects on her trajectory as a child
of Kurdish immigrants in a sensitive and intuitive way. It is a biography that she
attempts to retrace and transform into something new at the same time. In her
pictorial worlds, we see the uncertainties of her place of origin, constantly
shifting between tradition, assimilation, and redefinition.
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Cakmak not only addresses social and individual belonging but also questions
stereotypical views and attributions. Ultimately, it is in her self-accpetance and
artistic expression that her self-determination unfolds.

Cihan Cakmak (b. 1993) studied photography at the Fachhochschule (University
of Applied Sciences and Arts) Dortmund and, from 2017, artistic photography

at the HGB (Academy of Fine Arts) Leipzig, where she studied with Prof. Tina
Bara and completed her master student degree in 2023. Cakmak also studied
abroad at the International Center of Photography in New York and the IADE in
Lissabon and received a scholarship from the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung. She
received the Paula Modersohn-Becker prize in 2020, the Ein-Blicke prize at the
film festival Blicke in 2023, and a working stipend from the Cultural Foundation
of the Free State of Saxony in 2025.
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