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Rebecca Ackroyd
by Catherine Spencer • 27.03.2026

Encountering the work of Rebecca Ackroyd (b.1987) recalls one of
those dreams – often verging on nightmare – in which the
dreamer finds themselves in a space at once deeply familiar and
hauntingly off-kilter. Although doors and passageways open where
they should not, one can somehow still navigate, using the kind of
long-repressed knowledge that can only stem from childhood. The
archetypes of dreams and the family home, together with their
close relation – the ghost story – form significant psychic
structures for Ackroyd’s uncanny sculptures and drawings.
Fragmentary casts of bodies and surreal pastel-drawn scenes
abound, installed in carefully calibrated dioramas that proliferate
with potential narratives.

These qualities were all on display in Ackroyd’s recent exhibition
Privy Window (2025) at Ginny on Frederick, London. As with her
previous shows, including Period Drama (2023) at Kestner
Gesellschaft, Hannover, and Mirror Stage (2024) at Fondaco
Marcello, Venice, during the 60th Biennale, Privy Window
responded directly to the architecture of the space and attempted
to capture ‘an atmosphere’.  Ginny on Frederick occupies a former
shop unit opposite Smithfield Market and is accessed directly from
the street through a concertina-like grille.  As the exhibition title
indicates, Ackroyd embraced this portal-like potentiality to
engender an intimate proximity, covering the floor with a florid
floral carpet and partially blocking the tight entranceway with a
hulk of dark wooden furniture FIG.1. Installed with its back facing the
incoming visitor, the large cabinet served as a support for twelve
pastel drawings, the jewel-bright motifs of which included a spiral
staircase and a naked woman riding a writhing worm: an
unorthodox tarot deck of sorts.
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Once beyond this, the viewer found themselves surrounded by
small beeswax casts of angels and the instantly recognisable
Manneken Pis sitting in porcelain chamber pots FIG.2 – an
immersive environment that moved from the cemetery to the
toilet by way of the garden centre. The scene was illuminated by a
nostalgic glow emanating from slide projectors on the floor FIG.3.
Their carousels clunked through pedagogic, medical and personal
imagery, jumping between photographs of planets, the inside of the
human body and film stills gleaned from contexts as diverse as
horror movies and the Muppet franchise.

Many of the elements in Privy Window – such as the Manneken Pis,
beeswax and 1970s carpets – have appeared in Ackroyd’s work
before, indicating the accumulative nature of her practice, which
picks up references ‘like a snowball’ as it develops. While this is an
important aspect of the material qualities that characterise the
artist’s work, it is also linked to her interest in the function of
memory and the ways in which images can mediate between
individual and collective imaginaries. Privy Window marked a
significant expansion of the artist’s use of projected slides. In
previous works, Ackroyd incorporated stills from her own Super-8
films, whereas in Period Drama FIG.4 FIG.5 she printed images from
1990s popular culture, such as Titanic (1997) FIG.6 and the BBC
adaptation of Pride and Prejudice (1995), and affixed them to her
sculptures: Colin Firth and Jennifer Ehle’s consummating kiss
framed by a silvered fish mandible.

During the periods between exhibitions, Ackroyd watches ‘a huge
number of films’, enabling images and ideas to percolate. In
drawing on this vast reservoir of iconic motifs, she tests ‘how
cultural moments become a mass nostalgic experience’, examining

Fig. 1  Installation view of Rebecca Ackroyd: Privy Window at Ginny on
Frederick, London, 2025. (Courtesy the artist and Ginny on Frederick,
London).
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the phenomenon whereby ‘when you re-watch something in your
thirties, you’re transported back to where you watched it first,
and how old you were’, an effect that can trigger ‘complex
emotions’. At Ginny on Frederick, Ackroyd calibrated the
movement of one set of projectors to ‘loosely echo one of the
clocks in [her] parents’ house’, fusing the sound of the slides with
the passing of time and the pull of nostalgia.

Annie Ernaux’s novel The Years (2008) – a kaleidoscopic
compendium of vignettes tracing personal and collective signifiers
through descriptions of family photographs and a diaristic mode –
has been particularly influential in this respect. In a 2024 interview,
Ackroyd highlighted the importance of the first line of Ernaux’s
book – ‘all the images will disappear’ – in her understanding of the
fungibility and friability, as well as the emotional power, of late
capitalism’s visual culture.  The capacity for this imagery to be
deeply personal and idiosyncratic, but also inextricable from
macrocosmic social and technological shifts, is one of the binaries
– along with ‘figuration and abstraction, and directness and
indirectness’ – that animates the worlds of Privy Window and
Period Drama.

Privy Window also grew out of a major project that Ackroyd
undertook earlier in 2025 with the Jung Family Archive, for which
she conducted research into the life and writings of Emma Jung,
the analyst and wife of Carl Jung. As well as examining the concept
of the ‘collective unconscious’ developed by Carl, Ackroyd became
particularly interested in Emma’s fascination with ‘macro micro
experience’ and the oscillation between an ‘internal way of working
and this bigger landscape which we are all in’. In the resulting
exhibition Tage und Nächte (2025) at Cabaret Voltaire, Zürich,
these ideas were expressed in beeswax for the first time FIG.7.
Earlier installations such as Mirror Stage FIG.8 FIG.9 were populated
by partial bodily fragments, often cast in resin, of family members
or Ackroyd herself. In turning to beeswax, the artist sought a non-
toxic material that she could also use at home while she was
without a studio. At Cabaret Voltaire, beeswax casts of elusive
figures, including a diver with a scuba mask, served as avatars that
could mediate between personal and shared dreamscapes, the
substance infusing them with associations of ritual and religion.
As Ackroyd’s tongue-in-cheek use of the Lacanian term ‘Mirror
Stage’ for her 2024 Venice show indicates, however, she is
ultimately more interested in psychoanalysis as a narrative
structure – like the dreams that form a key part of its
methodology – rather than a diagnostic tool for reading her work. 

Tage und Nächte underscores how the collective referents that
surface in Ackroyd’s work are shaped by wider societal structures
and disciplinary constructs, notably gender. In this exhibition the
casts were set within a dramatic black carceral frame FIG.10,
evoking Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon. On the walls, Ackroyd’s
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vivid pastel drawings generated a disjointed comic-book narrative
in which naked women lie on couches, as though undergoing
analysis, or sit on sofas cradling a skeleton in their lap. In her 2021
exhibition 100mph, Ackroyd made subtle interventions to the
display space, making it appear as though it was undergoing
building work. Interspersed between semi-transparent sheeting,
Ackroyd’s drawings disclosed close-cropped glimpses of the body:
torn fishnet stockings; something resembling a ribcage; a red-
lipsticked mouth whispering into the ear of a companion that ‘she
was asking for it’ FIG.11.

Gender-based violence and structural misogyny generated a
background hum to the imagery in 100mph, which was made
during the fever-dream months of the COVID-19 lockdown, during
which Sarah Everard was abducted and murdered in London by a
Metropolitan Police officer. These subjects and sensations –
enclosure, surveillance, fear and vulnerability – ‘came into the
work’, informing Ackroyd’s exploration of the body as an
architecture but in ‘an image rather than as a sculpture’,
highlighting the vulnerability of the protective carapace it
apparently offers. Ernaux’s writing is once again relevant here,
examining as it does the gendering of the everyday and ostensibly
banal, and the capacity for this gendering to erupt into moments
of violence.

Ackroyd’s use of beeswax in recent sculptures indicates how,
alongside the intricate network of ideas and associations that
might be at play at any given time, the different parts of her
practice are linked by a concern with material fabrication and its
effects. In preparing for Privy Window, she became engrossed in
the films of Federico Fellini. However, it is not La Dolce Vita (1960)
that immediately springs to mind, but rather Fellini’s first
excursion into colour, Juliet of the Spirits (1965). In it, Juliet
retreats from the pain caused by her adulterous husband into a
dreamlike fantasyland, which features elaborate set pieces at a
circus and a beach. One key sequence references a Catholic
religious festival: a girl performs as a saint stretched out on a
rack, surrounded by flickering red paper flames that dance evilly,
somehow all the more sinister for their evident artificiality.
Ackroyd emphasises the ‘almost theatrical’ quality of such films,
and their intensely tactile nature: ‘they feel made, the sets, the
atmosphere […] teetering between dream and reality’. It is
precisely this tipping point – at which fascination might morph into
horror, the familiar become deeply unfamiliar, the intimate be
revealed as a mass hallucination – on which Ackroyd places
pressure through her manipulation of materials and imagery, while
nonetheless holding out hope that pleasure and comfort can be
derived from unstable but powerful shared referents.
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Fig. 2  Installation view of Rebecca Ackroyd: Privy Window at Ginny on
Frederick, London, 2025. (Courtesy the artist and Ginny on Frederick,
London).

Fig. 3  Installation view of Rebecca Ackroyd: Privy Window at Ginny on
Frederick, London, 2025. (Courtesy the artist and Ginny on Frederick,
London).
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Fig. 4  Installation view of Rebecca Ackroyd: Period Drama at Kestner
Gesellschaft, Hannover, 2023. (Courtesy the artist and Kestner Gesellschaft,
Hannover; photograph Volker Crone).

Fig. 5  Installation view of Rebecca Ackroyd: Period Drama at Kestner
Gesellschaft, Hannover, 2023. (Courtesy the artist and Kestner Gesellschaft,
Hannover; photograph Volker Crone).
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Fig. 6  Installation view of Rebecca Ackroyd: Period Drama at Kestner
Gesellschaft, Hannover, 2023. (Courtesy the artist and Kestner Gesellschaft,
Hannover; photograph Volker Crone).
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Fig. 7  Installation view of Rebecca Ackroyd: Tage und Nächte at Cabaret
Voltaire, Zürich, 2025. (Courtesy the artist and Cabaret Voltaire, Zürich;
photograph Cedric Mussano).

Fig. 8  Installation view of Rebecca Ackroyd: Mirror Stage at Fondaco Marcello,
Venice, 2024. (Courtesy the artist; photograph Andrea Rossetti).
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Fig. 9  Installation view of Rebecca Ackroyd: Mirror Stage at Fondaco Marcello,
Venice, 2024. (Courtesy the artist; photograph Andrea Rossetti).

Fig. 10  Installation view of Rebecca Ackroyd: Tage und Nächte at Cabaret
Voltaire, Zürich, 2025. (Courtesy the artist and Cabaret Voltaire, Zürich;
photograph Cedric Mussano).
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Footnotes

Fig. 11  Drip Feed, by Rebecca Ackroyd. 2020. Gouache and soft pastel on
Somerset satin paper, 29 by 37 cm. (Courtesy the artist).

Unless otherwise noted, all quotations are taken from a conversation between

Rebecca Ackroyd and the present author, 4th December 2025. See also A. Wilmschen

and N. Koenigsknecht, eds: Rebecca Ackroyd: Period Drama , Berlin 2024.
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