
It’s just like re-arranging objects which represent certain things, 
and I’m changing their definition. Composing what is already at the site,

rather than bringing things in or taking things away. I think this work
for me is really about re-organizing the information which is there.

(Brad Downey)

Brad Downey is a subverter of rules, habits, and clichés; he challenges established modes of being, acting, and thinking, seeking to construct a reality 
distinct from that to which we are accustomed.
He erupts — without restraint — into the surrounding environment, that world which animates the spirit of a place and defines its characteristics. 
Into this context, Downey injects his own universe, composed of subversion, humor, playfulness, improvisation, and a touch of folly.
He intervenes, not always with authorization, in both public and private spaces, altering the scenarios to which we have grown accustomed.
His artistic practice is imbued with activism and provocation, extending from galleries to institutional spaces, from the studio to the urban landscape.
He operates across any medium that allows him to create interference within the codes and structures of social conventions. Downey employs any object 
capable of generating visual short circuits: road signs, sidewalks, bus stop benches, old (now vanished) telephone booths, street lamps, public flowerbeds, 
abandoned buildings, shopping carts, parked bicycles, advertising posters, historical monuments, and statues.
At the end of the 1990s, when he began intervening in public spaces with a series of spontaneous sculptures, he established a principle that remains 
consistent in his most recent works: to bring no tools or materials, but to work exclusively with what the space itself provides. This suggests an almost 
symbiotic relationship between the artist and the environment — a mode of intervention fully integrated with the site, introducing nothing extraneous, 
but instead engaging directly with the existing scenario and acting upon its elements in a cathartic manner. Just as the artist enters into direct contact 
with the environment in which he chooses to act, so too is the public inevitably led to encounter Downey’s interventions.
Outdoor spaces, unlike institutional venues, do not require an audience to cross the threshold of a museum to experience works of art; the exchange 
between an urban context — or even a forest — and the viewer is automatic, inevitable, and, in a certain sense, necessary. “The audience and the context
are fundamental components of art,” the artist declares, and they are inseparable from one another.
Without the presence of the public, the context would not carry the same meaning, and without that specific setting, the audience would not respond in 
the same way. It is a means of awakening our dormant minds, too often dulled by familiar urban scenarios.
Downey urges us not to regard art as a decorative object within the confines of an institutional white cube. Art must rekindle our imagination, which has 
become overly habituated to the clichés that surround us, overly dependent on routine.
Downey is an artist of eclectic background, shaped by a non-traditional education: from the world of skateboarding in America, to studies in film at the 
Pratt Institute in Brooklyn — most notably his documentary Public Discourse, begun in the late 1990s, in which he explores the world of street art and 
writers such as Swoon, Ellen Harvey, JJ Veronis, Shepard Fairey, Bob Dombrowski, and Darius Jones — to a Master’s degree in painting and sculpture at the 
UCL Slade School of Fine Art in London. He has consistently engaged deeply with the teachings of artistic movements that have reshaped the conception 
of art: Dadaism, Land Art (particularly Robert Smithson), and Minimalism (with Richard Serra as a key reference). Downey draws upon these traditions to 
assert his own conception of art, beyond any prescriptive framework.
He uses art to challenge dominant aesthetic taste and to expand the boundaries of a system overly dependent on market rules — a system that does not 
embrace elusiveness or ephemerality, that fails to consider what lies behind the art object, and that neglects the originating idea — the vital force
behind the final work. Downey’s practice recalls that of David Hammons, a pivotal figure in nonconventional African American art since the 1960s, who has 
remained deliberately elusive within the art system, allowing his works — often installed in public spaces — to speak with refined poetic force in his stead. 
Both Downey and Hammons are, in a sense, “clandestine” figures, capable of emphasizing the inaccessibility of meaning and the ephemeral nature of 
objects, whether artworks or commercial products.
The profoundly unconventional nature of their work makes it difficult to situate within the traditional art circuit. This, however, does not concern Downey, 
whose ambition extends beyond the system, dismantling conventions and seeking out uncharted contexts.
For him, art is a means of creating a ruleless vocabulary composed of symbols, thoughts, actions, and artifacts that transform the ordinary into an 
allegory of human experience. Life is surrounded by objects that “decorate” our present, filling our spaces — an accumulation of artifacts whose value we 
often no longer remember. We are relentless consumers of things, dependent on products, incapable of living without surrounding ourselves with objects 
that simplify our lives. Yet — asks the artist — what value do these objects hold in the face of earthly transience? 
We are actors within a fleeting scenario, striving to grasp its perpetual becoming, yet ultimately unable to do so.
Within this perspective, we must also interpret the new work conceived and produced for SPAZIOC21 on the occasion of the Fotografia Europea 2026 festival 
in Reggio Emilia: six paintings of six different trees derived from as many photographic shots. A symbolic content that alludes to the passage of time and 
the destiny of living beings. The project, now entitled Dead God, Thank You, originated several years ago through a series of encounters between the artist 
and the promoters of SPAZIOC21, and was realized collaboratively between Italy and Slovenia. Downey’s underlying idea is to pay homage to the solemnity 
of trees—majestic sculptures fashioned by Mother Nature, which are born, grow, and die in a specific place. From that environment, trees draw vital sap, 
while at the same time they return life to it.
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As the artist recounted to me in our most recent conversation: “Working with trees began as a question of materiality — and, ultimately, of ethics. 
The title Dead God, Thank You reflects this tension: on the surface, it establishes a parallel between trees and God, but it also arises from a sense of guilt 
tied to consumption. Artists — and the art world — are deeply materialistic, and I am aware of how much I produce and how much I consume. Working with 
trees has become a way to confront this contradiction and to assume responsibility for the materials I use, creating objects from scratch. Nature, in this 
sense, is not romanticized; it is something to negotiate with, to work alongside, and against which one must test one’s own ethics.”
As is customary in his practice, Downey challenges himself in order to produce a work that is singular in its kind, moving beyond the figure of the artist 
confined within the studio and transcending the boundaries of the conventional artistic process.
Engaging with the landscape, he selects six varieties of trees native to that context (pine, cypress, wild cherry, ash, oak, and laurel), captures them in 
photographs, fells them, and reduces their vegetal remains to pulp through a mechanical process. From this transformation, he derives a felt of cellulose 
fibers, from which he produces a sheet of paper that appears as a chaotic forest of flat, flexible fibers layered upon one another, characterized by different 
tonalities depending on the species of origin. Likewise, the six inks extracted from the maceration of the bark and used to paint upon the paper differ in 
hue and color, much like the DNA of living beings. The six trees are then printed with brush upon paper obtained from their very own epidermis, using a 
specially made machine. From bodies deprived of life, the artist recreates a new life cycle. What appears upon these raw, matte supports — fascinating in 
their uniqueness, like skin — is not a mere reproduction of an image, but the very reincarnation of life after death.
Each work thus constitutes a unique combination of cellulose and liquid — the so-called “black liquor,” a viscous, dense fluid — which defines the essence 
of  each tree, endowing every painting with a renewed vital dimension. Each artwork, in its delicacy and elegance, evokes the sublime quality of Romantic 
works and, in its elevated tone, becomes a symbol of eternity.
In contemplating these trees transferred upon their own skin, we enter an epistemological dimension that transcends the terrestrial sphere and guides us 
toward an immaterial realm, where the soul detaches from corporeality to disperse into a spiritual universe.
In universal culture, the tree is the symbol of life and its eternal capacity for renewal; it is nature mediating between the earthly and the celestial realms 
— “the underground and the overground,” as the artist declares. The roots, anchored deep within the soil from which the tree draws nourishment and 
sustenance, develop into the trunk, which in turn transforms into branches that ultimately produce leaves.
The tree is, on the one hand, the emblem of life’s cyclical regeneration; on the other, it stands as testimony to the inexorable passage of time — a time that 
irreversibly inscribes its trace within the soul of the trunk, marking it with indelible rings. The history of the life cycle that shapes and structures the 
evolution of our earthly world is thus explored both symbolically and visually in Downey’s artistic project.
The artist has created a veritable perpetual cycle: from the awareness of the end of life of those six living organisms to the desire to restore them to a new 
existence by recreating their image upon their own skin. Like still lifes, the six paintings allude to the transience of life and the passage of time, prompting 
reflection on the memento mori. 
The object — in this case, a living organism such as the tree — becomes a mirror of life, which follows an inevitable process of transformation: birth, growth, 
maturation, consumption, deterioration, and end. The images of these trees thus assume a meaning that transcends their physical materiality; their symbolic 
content invites a silent and profound meditation on the fragile equilibrium of things and the precariousness of everyday life.
As the artist implicitly asks in the title of the work — which might be read less as a statement than as a question — life confronts us with existential inquiries 
that remain open to interpretation: Does God exist? Did God create the world, trees, and living beings? Did God create life and death? Is God dead?

BRAD DOWNEY (1980, Louisville)
is a Berlin-based artist and activist. He has a dual background in the arts, having earned a BFA in Documentary 
Film from the Pratt Institute in New York (1998–2003) followed by an MFA in Painting from the Slade School of Art in 
London (2003–2005). 
This combination allows him to document his urban interventions with a filmmaker’s precision and a painter’s eye.
His multifaceted projects range from performative actions and video to installations, paintings, and drawings. 
Through the use of humor, sensitivity, and precise interventions, Downey investigates the underlying structures of our 
cities, landscapes, and sacred sites, as well as forgotten peripheries and contested borders. 
Since 2003 Brad Downey has exhibited widely in Europe, as well as in numerous international exhibitions, museums and 
biennials, from the Kunstraum Kreuzberg Bethanien di Berlino, in a collective show named Backjumps: The Live Issue, 
to the Tbilisi Architecture Biennale in 2020. There have been several monographic exhibitions of Downeys work, including 
Slow Motion Disasters at Kunstraum Kreuzberg Bethanien in Berlin in 2019, and Reverse Culture Shock at MU Hybrid Art House 
in Eindhoven in 2018. Further solo exhibitions include Flupp Blubb Boing at Kunstverein Arnsberg in 2020, and This Echo 
at the Galerija Vžigalica in Ljubljana in 2019. 
In 2020 Hatje Cantz published a 20 year survey of Downeys work entitled Slapstick Formalism Process, Project, Object.

spazioc21

bigtimebrad

emanuelamazzonis

rokpahor 

dominik.mahnic

spazioc21.com
SPAZIOC21  

Via Emilia San Pietro 21 - 42121 Reggio Emilia - Italy

Public Hours 

Tuesday to Saturday, 10 AM - 1 PM and 3 PM - 6 PM 

For information and appointments

Sandra Varisco +39 347 4613074   

info@spazioc21.com    

In collaboration with 

BRUSHOGRAPHY BY 
Dominik Mahnič


