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From Tree to Canvas: Brad Downey’s ‘Dead God, Thank You’
Meditates on Nature’s Cycle and Human Intervention

Posted on May 1, 2026 by Sebastian Vane

Reggio Emilia is set to host a profound exploration of nature, time, and human responsibility with the
opening of Dead God, Thank You, a solo exhibition by acclaimed artist Brad Downey. Opening its doors
on April 30, 2026, at the historic Palazzo Brami, the exhibition is the culmination of a residency
undertaken for SPAZIOC21, presented as part of the 21st edition of the prestigious Festival di Fotografia
Europea. The show, which will run until June 20, 2026, is accompanied by a critical essay penned by

Emanuela Mazzonis di Pralafera, offering deep insights into Downey’s unique vision.

A Radical Transformation: Nature's Essence Reimagined

At the heart of Downey’s project are six distinctive pictorial works, each dedicated to a specific tree — a
pine, a cypress, a wild cherry, an ash, an oak, and a laurel — all carefully selected from the local landscape
around Reggio Emilia. The artistic process employed by Downey is both radical and profoundly circular,
transforming the living material into an artistic statement. Each chosen tree is first photographed, then
meticulously felled, and subsequently undergoes mechanical processing that reduces its organic matter

into a cellulose pulp.

From this pulped material, Downey crafts his own paper, which then becomes the canvas for his painterly
interventions. The pigments he uses are equally integral to this cycle, derived from the macerated barks
of the very trees that form the foundation of the work. This method results in a series of images that are
not merely representations but are also residues, simultaneously surface and origin. The trees, though
stripped of their biological life, are resurrected in a novel form, serving as poignant traces of a cycle that
is both interrupted and regenerated. Adding another layer of depth, the “black liquor”—a dense fluid
produced during the processing—is incorporated into the artwork, contributing to the distinct tonal and

chromatic variations that characterize each piece.

The Weight of a Title: Loss, Responsibility, and the Sacred

The exhibition’s compelling title, Dead God, Thank You, immediately introduces a palpable tension that
permeates the entire project. On one hand, it subtly draws a parallel between the majestic tree and a
sacred, almost divine dimension. On the other, it alludes to a condition of profound loss and the inherent
human responsibility that comes with our interaction with the natural world. Downey’s artistic
intervention, therefore, becomes a negotiation with nature itself—a potent gesture that directly
addresses themes of consumption and the often-arbitrary processes of transformation initiated by

humanity.
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Brad Downey: A Multifaceted Artistic Journey

Born in Louisville in 1980, Brad Downey currently lives and works in Berlin. His artistic journey is marked
by a diverse educational background, having earned a BFA in Documentary Film from the Pratt Institute
in New York, followed by an MFA in Painting from the Slade School of Art in London. This dual
perspective, encompassing both moving images and painterly practice, is vividly reflected in his broader
artistic research, which seamlessly combines urban intervention, performance art, video, installation, and

drawing.

Since the early 2000s, Downey has cultivated a distinctive artistic language characterized by a pointed
use of irony and a keen focus on social and political contexts. His works consistently challenge the
invisible structures that organize both urban spaces and natural landscapes, often extending his gaze to
marginal territories and border zones. His impactful work has been showcased in numerous international
institutions, including the Kunstraum Kreuzberg Bethanien in Berlin and the MU Hybrid Art House in

Eindhoven, alongside significant participation in exhibitions and biennials across Europe and beyond.

With Dead God, Thank You, Downey continues this incisive investigation, shifting his primary focus to
natural matter while steadfastly maintaining the critical dimension that underpins all his creations. His
residency in Reggio Emilia has provided a unique opportunity to engage with a specific local context,
enabling him to construct a project that, while deeply rooted in a particular place, opens up to broader,

universal questions concerning transformation and the very essence of artistic endeavor.
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