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Covey Gong

Sculpture as echo.
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The Tribeca studio in New York City where | visit Covey Gong is not his
own. He is subletting in preparation for his current show at
SculptureCenter. Usually, he works from what he describes as a desk in a
shared Dumbo workshop. That this is possibly true, that he can produce
human-scaled sculptures within such a tightly constrained footprint,
speaks to the elegant economy of his sculptural language.




The week of my arrival, three works are scheduled to be picked up.This is a
period of time when, in many an artist’s studio, production is in the final
throes of brain-baking, hair-scorching crisis. And yet | find Covey restfully
contemplating nearly completed artwork in an airy, uncluttered space. The
artificial lights have been doused in deference to a skylight. Only a few
implements of production repose on a folding table.
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In the center of the room, a large, accordion-fan-shaped canvas form is
mounted on a column of soldered brass rods. The column'’s structure,
which modulates triangular bracing, is often found in building
environments that privilege efficiency above aesthetics, such as the trusses
for stage sets or the girders below the flat roofs of warehouses.
Materialized in spaghetti-thin rods and with joints articulated by shiny
globs of tin solder, the assembly takes on an airy, threatening grace. It
looks like it has been reduced to a dangerously absolute minimum. The
rods outstretch beyond their moments of intersection, alerting me to their
proximity to my skin. Behind the canvas form, several small screens
display behind-the-scenes footage from Turandot—Giacomo Puccini’s final,
unfinished opera and Covey’s formal source material. He explains this,
showing me additional footage on an iPhone, pointing out the references
from which he has indeed extracted, with a good amount of fidelity, the
profiles of his sculptures. I'm not entirely certain how linkage to this source
material modulates the resonance of these lovely shapes, but this

uncertainty seems to be part of the pleasure of the work.




Turandot, set in China, was written by an ltalian who never visited Asia.
Then it was adopted by the Chinese. The translation of a fantasy of the East
into an Eastern rendition of the West's fantasy of itself is a conceptual hall
of echoes. Where Covey’s language begins, where his source material
ends, what relation one bears on the other cannot necessarily be

rationalized.




A second sculpture sits on the floor, fanned out in undulating corrugations.
It references a tiled roof, which is a signature of traditional Chinese
architecture. Rendered in steel, cloth, tin solder, and black thread, it takes
on some of the properties of Western architectural modernism’s preference
for segregated materialities and functions. If | assume a position of

Ignorance about its source material, it enters a language of abstraction that
plays structure against skin, rigidity against fluidity, taut control against
organic detail. This form may be preexisting, but it has been translated into
something new, like the Puccini opera. As Jorge Luis Borges put it, “There
is something in the translation . . . which the original never quite captures.”

Covey Gong: In Practice is on view at SculptureCenter in New York City
until June 17



