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Evan Nicole Brown, Cultured, November 21, 2024

From Beijing to New York, Covey Gong Revels in 
the Theatricality of Sculpture

AGE: 30
BASED: New York

Giacomo Puccini’s 1924 opera Turandot may seem like unlikely source material for a 30-year-
old artist.

For Covey Gong, the opera—set in a mythical Peking laden with gilded chinoiserie, featuring 
characters with nonsensical “Chinese” names—has proven to be fruitful, if unsettling, terrain. 
“The set objects were ‘Chinese-looking,’ but they don’t have an actual reference. It’s just an 
Orientalist construction,” the Hunan-born, New York–based sculptor tells me.

Photography courtesy of the artist and Derosia.

The artist, who made waves with an opera-inspired show at SculptureCenter, is 
preparing for two high-profile shows in Asia.
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Earlier this year, Gong exhibited a suite of works inspired by the opera as part of a solo show 
at New York’s SculptureCenter. The artist took familiar motifs—a fan, a sloping roof, a tiered 
stage—and translated them into delicate, skeletal forms, interrogating and reconstituting their 
authenticity in the process. “I think of theater sets as objects that project a certain fantasy of a 
place or a narrative,” he says. “Sculpture has a similar effect; it embodies something outside 
of itself.”

Gong grew up during an era of great change in his home country. “Government policy 
was relatively open in the ’90s,” he explains. “Everyone was very hopeful—all of my family 
members planted their hope in me in some ways.” Gong says the SculptureCenter pieces 
were designed to be “like Legos”—easily broken down into individual pieces, transported, and 
assembled on-site. This choice was in part an economic one: Gong doesn’t have a studio, 
per se. Instead, he rents a shared workspace for $280 a month. “It’s hard for me to make a 
lot of work there,” he says. “But since I don’t have a studio, I don’t have to commit myself to a 
certain medium or way of making.”

The artist’s lack of studio space also reflects the level of transience in his own life. “I don’t 
really have roots in America; there’s no family there,” Gong shares over the phone from 
Beijing. Indeed, 2025 will see Gong traveling to and from East Asia—first for a presentation 
at Empty Gallery’s Room of Spirit and Time in Hong Kong, and later for a solo exhibition with 
Antenna Space’s new project space, Antenna-tenna, in Shanghai. “It’s kind of strange, to go 
back and forth,” he says. “I think that experience informs these objects.”
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Covey Gong

The Tribeca studio in New York City where I 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 I 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.

Covey Gong studio. All photos courtesy of the artist.

Sculpture as echo.
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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.
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Turandot, set in China, was written by an Italian 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 I 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.”
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Covey Gong: In Practice is on view at SculptureCenter in New York City until 
June 17.



Derosia

197 Grand St, 2w, New York, NY 10013   Tuesday–Saturday 12–6   office@derosia.nyc

Jenny Wu, The Brooklyn Rail, June, 2024

Derosia

197 Grand St, 2w, New York, NY 10013   Tuesday–Saturday 12–6   office@derosia.nyc

Louis Block, The Brooklyn Rail, May 4 2023

ArtSeen

Kern Samuel: Paining
 

By Louis Block

It is uncommon for painting to be pulled apart at its threads with such care. Kern Samuel’s 
preoccupations with the medium are obsessive and unabashedly earnest; each of his 
deconstructions is mirrored in an equivalent statement of confidence. Two years ago, 
Samuel presented nine paintings in the same size and format, a consistency that allowed 

Kern Samuel, Together Again, 2021–23. Turmeric, paprika on paper mounted to fabric, pieced together with 
stitching, 23 x 23 inches. Courtesy Derosia, New York.

In Practice: Covey Gong
By: Jenny Wu

Installation view: In Practice: Covey Gong, SculptureCenter, New York, 2024. Commissioned by SculptureCenter, 
New York. Courtesy the artist and Derosia, New York.

It is no secret that Giacomo Puccini’s opera Turandot (1926), the source text behind New York-based sculp-
tor Covey Gong’s solo exhibition at SculptureCenter, presents a mythic and embellished vision of dynas-
tic China. The opera’s narrative, in which a princess who poses riddles to vet suitors is bested at her own 
game, comes from Haft Peykar, an epic poem by the twelfth-century Persian poet Nizami Ganjavi. This was 
reworked into a short story by an eighteenth-century French orientalist and adapted for the stage in Ger-
many in 1801 before making its way into the Italian composer’s imagination. Puccini never visited China; 
his posthumously-produced opera illustrates something akin to what artist Astria Suparak, in her ongoing 
critique of science fiction cinema, calls “Asian futures without Asians.” One need only to swap the word 
“futures” with “pasts” or “legends.”
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Today, despite the emergence of critical dialogue around Turandot and new interpretations featuring all-
Asian casts, its feverishly imagined costumes and sets have remained not only intact but one of the main 
draws of the opera. The dress worn by soprano Christine Goerke, for example, when she starred in the 
Metropolitan Opera’s 2015–16 production by Franco Zeffirelli, is a blue brocade number with a “man-
darin”-style choker collar, beaded arabesques, ice-like tassels, and wide, weepy sleeves. Decorative needles 
protrude from her elaborate crown and, in certain scenes, her back. Spread like the ribs of a fan, they em-
body, in miniature, the structured symmetry of the Met’s set design and the ornateness of its lanterns, stone 
lions, water features, carved columns, and hip-and-gable roofs.

Covey Gong, TRD-CLD-052402, 2024. Brass, copper, bronze, tin, acrylic, steel, aluminum, 94 x 102 x 8 inches. Com-
missioned by SculptureCenter, New York. Courtesy the artist and Derosia, New York.
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One finds references to the sartorial and set choices made for Zeffirelli’s production in Gong’s three-work 
show at SculptureCenter. The first piece that visitors encounter, TRD-RF-052401 (all works 2024), is a fab-
ric and metal structure that resembles a section of a sloping roof. Scalloped, sooty, and spare, this fragment 
counters Turandot’s palatial fantasy. Here, a form that was once seen arcing high over singers’ heads has 
been lowered and recast in the language of ruin and realism. Lifted several inches off the floor by a metal 
truss, the humble roof fragment appears to be buoyed by air as it hovers in waiting.

The formal qualities of Gong’s works further subvert the symbolic structure of Turandot’s set. Consider, for 
instance, the tiered stage used in Zeffirelli’s production. In the finale, the princess and her successful suitor 
share center stage. Her father, Emperor Altoum, reigns from a throne above them. Lower-ranked charac-
ters—ministers of the state, ladies in waiting, and slaves clad in earth tones—congregate around the couple 
on descending risers. The arrangement is highly symmetrical and hierarchically unambiguous. The subtle 
asymmetry in Gong’s TRD-CLD-052402, then, can be read as a challenge to the opera’s stratified mise-
en-scène. Standing nine feet tall and eight feet wide yet barely visible, the sculpture consists of a slight, 
T-shaped truss holding fifteen transparent tubes of varying lengths on metal wires attached to its crossbar. 
The tubes hang parallel to the crossbar and are distributed irregularly, like window blinds that have been 
knocked helter-skelter. The spindly truss is unspectacular, and the wires droop and drag on the floor. Only 
eight inches deep, the sculpture resembles a backdrop on a stage, one that neither calls attention to itself nor 
allows the eye to rest on any particular focal point.

Covey Gong, TRD-FN-052403, 2024. Brass, bronze, copper, tin, linen, cotton, monitors, cables, footage, 73 x 72 x 9 
inches. Pedestal: 5 ½ x 18 x 12 ¾ inches. Commissioned by SculptureCenter, New York. Courtesy the artist and Dero-
sia, New York
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Gong’s third work on view at SculptureCenter is a fan-shaped sculpture in the round titled TRD-FN-052403. 
As one might expect, hand fans are used as props in Turandot, but Gong’s is made of metal and linen. Placed 
on top of a vertical truss, it echoes the form of Princess Turandot’s crown; encountering it is like standing 
in the presence of a tall and commanding sovereign. Hidden behind the fan, three small video monitors play 
looped footage of contemporary actors preparing backstage—their faces thickly powdered and brilliantly 
rouged—to perform Turandot in Beijing, Buenos Aires, Houston, and Sydney, as well as workers building 
stage sets who could be mistaken for characters reenacting the construction of dynastic palaces and statuary.
Puccini’s Turandot was written, to borrow Suparak’s formulation, as an Asian opera without Asians, a 
performance revolving around a conspicuous void. While effort has been made to place Asian bodies back 
into the molds from which they were excised, Gong’s sculptures do not attempt to fill this void. Instead, they 
stretch absence to counter presence, courting realism to counter fantasy. In doing so they lay bare the incom-
pleteness of any ornamental forms that are detached from their context to circulate freely through space and 
time.
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Covey Gong: Intercontinental at Derosia, New York

Covey Gong’s opening at Derosia (197 Grand St, 2W, New York, NY 10013) is a show of sculpture, including 
small bronzes and a new series of metamorphosed garment-sculptures. Paramount to the consciousness of the 
work is Covey’s personal philosophy on the contemporary garment. In the press release, Gong states a case for 
why the garment, as a “synthetic extension, ” possesses transformational value.

Transcending its function as a basic need, a garment:

- expands the presence of the body
- anchors the body, like an architectural structure
- evokes the body of a person
- entangles the body with the objects that frame it, conjuring the image of a landscape
- drives the inner self to the surface

Featured work: W253; 2023; Brass, copper, dyed linen; 73.5” x 11.5” x 26” – This sculpture reassembles pieces of dyed linen, quilted 
together around a brass and copper framing.
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Given Covey’s analysis of the garment, let us consider a standout piece from the show, W253. This garment-
object evokes the imagery of a sailing ship; the ship – a structure anchored to the sea. A sail harnesses the 
power of the wind and water; it indicates a return to nature. The sailing vessel itself symbolizes a journey. 
Nature and travel, considered together, can come to represent the forward movement of the healing process. 
If it is the garment that evokes the presence of a sailing ship, then it is Covey who becomes entangled as its 
archetypal captain.

In maritime folklore, the captain often relates the ship to the great mother, who metaphysically watches over, 
protecting the ship and crew. As viewers, we are inspired by the elemental associations of a sailing vessel. Over 
many thousands of years, humans have been drawn to the beauty and power of the sea. W253 offers the 
viewer a means to wonder and reflect on the interaction between the sail and the wind, the ship and water, 
captain and crew.

The sail, as a symbol of ancient Egypt, has been used as a derivative for words related to air, breath, sailors, 
and wind – words that relate to movement and life. The making of these garment-sculptures is a metaphor 
for revival, and anticipation of challenges ahead. On the works, Covey states that these sculptures were, 
“deconstructed and reassembled .. suggesting a disruption that happens before a reform.” Using art and 
garment as a transformative experience for self and geographic reality, W253 framed as a sailing ship, sets the 
stage for Gong to seek continued psychological exploration.

Installation view, Covey Gong: Intercontinental at Derosia, New York, 2023.
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Five Shows to See in New York During Armory Week

Covey Gong
Derosia
7 September – 28 October

Covey Gong’s artworks are configured with an astonishing care for fragile things: thin wires and 
rods, brittle netting and cloth, feathers and fibres. There is no denying the delight that the artist 
takes in the life of his materials. In ‘Intercontinental’, the artist’s latest solo exhibition at Derosia, 
these tenuous objects are made into four large sculptures of apparently weightless intricacy: gorgeous 
entanglements of found and reclaimed matter that seem to float from the gallery’s walls and ceilings. 

United under the rubric ‘garments’ – a signifier that the artist deploys to usher his sculptures into 
proximity with the adorned body – the works are potential containers for fleshy inhabitants. And, 
while the objects themselves are not readily wearable, there is something inviting in thinking of them 
as ornaments that have been assembled out of a will to self-fashion. Perhaps we might all live in the 
garments that Gong’s sculptures allude to, finding a shared cloak inside this constellation of delicate 
things.

Covey Gong, NW298, 2023, brass, tin, copper, assorted 
fibers, 193 × 28 × 17 cm. Courtesy: the artist and Derosia, 
New York
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The New York-based artists Covey Gong and Eli Ping stage a comradely dialogue 
in a show focusing primarily on sculpture. Across the exhibition’s seven works — 
all from 2022, with two by Ping and five by Gong — both artists manage a just-so 
balance as they play delicacy off heaviness and use simplicity without fussiness. 
Sculptural detail enlivens even the works that at first glance look like paintings, 
as in Gong’s untitled diptych, where finely woven polyester organza stands in 
for painter’s canvas, revealing the aluminum stretcher bars beneath. Plate-size 
polka dots mark this material — which recalls sheer pantyhose — airbrushed with 
black or dark gray acrylic in a loosely regular pattern, with smoky wisps of spray 
escaping the circles’ confines. The effect: minimalism with élan and soul.
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John Vincler, The New York Times, January 4, 2023

Gong’s diptych faces Ping’s “Moult,” a cast iron rendering of a simple form that 
looks like a towel — or even a painter’s repurposed unstretched canvas — twisted 
and frozen in a rising, looping shape suggesting a torch or candle’s flame. My fa-
vorite works here are two boxlike constructions by Gong using the same sprayed 
organza on a thin wire frame of bronze and tin. Hung on the wall, they are about 
the size of a hard-backed book and incorporate hook-and-eye enclosures of the 
kind you might find on a corset or blouse, one detailed in white fabric, the other 
in black. Cotton thread clusters within at the top and bottom, recalling Richard 
Tuttle’s subtle sculptural drawings made with wire and shadow. JOHN VINCLER


