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Born in 1934 in Shanghai, Ku Fu-Sheng was the second son of KMT army General Ku Zhutong,
and in 1948, relocated to Taiwan with his father. As a child, he was fond of art and literature, and
had studied ink painting with Huang Junbi and then with Chu Teh-Chun. In 1957, he joined the
Fifth Moon Group, and in 1958, graduated from the Art Department of Taiwan Provincial Teachers’
College. He is considered a representative artist in the history of Taiwanese modernism. His first
solo exhibition was held in 1961 at the Taipei News Building, and that same year, he went to
Paris to study painting. At the end of 1962, Ku left Paris and settled in the United States. In his
early years, he was influenced by modern literature and filled his work with modernist ideas and
existential philosophy. Ku said, “If everyone has to choose a lifestyle, mine is exactly what | am
doing now, painting. My thoughts are there, my feelings are there, and every detail of my life is
there.” In his early paintings, Ku’s elongated and distorted human figures create atmospheres
of loneliness and depression, but later, in pursuing the liberation of his own body and spirit, he
tended to paint more substantial figures that fully celebrate life.

In 1965 at the time of Ku’s second solo exhibition in New York, his friend Hsi Te-Chin remarked,
“Ku Fu-Sheng has found himself!” The artist had used himself as a model for many figures in
these paintings, and later in 1970 during his Chicago period, he again used this strategy in
Enchanted Garden for a figure whose head is obscured with a grey cloud. But here, the stiff and
singular figures of his earlier paintings give way to a variety of figures placed among lithe and
graceful flowers, plants, insects, birds, and butterflies, which all seem to be defying gravity
as they jump and flit before a dreamlike and surreal purple background. This rich and colorful
painting is teeming with life’s rhythms and misty atmospheres. Influenced by his surroundings
during his time in New York and Chicago, Ku began using symbolism and brighter colors. He
signed Enchanted Garden with “ku,” which is concealed on a stone in the lower left corner of the
painting, and stamped the left side of the painting with the red mark “EEf@4EN” (Ku Fu-Sheng’s
seal).

His 1994 Why are You Running?, painted during his stay in Portland, Oregon, has an interesting
backstory. Ku tended to be introverted, so once when friends were visiting with their child, he got
to drawing animals, such as a pink pig, fawn, and frog, with the child. He then cut out the animals
and collaged them with images of people and boots from advertisements on a canvas painted
with leopards, tree trunks, cacti, and galoshes, all bathed in sunlight. This is contrasted with
mountains and clouds in different proportions in the painting’s distant background, and overall,
the painting is filled with the kind of creative imagination that delights children. The animals are
watching a headless human figure, a constant theme is Ku’s work, running into the distance, with
expressions that seem to ask, “Why are you running?” From his New York period to the 1990s,
Ku constantly painted protagonists that are running and jumping like athletes on one hand, or
escaping on the other, and the motif “why are you running?” had often appeared during this time.
The right side of the painting is stamped with the artist’s seal “E&8” (the artist’s surname) in red
ink, and signed “Ku,” which is how he customarily marked his paintings in the 1990s.

In 2011 when he was approaching 80 years old, Ku painted By the Sea, which still features
muscular bodies and a celebration of the boundless power of life. A large seal imprint and the
artist’s signature, both in blue, appear on the painting and echo the blue and purple tones of the
entire composition. The upper third of the painting is occupied by distant clouds, waves and sea
spray, while the foreground features two couples; one human the other chelonian, the former
lying on the beach, and the later crawling among the sea spray. Compared with other paintings of
this period, in which figures seem more active, By the Sea has a natural feeling of tranquility. In
a 2012 interview, Ku said that his paintings had always been based on the figure, and his figures
have close relationships to nature or their environments. He also said that his own physical
weakness had prompted him to paint athletic figures that are strong, youthful, and handsome,
and he used painting to express his dreams of liberating the body and of a beautiful life. (Yi-Ting Lei)
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K%z B Enchanted Garden

1970

JH¥ ~ % Oilon Canvas
177 x126 cm

BH% Purchase 2019.0003.001
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fAILAZE3%E Why Are You Running?

1994

J8% ~ #& ~ 27 Oil and Paper on Canvas
96 x121.5 cm
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¥~ % Oilon Canvas
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