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“Open my heart and you will see, graved inside of it, Italy” 
 -- Robert Browning 

 Such a fitting poem for American impressionist painter Richard Hamilton Couper who spent most of 

his life in Italy, traveling the countryside from Venice to Capri, painting beautiful landscapes.  Born of 

American parents, he lived his youth in Florence, Italy, in the sculptor studio of his grandfather Thomas Ball 

and father William Couper. “Villa Ball” was one of the primary destinations for vacationing tourists, musicians, 

artists, and dignitaries, and was fully involved with the Anglo-American Artist Colony in Firenze. Located 

across the Ponte Vecchio and just outside the Porta Romana, near Piazza Michelangelo and the Pitti Palace, the 

area was home to many expatriates including Robert and Elizabeth Browning, John Ruskin, Hiram Powers, 

Frederick Turner, Christina Rosetti, Julius Rolshoven, William Dean Howells, Daniel Chester French, and 

many others.   Richard, often called Dick, was born in Norfolk, Virginia, on July 5, 1887, during a family 

vacation.  His mother was Eliza Chickering Ball, an accomplished musician from the Chickering piano family.  

Richard spent his childhood watching artists work on sculpture and paintings, and at art and music receptions. 

 When a teenager Richard went to New York to study at the Art Students League; then returned to Paris 

and Rome where he studied with Beronneau, and was a member of the Circolo Artistico.  In Paris he met and 

subsequently married Mildred Cooper, a quarter-tone composer and pianist from Argentina.  They lived in the 

Palazzo Sonnino in Rome, and had frequent showings at the American Academy, under director Frederic 

Crowninshield.  While Richard displayed his landscape paintings, monotypes, and etchings, Mildred entertained 

the visitors with tea and music. These events were mentioned twice in Burnham’s book Rome: Then and Now 

(pp 121, 146).  The Coupers frequently hosted artist Julius Rolshoven, whom they called Giulio. He was a 

mentor to the couple. When their son Clive was born they found a larger apartment at 25 via della Lupa, off via 

Condotti near the Spanish Steps.  A daughter Rosalind soon followed. They usually spent summers on the 

island of Capri and the Amalfi Coast, or in Florence or Venice, where Richard painted landscapes.  

 With the outbreak of World War I the Coupers returned to the U.S., as conditions in Europe became 

hazardous. Richard continued to paint landscapes in the rural areas of New York. His favorite medium was 

tempera, and he became so interested that he invented a new formula, and started to manufacture tempera colors 

in 1915.  But he died of pneumonia in New York at the age of thirty-three, during the world-wide Spanish Flu 

epidemic in 1918.  Although he had some art showings in America, especially at the Montclair Art Museum in 

New Jersey, Richard was better known in Europe where many of his paintings still exist.  
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 Richard and Tom with their father                                 Family in New Jersey home of William Couper 
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Landscapes and Etchings in Tuscany 

       

     

        



       

   

 

  



Landscapes in Capri and the Amalfi Coast 

      

         

       

 

  



 

Landscapes and Etchings in Rome and Venice 

         

          



       

      

 

 



Landscapes in New York   
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Note written from camp on tree bark, 1902 
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