
   HANS COPER – (1920 – 1981) 
 
Hans Coper was among the artists who fled Hitler’s Germany in the late 1930’s and settled in 
England.  Employment in the ceramic button workshop of fellow refugee Lucie Rie resulted in 
both his introduction to ceramic art, which would become his life’s work, and a close friendship 
with Rie that would be mutually supportive and enriching.  Coper and Rie worked together at her 
studio until 1958 when Coper set out on his own.  By that time he was already a recognized 
potter, but in the years to come his style would mature and he would become one of the major 
figures of twentieth century ceramics.   His stoneware vessels were wheel-thrown and then 
altered and assembled and finished with oxides, slips and textures.  The pieces are sculptural, 
not functional, but are always vessels reflecting Coper’s commitment to what he called the 
essence of the clay.  Hans Coper’s work and life were cut short by the onset of amyotrophic 
lateral sclerosis (ALS) in 1975 which diminished his ability to work and ultimately took his life in 
1981. “Although Lucie Rie outlived Hans Coper by fourteen years, and the aims of modern 
potters were reshaped in this period, no one has come forward to take their place, especially the 
place of Hans.  He combined originality with an uncompromising search for excellence, and his 
legacy of work is his memorial.”1 
 
 
1.  Tony Birks.  Hans Coper.  (New York: Harper & Row, 1983), 79. 
 
 

   ARTIST’S STATEMENT – HANS COPER 
 
“My concern is with extracting essences rather than with experiment and exploration. 
 
The wheel imposes its economy, dictates limits, provides momentum and continuity.  
Concentrating on continuous variations of simple themes I become part of the process; I am 
learning to operate a sensitive instrument which may be resonant to my experience of existence 
now – in this fantastic century. 
 
Practising a craft with ambiguous references to purpose and function one has occasion to face 
absurdity.  More than anything, like a demented piano-tuner, one is trying to approximate a 
phantom pitch.  One is apt to take refuge in pseudo-principles which crumble.  Still, the routine 
of works remains.  One deals with facts.”1 
 
 
 
 
1.  Hans Coper.  “Artist’s Statement,” in Collingwood, Peter, and Hans Coper.  
Collingwood/Coper.  London: Victoria and Albert Museum, 1969. 
 
 

    RESUME – HANS COPER 
 
1920   Born, Chemnitz, Lower Saxony, Germany 
 
Late 1930’s  Studied textile engineering, Dresden, Germany 
 



1939   Emigrated from Germany to England 
 
1940   Arrested as an alien and sent to Canada 
 
1941-1943  Returned to England; served in British Army 
 
1943   Married Annie Penelope Karaiskos 
 
1946-1958 Worked with Lucie Rie making ceramic buttons, then pottery, Albion 

Mews Pottery, London, England 
   Training at Woolwich School of Art 
 
1952   Divorced from Penelope Coper 
 
1954   Gold Medal Winner, Milan Triennale, Milan, Italy 
 
1958   Naturalized British subject 
 
1959-1963  Established studio in Digswell House, Hertfordshire, England 
   One of founding members of Architectural Group, Digswell 
 
1962   Candlesticks for Coventry Cathedral commission 
 
1961-1972  Instructor, Camberwell School of Art, London England 
    
1966-1975  Instructor, Royal College of Art, London, England 
 
1967   Moved to Frome, Somerset, England 
 
1974   Married Jane Gate 
 
1975   Diagnosed with Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis (ALS) 
 
1981   Died, Frome, Somerset, England 
 
1983   Retrospective exhibition, Sainsbury Center, Norwich, England 
 
 

   BIOGRAPHY – HANS COPER 
 
Hans Coper was born in 1920 in Chemnitz, Germany, near the Czechoslovakian border.  His 
father was the manager of a textile mill, and the family enjoyed a comfortable level of prosperity.  
Early on Coper showed a talent for drawing and painting, but the rise of Adolph Hitler in the 
1930’s altered the family’s future.  As a Jew Coper’s father was forced to resign his job, and 
over the next few years the family moved from city to city as the harassment worsened.  Coper’s 
father took his life in 1936, an act not uncommon in those times particularly when the wife, as 
was the case with Coper’s family, was not Jewish.  Coper’s older brother moved to South 
America, while Hans remained with his mother in Dresden.  Earlier Coper had apprenticed in a 
textile mill and for a time studied textile engineering, but in 1939 he too left Germany, emigrating 
to England where a friend of his father sponsored him.  His troubles were not over, however, 



because shortly thereafter war was declared and Coper was now officially an enemy alien.  As 
such he was arrested and sent to Canada where refugees were put in an internment camp 
along with prisoners of war.  Coper and others were able to secure a degree of freedom by 
joining the Pioneer Corps of the British Army and were sent back to England in 1941.  He 
served in the Corps until 1943; the years of persecution and deprivation had finally taken such a 
toll on his health that he was discharged as being physically unfit to serve. 
 
Over the next few years Coper struggled to find work while still dealing with his physical 
problems.  He married briefly in 1943 and a daughter was born, but the couple parted soon 
afterwards and eventually divorced in 1952.  In the meantime Coper began a relationship with 
Francesca (Zobel) and in time two more children were born.  With Francesca’s encouragement, 
Coper set out to achieve his dream of becoming an artist, working various jobs during the day to 
earn money, and painting and drawing at night.  Following a suggestion from an art dealer, 
Coper applied for work making ceramic buttons at the studio of another refugee, Lucie Rie.  
From that initial meeting developed a life-long, mutually supportive friendship between the two 
artists.  Rie quickly recognized Coper’s talent and sent him to Woolwich School of Art to develop 
his skills.  When he returned, the two began making tableware, and their tea sets and cups and 
saucers are still prized.  Rie had also been struggling in England, trying to find her niche in a 
ceramic environment that was at odds with her style.  Coper encouraged her to return to the 
spare, thin vessels that defined her and she in turn encouraged him to pursue his own much 
different style.  Coper remained with Rie until 1958 when he left to set up his own studio at 
Digswell House in Hertfordshire.  His reputation was already established as a potter; he had 
exhibited in a number of shows, won a Gold Medal at the Milan Triennale in 1954, and had a 
one-man show at Bonniers, New York in 1956, followed by his first one-man show in England in 
1958. 
 
Digswell House had been set up by Henry Morris, an educator whose vision was to bring culture 
from the cities into the country and to connect the artist to society at large.  He was instrumental 
in establishing the Digswell Arts Trust which sponsored Digswell House and provided low-cost 
flats and workshops for artists.  Coper stayed there for nearly five years and during that time 
reached his maturity as an artist.  His life there was austere and focused, his commitment totally 
to his work.  While he made friends among the other artists and was regarded by them with 
esteem as well as warmth, he was essentially a loner, prone from time to time to depression as 
he would be throughout his life, but he remained productive and in control of his work.  Two 
private collectors, William Ismay and J. M. W. Crowther also entered his life during this time, 
purchasing many of the pots as quickly as he made them.  For his many trips back and forth to 
London he purchased a retired London taxi, large and heavy, but permitting maximum comfort 
for his ailing back and space for the pots he transported. 
 
In addition to the pots, Coper worked with an architectural group at Digswell designing ceramic 
products for buildings, the projects in keeping with Henry Morris’s vision of combining art with 
industry.  He found the commercial work both stimulating and frustrating and although it 
continued for a time after he left Digswell, it ultimately ended.  Ironically the commission for 
which he is perhaps best known came not through Digswell but through an architect friend, and 
was for the design of candlesticks for Coventry Cathedral.  The completed candlesticks are 
nearly seven feet high and were installed in 1962.  Other commissions followed from that one 
including large pots and more candlesticks. 
 
Coper left Digswell as the first group of artists there gradually dispersed.  He returned to London 
in 1963 and once again established a home and studio.  His relationship with Francesca had 
ended some time before although he continued to support and be involved with their children.   



Upon his return he began sharing his life with Jane Gate, a photographer he had met several 
years before and who had been living in his old flat while he was at Digswell.  They were to 
remain together for the rest of his life, eventually marrying in 1974.   
 
Coper had begun teaching at Camberwell School of Art in 1961 at the urging of Lucie Rie and 
stayed there for ten years, the work allowing him some financial security.  He also taught at the 
Royal College of Art, starting in 1966 and remaining until 1975.  Although he never felt totally 
comfortable with his teaching abilities, he was highly regarded by his students and took his 
commitment to them seriously.  Initially his teaching related to the architectural ceramics and 
concepts he had learned at Digswell but he found his true calling in one-on-one tutorials.  He is 
remembered as teaching his students to be their own critics but in a way that respected their 
dignity and sensitivities.  One of his students, Elizabeth Fritsch, wrote, “His teaching had the 
same integrity and strength as had his pots; graceful, direct, precisely and sensitively tuned…”1 
Over the next years he continued making his pots, often exhibiting with Lucie Rie who was 
delighted to have him working nearby again.  His original dream of becoming a sculptor was 
evident in this work but they were always vessels, always wheel-thrown.   
 
In 1967 Coper made his final move, this time to Frome, Somerset, where he purchased an old 
farm and its buildings.  Jane gave up her career as a photographer, becoming involved in 
weaving and gardening.  Hans Coper was again making pots as soon as the old barn was 
converted to his studio.  One of the first exhibitions after this move was with a colleague from 
Digswell, Peter Collingwood, at the Victoria & Albert Museum in London.  The show was not a 
retrospective but consisted of all new work – Collingwood’s weavings and Coper’s pots.  Coper 
contributed over 100 pots to the show, representing different facets of his work and including, 
for the first time, the attenuated pots on bases which are known as the “Cycladic” pots.  Other 
exhibitions followed including exhibitions in Japan, the United States, and Denmark, and for the 
first several years Coper kept up a full schedule of teaching at the Royal College and producing 
new work. 
 
By 1974, however, signs of physical deterioration were beginning to become noticeable.  While 
earlier medication had helped with the pain from his ailments, he began having trouble walking 
and handling objects.  Within a year the problems were affecting his speech as well.  When his 
pots were shown in an exhibit in Chipping Camden, his first major exhibit in England in five 
years, Coper was not well enough to attend the opening.  He was diagnosed with amyotrophic 
lateral sclerosis (ALS) in 1975 and from then on he had to make adjustments in his life and work 
to accommodate his increasing disability.  He began spending most of his time in his studio, 
working as much as he was able.  Visitors came frequently but did not stay long as it was too 
draining for Coper.   
 
Coper ceased working altogether in 1979 and became somewhat of a recluse in his studio.  He 
covered his pots so he could not see them and spent most of his time reading and listening to 
music.  His studio was converted into living quarters and once again Coper was living alone with 
his own thoughts by choice.  Coper died at home in June, 1981. 
 
Hans Coper’s work is noted for its unconventional approach quite different from the English 
pottery of Bernard Leach and others working at the same time.  Like his close friend and mentor 
Lucie Rie, he was very much a modernist and not influenced by traditional pottery or Asian 
ceramics.  Also like Rie, he strove for simplicity, for reduction in his work, seeking to make his 
statement with the least amount of obvious complexity.  He worked with stoneware, wheel-
thrown, producing work that was not functional but was always a vessel, a pot.  There is often a 
sense of the sculptural about his pieces, a suggestion of a figure although not overtly so, and he 



expressed an interest in releasing the essence of the clay as opposed to making something 
usable.  While his pieces all began as wheel-thrown forms, those forms were then altered and 
assembled to produce the final work. His shapes were influenced by Egyptian pots and bronzes 
and he gave them names such as “spade,” “bud,” “egg,” and “arrow.” The surfaces are rough 
and are finished with rubbed oxides, neutral slips, and abraded with steel wool and other things 
to produce textures. He worked in a series as many artists do, exploring and pushing the limits 
of a particular vision. The majority of his work is not large in scale but words used to describe 
his pieces are “strong,” “monumental” and “masculine,” indicating an impact greater than their 
size.   
 
Coper was a recognized and collected artist in his lifetime, and continues to be regarded as one 
of the important ceramic figures of the 20th century.  A major retrospective of his work was held 
after his death at the Sainsbury Center, Norwich, England, and his work is included in the 
collections of a number of both private and public collections, among them the New York 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Victoria & Albert Museum, and the Sainsbury Center which 
established the Hans Coper Memorial Collection in 1983. 
 
1.  Tony Birks.  Hans Coper.  (New York: Harper & Row, 1983), 61. 
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