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education overview.
This resource aims to provide a snapshot of the significance of the series of sculptural
ceramic angels produced by John Perceval between 1957 to 1962. Highly expressive and
accomplished in themselves, the angels relate closely to emergent social and cultural
themes of the era and are representative of artist’s creative integrity, maturity and
confidence. Reflecting an influential modernist creed, linked to the ‘Antipodean Manifesto’
of 1958, the exhibition Delinquent Angel: John Perceval’s Ceramic Angels, provides
teachers and students with an opportunity to explore and engage with ideas that inspired
and influenced the production of a remarkable body of work.
Linked to key concepts and skills of AusVELS and the Australian Curriculum, visual art
teachers and students are encouraged to use this education resource as a starting point
to investigate further into the artists’ oeuvre: his studio practice and output that reflect
his insight into the complexity of human existence, that include keen observations of
interpersonal and personal relations, as well as collective experiences and social memory.
Drawing strongly upon the exhibition catalogue that includes key research and essay by
Damian Smith, there are a number of on-line links that provide access to influential artworks
referred to in the essay and additional images of Perceval’s angels from a number of public
collections.
VCE Art and Studio Arts teachers and students, as well as those studying Australian History,
Psychology and English may also consider personal, social and political themes that emerge.
They include the role of the artist in Australian society, contradictions in emergence of
new economic prosperity and social protest during the Cold War era or the influence of
secularism or psychology in Australian society.
Questions and activities contained within can be used as starting points or suggestions for
discussion and further research.
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John Perceval
Figure of an Angel Playing a Cello, 1957
earthenware with copper oxide glaze
30.3 x 24 x 27.5 cm
Collection National Gallery of
Australia, Canberra, purchased 1972
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exhibition background: emergent themes.
“This exhibition celebrates SAM’s special connection with John Perceval and his
delinquent angels. John Perceval’s Delinquent Angel (1961) was purchased by Shepparton
Art Gallery in 1976. It later toured to Italy and China in 1995 as part of a ceramic collection
exhibition, becoming the logo for the gallery from that time until our rebranding in 2012.
Delinquent Angel: John Perceval’s Ceramic Angels is the largest collection of the series ever
brought together, and marks 40 years since 13 Angels were last exhibited at Realities, Toorak
in 1974.”
Kirsten Paisley, Director, Shepparton Art Museum

The exhibition Delinquent Angel: Perceval’s Ceramic Angels features 37 angels in two rooms
at Shepparton Art Museum. Most are grouped thematically and there are a number of stand-alone
pieces. Some of the sculptures are made of two human figures. The latter includes the remarkable
Fighting Angels 1959 (catalogue p.29) and The Kiss 1960, (catalogue p.8) as well as Trevor and Friend
1960 (catalogue p.19) and Two Angels 1961 (catalogue, p.4).
While one room features angels with a number of stringed and other musical instruments such as
Figure of an Angel Playing a Cello 1957 (catalogue p.28) and Angel with Lute 1959. (catalogue p.24).
These angels are said to express Perceval’s interest in the relationship between art and creativity.
Another grouping displays angels with hands clasping, clapping or listening such as Listening Angel
1957 (catalogue p. 18). Notions of play, joy, innocence and defiance of the human spirit are pervasive.
ic war during the cold period following the Korean War.
In the second room are a number of angels praying or in another state of being. These include the
Benediction 1960, Hypnotic Angel 1958 and Ecstatic Angel 1957.
Other familial as well as mythic themes merge. These include mother and child groupings, Mother
and Child 1958, (catalogue p. 23) and the exceptional Romulus and Remus with Wolf Mother 1961,
as well as the more prosaic Angel with Arms Upraised 1961 (catalogue p.21) and the delightful The
Acrobat 1958, which was based on Perceval’s middle daughter Celia, also nicknamed Winkie.

Questions
Which of Perceval’s Angels do you think are portraits of real people. Who are they and how
are their characters expressed? Refer to their expressive features, gestures, form and glazes
used.
Create
Create a portrait of yourself or another person that is gestural, highly figurative or colourful.
Reflect
What does the term mythic mean? Investigate the mythological story’s of Medusa or Romulus and Remus? Why do you think Perceval was interested in these myths?
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personal and artistic themes.
John Perceval is largely known for his painting practice, however from 1957–1962, during what is
considered to be one of his most creative periods, Perceval produced a series of ceramic angel
sculptures as a result of his involvement with Arthur Merric-Boyd’s pottery studio at Murrumbeena.
Perceval’s ceramic angels are often an over-looked aspect of his oeuvre despite their technical and
conceptual sophistication, humour and beguiling charm. Working out of his studio home in
Canterbury, a suburb in Melbourne with his wife Mary and young family, Perceval created over 90
ceramic angels that range from self-portraits and tributes to friends and family, to figures that
illustrate allegorical stories and comment on the threat of nuclear weaponry.
The ceramic angels emerged in the 1950’s during a boom period of Australia. First appearing in
1957, Perceval produced series of angels that were exhibited in several exhibitions between 1958
and 1962. Exhibited in 1958 and 1959 at the Museum of Modern Art of Australia, with texts by David
Boyd and art patron John Reed, Perceval’s exhibition ‘Angels’ provided the first public viewing of the
sculptures, some 23 in total. For John Reed, Perceval’s creative spirit mingled closely with his identity,
pervading emergent themes:
“The angels…are John Perceval talking about himself: he is his own angel – and what an
angel too! A puckish angel, a mischievous angel, a trouble-making angel, an angel who plays
the harp with an angelic leer, a perverse angel, a clown angel.”

John Perceval in his studio at Canterbury, Melbourne
Image courtesy the Perceval family
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Questions
Which of Perceval’s Angels can be seen as particularly troublesome? What are their
characteristics?
Which of Perceval’s ceramic angels can be see as troubled? What do you think is worrying
them? How is this shown or expressed?
Create
Which or these attributes do you find the most appealing? Create an artwork that reflects
this particular attribute.
Reflect
What is an allegorical story? What other European genres in art or painting history were
strongly allegorical and why?

John Perceval
Trevor and Friend, c. 1960
earthenware
a) 25.1 x 16.5 x 19.5 cm
b) 26 x 22.5 x 19.2 cm
National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne
Gift of John Perceval, 1987
Acc. No. D21.a-b-1987
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australian modernism and the angry penguins.
Although the angels are biographical, drawing upon his own difficult childhood and temperament,
and more directly on the happier childhood of his four young children, they are largely inspired
by social concerns and reflect the prevailing artistic, social and political milieu of the era. Influential
art historian Bernard Smith, described Perceval’s 1958 exhibition as “one of the most important
one-man shows held in Australia since the war’. A further nine angels were exhibited at the
controversial ‘Antipodeans’ exhibition (4-15 August 1959), an event that also launched the
‘Antipodean Manifesto’, a two page document authored by Bernard Smith. Declaring that,
“Art is, for the artist, his speech, his way of communication. And the image, the recognisable
shape, the meaningful symbol, is the basic unit of his language,”

Signatories to the document included the exhibiting artists: Charles Blackman, Arthur Boyd, David
Boyd, John Brack, Bob Dickerson, Clifton Pugh and John Perceval. The stance of the group was in
opposition to painterly abstraction, their cause the visual language of the artist.
In May 1959 another large solo exhibition of 33 angels was held at the Terry Clune Galleries, Sydney
and was opened by notable Australian artist, William Dobell.

“John Perceval AO is one of Australia’s most celebrated and loved artists renowned for
his radicalism, expressiveness and prolific output, along with his complex personal life. As
a member of the Angry Penguins avant-garde movement that began in the 1940s, Perceval
joined with other Australian art luminaries Arthur Boyd, Albert Tucker, Sidney Nolan, Danila
Vassilieff and Joy Hester to rail against the insular conservatism of Australian society and
push for new voices and modes of expression.”
Damian Smith, ‘Delinquent Angel – John Perceval’s Ceramic Angels’, 2014, p.13 -14

Questions
What does the word antipodean mean? How and why was it applied to Australian art in the
1950’s?
Create
Draw or make your own antipodean artwork to reflect Australian identity in the 21st century.
Reflect
The Angry Penguins have had considerable influence on the development of Modernism in
Australian art. Research further into who they were and what they represented.
How are their ideals/ideas expressed or represented through the Perceval’s ceramic angels
series?
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cultural influences and inspirations.
The Boyd Family
Highly regarded and influential ceramic artist Merric Boyd, was Perceval’s father–in-law. After
developing an interest and success in pottery, he initially trained in art at the National Gallery of
Victoria school under Bernard Hall and Frederick Mc Cubbin. Following further skilled training
and practice Merric Boyd produced some of his best work in the 1920’s and 1930’s alongside his
wife Doris Boyd. Later in life he adopted his wife’s faith in Christian Science and from the 1930s read
little beyond its teachings and the Bible. He believed that:

“the first impulse of the maker of hand-pottery is to obtain pleasure in making and decorating
an article, and making that pleasure intelligible … the use of our own fauna and flora is of the
first importance’.
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/boyd-emma-minnie-5610
No doubt, Perceval’s interest in religious symbolism and iconography can be linked to the influence
of his father-in-law Merric Boyd and close associate Arthur Boyd, who also worked together with
Perceval and Peter Herbst to establish Arthur Merric Boyd (A.M.B.) Pottery in 1944.

John and Mary Perceval in their Canterbury
home with a selection of the angel sculptures, c.1960.
Image courtesy Celia Perceval, photograph by Mary List.

Questions
How might creativity or artistic integrity be expressed through the making of artwork? Find
two artworks in the exhibition that best express this idea for you. Explain why.
Create
Write, draw or make an artwork or text that gives that others will find enjoyable or intelligible.
Reflect
Compare Perceval’s artistic output with that of Merric Boyd or Arthur Boyd. What
expressive features or use of symbols do they share? How are they different?
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John Perceval
Listening Angel, c. 1957
glazed ceramic
32.5 x 22.7 x 20.9 cm
Australian War Memorial
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European Religious Art
European religious art, in particular French court painter Jean Fouquet (1425-1480). Fouquet’s Melun
Diptych, c.1452, was of particular interest to Perceval for it featured six shiny red cherubs attending the
enthroned Madonna and child. By contemporary standards these are weird little homunculi, roundly
swollen like over-inflated dolls. The central figures are no less stylised and the effect is strangely surreal.

Virgin and Child Surrounded by Angels,
right wing of Fouquet’s Melun Diptych,
c. 1452, Royal Museum of Fine Arts,
Antwerp

Questions
What do you find unusual in the figures shown in the Melun Diptych? How are the red
cherubs different to cherubs found in the work of other Renaissance artists such as
Michaelangelo?
Create
Create a digital image or scene that depicts cherubs or other winged figures.
Reflect
Do you think Fouquet’s Melun Diptych, c.1452 was an influence on Perceval’s Angel series?
Are there particular angels that bear strong similarities?
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Australian Popular Culture
The popular ‘verse novel’ Songs of a Sentimental Bloke, by C. J. Denis. The work was illustrated
by artist Hal Gye, who embellished it with images of ‘larrikin cherubs’. Some 66,000 copies sold
and the ‘Sentimental Bloke’ became entrenched within the Australian imagination. It is difficult
to dismiss Gye’s images as a possible precursor for Perceval for they featured so prominently
during the period of the artist’s youth. A drawing like Gye’s The Stoush ‘O Day, 1915, can easily be
compared with Perceval’s Fighting Angels, 1959. Nonetheless, the differences between the two are
striking. Gye’s cherubs are disarming, while Perceval’s angels are often times disturbing; the former
were light hearted vignettes, the latter an exploration of the psyche. (Perceval’s Angels p. 8)

Hal Gye’s illustration, The Stoush O’ Day, 1915

Questions
Compare Fighting Angels, 1959 with Hal Gye’s illustration. How are they similar and how are
they different? Refer to all aspects including form, shape, size, shape and the context in
which they made?
Create
Write or script a scene from that uses the characters of the Fighting Angels or another pair of
angels in a story-line for a song, poem or film clip.
Reflect
Who was the character of Sentimental Bloke? Why do you think the story of the sentimental bloke was so pervasive in Australian society and why might have been of interest to John
Perceval?
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perceval’s studio practice.

“In fashioning the heads and torsos of the angels, Perceval alternated between using a
potter’s wheel and sculpting in the round. As early as 1958 we see the inclusion of sculpted
musical instruments, which required elaborate forms of modelling and as late as 1961 the
conical body form of the wheel thrown angels, which was much easier to fashion, is still
employed. If anything the alternation between methods reflects the fact that Perceval
continued to produce wheel-thrown vessels throughout this period, the angels evolving
alongside and indeed as an extension of his wider practice.”
“In period photographic prints showing Perceval working in the studio it is possible to see
the wooden armatures used to support the as yet unfired angel figures. The circumstance
in which they were produced is quite rudimentary, the entire project being completed with
few implements and tools. In one instance Perceval can be seen modelling with the blunt
end of a paintbrush and only a sponge to smooth the contours of the forms. In another
photograph, in which Perceval and his three daughters view the unfired sculpture The
Acrobat,1958, (purchased that year by the Art Gallery of New South Wales),v it can be
seen how the piece was balanced atop three small balls of clay, which were subsequently
removed before firing. Perceval is shown adding a lock of hair to the work, which in turn
appears to reach up to the artist’s lips. The hair, according to his then wife Mary, was spun
by the artist like fine Chinese noodles. The model for this work, Perceval’s second oldest
daughter Celia (known by the nickname Winkie).”
Damian Smith, ‘Delinquent Angel – John Perceval’s Ceramic Angels’, 2014, p.9
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John Perceval
The Acrobat Angel, 1958
earthenware, sang-de-boeuf
glaze
28 x 29 x 17.5 cm
Art Gallery of New South
Wales, purchased 1958.
Image courtesy Art Gallery of
New South Wales
© The Estate of John Perceval

Questions
The angel figures are both hand-built and wheel thrown. What evidence is their to support
this statement?
Create
Create a series of observation drawings or sketches of one of the angels that shows a range
of techniques or expressive elements. Focus on one body part at a time.
Reflect
Examine different aspects of Perceval’s studio practice between 1957 and 1962. How did they
complement or draw upon each other?
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ceramic experimentation.
One of the most unique aspects of the angels series is the rich copper red glazes, originally thought
to be the derived from highly prized red Chinese glaze known to Europeans as sang-de-boeuf.
Australian ceramic artists Greg Daly, well known for his own high lustre colour glazes, explains the
differences:

“The Angels have always been of great interest to
me. In fact, they aren’t of the sang-de-boeuf
glaze lineage. The Chinese glazes are reduced
fired at a high temperature around 1300ºc
where the Angels’ copper reds are a low
temperature reduced copper lustre glaze.
Reduction is where the kiln is starved of oxygen and
that is why they have iridescence in certain light.
The copper has been in parts reduced to a
red but areas of metal copper can be glimpsed
in natural light. They have small amounts of
copper, usually less than 0.5%. John’s copper
glazes have 2-3% in an earthenware glaze, fired to
around 1080ºC. The Chinese glazes are reduced on
the way up, the Angels’ copper glaze reduced
at the finish of the firing. I heard a story that he
introduced camphor balls into an electric kiln
to cause the reduction. Yet the end results are
both reds but are quite different in glaze quality and
finish. You can’t correctly use the term sangde-boeuf to describe these glazes. But a red
copper lustre glaze, which makes them a rarer
glaze than the Chinese reds.”

Questions
What is the significance of sang-de-boeuf glaze and how is it different to the reduced copper
glazes that was used by Perceval?
Create
Experiment with a range of materials to make your own shiny surface or finish in a deep bright
colour and another in a light or pale shade. How do they compare when used to create an
arrangement of faces or figures?
Reflect
Why was important for Perceval to create shiny, copper-red angels and how did he achieve
this?
13

John Perceval
Angel, 1958
glazed ceramic
25 x 10 x 10 cm
Shepparton Art Museum, purchased
with the assistance of funds from
the Sir Andrew and Lady Fairley
Foundation and Carrillo Gantner, 2013
Acc. No. 2013.12
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collecting the angels.
Perceval’s ceramic angles have always been highly sought after by both collectors and art galleries
around Australia. Several entered public collections through purchase at when first displayed through
commercial galleries:

•

Mother and Child, 1958, National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, purchased 1958
(see image in catalogue p.23)

•

The Acrobat, 1958, Art Gallery of NSW, purchased 1958
(see family photo in catalogue p.10)

•

Sculpture: The Herald Angel, 1958, purchased 1960 by public subscription, with
the assistance from Queensland Art Gallery Society Collection: Queensland Art
Gallery (see catalogue p.25)

•

Untitled (Angel Playing the Lute), 1958, The University of Melbourne Art Collection,
gift of Professor Joseph Burke 1960, through the Society of Collectors

•

The Lute Player, (1957-58), Monash University Collection, Monash University Museum
of Art, gift of the artist, 1962

Delinquent Angel. John Perceval’s Ceramic Angels at Shepparton Art Museum 29 August - 23 November 2014
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In the decade or so that followed four more were acquired for public collections:

•

Hypnotic Angel, 1958, South Australian Government Grant 1967, Art Gallery of
South Australia

•

Figure of an Angel Playing and Cello, 1957, National Gallery of Australia, 1972

•

Fighting Angels, 1959, National Gallery of Australia, 1976

•

Delinquent Angel, 1961, Shepparton Art Museum, purchased 1976

John Perceval
Fighting Angels, 1959
earthenware with copper oxide glaze
height: 36.7 cm
Collection: National Gallery of
Australia, Canberra, Purchased 1976

Today they are found in more than twenty major public and private collections across Australia.
Public collections have now acquired many of the angel’s through private donations or gifts. They
include: the National Gallery of Australia’s five angels. Two Angels, 1961, acquired through the
Joseph Brown Collection, 2004; The Kiss, 1960, (Seated Figure of an Angel), c. 1960, and Untitled
(Figure of an Angel), 1958, Gift of Loti Smorgon AO, through the Australian Government’s Cultural
Gifts Program, 2011; Trevor and Friend, c. 1960, and Medusa, 1963, Gift of John Perceval, 1987; and
Mother and Child, 1958, purchased 1958.
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Shepparton Art Museum owns three angels: Delinquent Angel 1961, purchased 1976; Angel with
Arms Upraised 1961, Friends of the Shepparton Art Gallery Society Inc., the Sir Andrew and Lady
Fairley Foundation, Lauraine Diggins Fine Art and the Margaret Lawrence Bequest, 2006; and the
recently acquired Angel 1958, Sir Andrew and Lady Fairley Foundation and Carrillo Gantner, 2013.
Images of all the included artworks are reproduced in the exhibition catalogue.

Ceramic Angels that feature in this exhibition have been sourced from the following galleries and
private collections:

•

Art Gallery of Ballarat

•

Art Gallery of South Australia, Adelaide

•

Art Gallery of Western Australia, Perth

•

Australian War Memorial, Canberra

•

Heide Museum of Modern Art, Melbourne

•

Lauraine Diggins Fine Art

•

Kerry Stokes Collection

•

National Gallery of Australia, Canberra

•

National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne

•

Monash University Museum of Art, Melbourne

•

Powerhouse Museum, Sydney

•

Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane

•

Roy Morgan Research Centre Collection

•

Shepparton Art Museum

•

The Ian Potter Museum of Art, University of Melbourne

Questions
What is the difference between a public and private art collection?
Why do you think institutions collect art and how do you they collect artworks?
Create
Create your own collection of 5 ceramic angels by Perceval. Write a short description of
them and explain why you picked these particular ones.
Reflect
Why do you think public art galleries and collectors have a strong interest in Perceval’s
angels?
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John Perceval
Delinquent Angel (detail), 1961
glazed stoneware
25.3 x 20.3 x 19 cm
Shepparton Art Museum,
Purchased 1976
Acc. No. 1976.22
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