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NOELA HJORTH Sensory Images

Artist Noela Hjorth (1940–2016) was born in 
Melbourne and trained at the Royal Melbourne Institute 
of Technology and the Chelsea Art School in London. 
Hjorth worked in a variety of mediums including 
printmaking, painting and sculpture to explore female 
iconography and mythology. Hjorth explored her own 
identity and consequently the identity of the human 
race more generally. She made frequent trips to Bali 
and to Arnhem Land where she investigated rituals and 
ceremonies depicted in art from other cultures. 

In the 1980s Hjorth married painter John Olsen during 
which time both artists moved from Melbourne to the 
Adelaide Hills. After the couple divorced seven years 
later Hjorth remained in Adelaide where she began to 
exhibit in cathedrals. In 1994 Hjorth caused controversy 
with an exhibition that was held at St Peter’s Cathedral 
as part of the Adelaide Festival. To mark the centenary 
of Women’s Suffrage she exhibited sculptural works, 
seedpods and life size nude lithographs, similar to those 
depicted in Sensory Images, 1979–1980. 

Sensory Images is a large-scale lithograph made with the 
imprint of Hjorth’s own body. Hjorth describes the two 
figures in this print as representing the yin and yang of 
her personality. She continued to use her own body in 
her prints, creating poses that were inspired by historical 
depictions of the body from a variety of cultures including 
Greek charioteers, Cambodian dancers, Egyptian 
goddesses and Indian or Aboriginal performers. 

image: Noela Hjorth, Australia, 1940 – 2016, Sensory Images, 
1979-80, Melbourne, lithograph on paper, 152.5 x 107.2 cm 
(sheet); Gift of the artist 1991, Art Gallery of South Australia, 
Adelaide
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WHAT WAS THE WOMEN’S SUFFRAGE?
Women’s suffrage refers to the right of women to vote. While today every Australian citizen over the age of 18 has 
the right to vote, this was not always the case. On 18 December 1894, South Australia became the first electorate 
in Australia to give equal political rights for both men and women. For more information on Australia’s electoral 
history investigate when the right to vote was given to Aboriginal people. 

KEY LITERACY 
WORDS 

Feminism 

Iconography

Lithograph 

Mythology 

Printmaking 

Relief print

Ritual 

Suffrage 

DID YOU KNOW?
Hjorth was instrumental in establishing the Victorian Print Workshop 
in the 1970s. Today it is known as the Australian Print Workshop and 
provides professional printmaking facilities to established and emerging 
artists. 

DID YOU KNOW?
Hjorth’s grandmother imparted her love of art architecture influencing her decision to become an artist. Inspired 
by her love of art, anthropology, recycled materials and architecture, Hjorth built houses which she called living 
sculptures. Her last living sculpture was built in 2011 in Semaphore which was dedicated to her late son, Greg 
Hjorth. This house won local government awards for heritage and urban design character. 

NOELA HJORTH Continued

RESOURCES 

Adelaide Now – The house that Noela built 
http://bit.ly/2uS4AEX

 City of Melbourne – Meat Market 
http://bit.ly/2fM7KqM

Noela Hjorth 
http://bit.ly/2uRkrUh

Sydney Morning Herald – Eccentric printmaker made her house into a ‘living 
sculpture’ 
http://bit.ly/2w3wOAe

THINK AND 
DISCUSS 
Some people have suggested 
the voting age should be 16. 
What do you think?

The Gallery’s Learning programs are supported by the Department for Education and Child Development. 
 
Information and hyperlinks correct at time of print. Art Gallery of South Australia staff Kylie Neagle and Lisa Slade contributed to the development 
of this resource. 

The Art Gallery of South Australia gratefully acknowledges the support of 
the Wood Foundation in the development of this resource.

2



IN
T

ER
PR

ET
IV

E R
ESO

U
R

C
E  | Learning at the G

allery  | A
rt G

allery o
f So

uth A
ustralia  artgalle

ry.sa.go
v.au

/
le

arn
in

g

N
O

E
L

A
 H

JO
R

T
H

EARLY YEARS 

RESPONDING 

This image shows the artist twice. Imagine you have 
stepped inside a machine that could create a copy of 
yourself. Name one thing that might be good about 
having a copy of yourself.  

Consider Hjorth’s title Sensory Images. Explore and talk 
about the five senses.

MAKING 

Apply a thin layer of paint to each child’s hand and 
imprint their hand onto a large sheet of paper to create a 
collaborative ‘portrait’. 

Using paint and your finger tips, create a unique pattern. 
 

PRIMARY 

RESPONDING 

Hjorth created depictions of the body that were inspired 
from a variety of cultures including Greek charioteers, 
Cambodian dancers and Egyptian goddesses. Locate 
works of art in the Gallery in which figures are posed 
in different ways and recreate these positions. What do 
these poses suggest about the person depicted in the 
painting or sculpture?

Hjorth exhibited works of art in churches and 
entertainment venues. Run a class debate with the topic: 
‘Art should be on display everywhere’. 

TIP Investigate the South Australian Living Artist 
(SALA) Festival 

MAKING 

Hjorth used her own body as the surface from which the 
imprint of her body was taken. Select a range of materials 
designed to move such as inflatable balls, tennis or 
football, nets, tyres or unwanted toys. Paint the surface 
of your objects to create a series of relief prints on paper. 
Use different objects and coloured paint to create an 
interesting work of art.  

Hjorth designed and built a house that she called a 
living-sculpture as a tribute to her son. Think of someone 
special in your life and design a house that honours them 
in some way. 

Writing became an important part of Hjorth’s work and 
she continued to be influenced by ancient mythology and 
the cycles of nature. Write a poem about ‘Regeneration, 
renewal and restoration’. 

Sensory Images is a large-scale lithograph made with 
the imprint of Hjorth’s own body. When this work 
was exhibited in London in 1992 at the Victoria and 
Albert Museum, she described the two figures as a 
representation of different aspects of her personality. 
Brainstorm two sides to your personality that are 
different, yet are complementary. Have a friend trace the 
outline of your head, creating a silhouette shape. Face 
the opposite direction and repeat this process so that 
you have two silhouette heads facing each other. Fill each 
shape with symbols that represent different sides of your 
personality.   
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RESPONDING 

Hjorth caused controversy in 1994 with an exhibition held at 
St Peter’s Cathedral as part of the Adelaide Festival. Hjorth’s 
intention was to balance the masculine energies in the Christian 
Church with female iconography. In this way, Hjorth’s practice 
may be considered Feminist art. Compare how works of art 
by Hjorth, Sarah Contos and Ann Newmarch reflect women’s 
lives and experiences. How did these artists address the cultural 
attitudes of their time?  

TIP Works by both Sarah Contos and Ann Newmarch are in 
the Gallery’s collection.  

Life for women in Australia has changed considerably over the 
last 100 years. Some of these changes included: 

 ■ The right to vote

 ■ Increased presence in the workforce, spurred on initially by 
the world wars

 ■ Introduction of the contraceptive pill in the 1960s providing 
women with greater control over their reproductive rights

 ■ Women’s attire

 ■ Permission to enter entertainment venues that were 
previously exclusively for men

Imagine the women’s movement didn’t occur and describe what 
would Australia look like? Although women’s rights have come 
a long way, some may argue that there is still more to be done. 
Investigate a recent event that has highlighted gender inequality.
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SECONDARY 

image above: Ann Newmarch, Australia, 1945, Women hold 
up half the sky! , 1978, Prospect, Adelaide, colour screenprint 
on paper, 91.5 x 65.0 cm (sheet); South Australian 
Government Grant 1981, Art Gallery of South Australia, 
Adelaide. © Ann Newmarch image top: Installation view, 
Ramsay Art Prize 2017, Art Gallery of South Australia.

 
image below: Sarah Contos, Sarah Contos Presents: The Long 
Kiss Goodbye, 2016, screen-print on linen, canvas and lamé, 
digital printed fabrics and various found fabrics, PVC, poly-fil, 
glass, ceramic and plastic beads, thread, artists’ gloves, 610 
x 330 x25cm; Gift of the James & Diana Ramsay Foundation 
for the 2017 Ramsay Art Prize.
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SECONDARY 

RESPONDING 

The female nude has been a subject for many artists 
throughout history. Since the 1970s women have been 
working towards retrieving the female body from the 
male gaze and Hjorth’s strong sense of physicality and 
exploration of the self in Sensory Images is an example 
of this. Research other artists who have used the female 
body to explore similar ideas. Discuss these artists’ work 
in relation to their public reception. 

The seed pods included in the 1994 exhibition were 
perceived as representations of female genitalia. Hjorth’s 
intention however was to include seed pods as symbols 
of fertility. American artist Georgia O’Keefe is well 
known for her large-scale paintings of flowers, which, 
like Hjorth’s images, have been interpreted as depictions 
of female genitalia. Discuss how and why people have 
different readings of a work of art and how these may 
differ from an artists’ intention.    

Art has always sparked controversy and debate. Why 
are works of art considered controversial? Investigate 
other examples recently where works of art have caused 
controversy. 

Hjorth wore a necklace with a cross, choosing this not 
just as a symbol of Christianity but as a feminine symbol. 
She highlighted that an ‘X’ is known as the female 
chromosome and that two diagonal crosses can mean 
‘to multiply’, linking back to her interest in fertility and 
regeneration. Research other symbols that have different 
meaning depending on their cultural origins. 

Hjorth’s Sensory Images is a lithograph, which is a form of 
printmaking where a design is drawn onto a lithographic 
stone (limestone) using an oil based ink. The design is 
fixed with chemicals and then covered with water. The 
area with no drawing will collect water while the ink will 
reject it. Paper is then laid on the surface and placed 
through a printing press, where the image on the stone 
is transferred to the paper. Printmaking techniques vary 
and include woodblock, lino, etching and screen-printing. 
Usually an inked design is transferred from a printing 
block, plate or through a stencil on to paper or fabric. 
Locate examples of these techniques used in works of art 
on display in the Gallery. Identify key characteristics for 
each style of print. 

MAKING 

Hjorth created a series of artist’s books about her life. 
Artist’s books are often published in small editions and 
can sometimes be one of a kind objects. Create your 
own artist book that documents key moments in your 
life. 

Hjorth’s figures were inspired by Kali the Hindu goddess 
of time and death, and the Greek goddess Gaia, the 
ancestral mother of all life. Research a mythological figure 
and create a drawing that captures the essence of this 
god or goddess. Recreate this image using a printmaking 
technique of your choice. 
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