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O
ne fine day in April this year, an odd scene 
unfolded on the dry claypan beneath the cliffs 
of Rainbow Valley, south of Alice Springs. It 
involved two people: one, a teenage girl, was 
holding a white reflector, angling it to bounce 

the desert light onto the other, a middle-aged woman in a ’70s 
safari suit, who was jumping in the air while a camera on a 
tripod nearby clicked away automatically. If you’d witnessed 
this scene, you might have wondered what on earth was going 
on. The answer: they were making a work of art about death. 

Pictured is Paula Mahoney from Collingwood. This image, a 
finalist in the Bowness Prize, is from her series Dis/Appear II. It’s 
a work about her mum, Ann, who died of cancer aged 40, in 
1983, when Mahoney was a teen. Ann was an oddity in outer 
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suburban Melbourne; she sported an afro and wore “crazy, 
funky” clothes – silver jumpsuits and leopardskin dresses, 
culottes and lime-green bikinis – that she made herself. And 
the safari suit Mahoney is wearing here? That belonged to her 
dad, Leo, who died an old man in 2009. Wearing the clothes of 
a dead loved one is a “metaphorical embrace”, she says. “You 
feel the imprint of their body shape in the fabric as it wraps 
around you; clothes even carry the person’s particular scent.” 
Covering her face is a reference to the poignant fact that she 
can no longer conjure her mum’s face in her imagination.

All of Mahoney’s art is about death, loss and lamenting, but 
not in a depressing way; it’s just a universal human experience, 
she says. Like love, too. That other person, out of frame, with 
the white reflector? It was her 14-year-old daughter, Lola.


