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In the year 2000 Leslie Matthews is thirty five. This is the right moment for a stocktaking of a sort. At the start 

of the new millennium (replete, to be sure, with familiar problems, joys and terrors) she has finished the long, 

arduous and passionate years of her apprenticeship. It is twelve years since Leslie Matthews’ first solo exhibition 

as a very new artist in 1988, and she has now clearly entered into her maturity as an artist. Why do I claim 

this? Not merely as a celebratory assertion halfway through the Biblical allotment of three score and ten years. 

The jewellery itself speaks of Leslie Matthews’ flowering maturity. For maturity is the moment, most precisely, 

when an artist turns from the inward regard that focuses on the self, and looks outwards, not just externalising 

personal issues in material form, since that is always the work of the artist, but coming to see how her most 

intimate and deeply-felt experiences might share in the lives of others.

Narratives

Leslie Matthews’ early jewellery was always intensely autobiographical, drawing on sources in her childhood 

and adolescence.1 Like the first novels of all young writers, it spoke of personal emotions and concerns. Many 

works from the early 1990s, which were summarised in the 1992–1994 exhibition Inner Vane, catalogued and 

considered the process of leaving behind girlhood and coming to terms with feminine adulthood.2 In these 

works the tensioned relationships between themes of strength and fragility have often been noted – indeed 

Matthews herself freely acknowledges them.3 Images of eggs, torsos, a cage, the pelvis; all these simultaneously 

embodied the potential for both entrapment and endurance.

How was this tension to be resolved? Through implied narratives both captured (and set free). In works 

like Hand With Cross brooch 1991 the enabling hand overlays and restrains the crossed symbol of power and 

negativity; in the delicate bird pelvis brooch The Truth Lies Somewhere In The Middle 1992 there is an evident 

reference to feminine adolescence. More summarily, the tension between confinement and independence is seen 

in Reaching Out 1992 and its half human, half avian form, a persistent image in Matthews’ work. Bird forms 

and the human body, wings metamorphosing into hands: these are metaphors for the potential for flight and 

self-determination. More explicitly, the Inner Vane of the exhibition’s title pointed to the necessity for personal 

resources when seeking directions in life’s journey, an enduring theme for young artists. As recently as 1997 

Leslie Matthews contributed a set of exquisite Voyage tags to a group 

exhibition on the theme of migration, drawing on her own family’s history 

of travel and displacement. 

In this personal quest Leslie Matthews worked with a rich personal 

stock of images and texts to explore the legacy of childhood experiences, 

especially the struggle for power over their lives that children find so 

baffling, since that struggle is itself disallowed. Thus the children’s rhyme 

revisited in the group of pendants from 1992, The Queen of Hearts... 
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1 See Anne Brennan, ‘Accident or miracle: The importance of autobiography’, Craft Victoria Newsletter, vol 24, no. 223, March/April 1994, pp. 8-9

2 The exhibition Inner Vane was presented at the Jam Factory Craft and Design Centre, Adelaide in 1992, and at Craftspace, Sydney and Craft 

Victoria Gallery, Melbourne in 1994 

3 See for example Cath Kenneally, ‘Gray Street Workshop ten years’, in Turning Ten, Gray Street Workshop, A celebration of ten years, Adelaide, 

Gray Street Workshop, 1995; Margot Osborne, ‘The intimate object’, Art Monthly Australia, no 77, 1995, p.7; and John Neylon, ‘That kind of stuff’, 

(review of An Omen In The Bone) The Adelaide Review, May 1999. In the brochure for the exhibition Inner Vane, Leslie Matthews summarised the 

work as: ‘A collection of jewellery which uses bird, cage and hand imagery to explore the inner development of fragility and strength, combining 

techniques such as repoussé, casting and patination.’ Le
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Voyage tags   1997 
Sterling silver and red cord  

70 x 40 x 4 mm 

Above 

Body of Ilium   2000 
Brooch  

Sterling silver, patinated black  

100 x 60 x 15 mm  

Left 

Body of Ilium   2000
Brooch and neckpiece (detail) 

Sterling silver, patinated 

black, and steel cable  

Brooch: 100 x 60 x 15 mm  

Neckpiece: 95 x 60 x 10 mm
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reminds us that what seems a comparatively simple deprivation for an adult – the theft of a plate of tarts – will 

assume huge proportions for a child. And The Stock 1994 is a beautiful and ambiguous bracelet using the imagery 

of mediaeval punishment. It was made for an exhibition entitled The Chalice And The Empty Plate – celebration, 

loss – and suggests with great economy both the deprivation that life exacts and the courage it requires.4

I am struck by the persistent strength of poetic and literary sources in Leslie Matthews’ work. As a young 

girl Matthews read poetry – she still does – including that of the 19th century American Emily Dickinson (1830–

1886), another woman artist of independent voice.5 This engagement with texts (mostly fragments of texts) that 

speak to her own intuitions and impulses was not so much a search for sources by Matthews as an examination 

of candidates for an allegorical practice. Thus The Stock may remind me of the fate of the ‘witches’ of Salem, 

but more particularly it embodies the imprisonment that any body – especially any female body – may endure.

Talismans

Eventually, perhaps inevitably, this allegorical peregrination focused on a repertoire of images with particular 

personal resonances. By the mid-1990s Leslie Matthews was working with images of the hand (and the wing/

hand), the torso and a shield-like form. The work had become emblematic, in a modern version of mediaeval 

banners declaring origins, affiliation or loyalty – in 1995 Cath Kenneally wrote about ‘shields and talismans’ when 

discussing Leslie Matthews’ work. Emblems are characteristically compressed, compacting multiple references 

into one rich image or form. Matthews’ shield is exemplary of the emblematic function. It is simultaneously a 

straightforward element of ancient armour, metaphorically a defence against one’s foes, symbolically the person, 

metonymically the torso, face, or, especially in the hands of a woman, the pubic mound. The Sheath and Bone 

neckpieces of 1995 are excellent examples of this emblematic practice: one is a pure silver shield form, warding 

off danger, the other encases a delicate pelvic form of sterling silver within a shield-shaped cage of patinated 

(apparently discoloured) brass. Linked images of purity and decay, frailty and strength, are persistent leitmotifs 

in Leslie Matthews’ work. 

Emblems are like talismans or spells, protection against evils both known and unknown. What Matthews 

is conjuring here is a modern kind of personal magic. In 1995 she made a suite of four pieces entitled Step 

by Step. Each invokes protection, a shield, for instance, or a tiny revolver. Let us consider the brooch Step I, 

Look but don’t touch 1995, with its powerful image of a watchful eye in the palm of an open hand. Is this a co-

opted version of the traditional Middle Eastern and European charm that wards off the evil eye of enemies by 

looking back defiantly at them, by assuming the power they seek to monopolise? Or should it more properly be 

recognised as the seeing jeweller herself, her knowledge living in her hands? I think it is both. From ancient times 

working in metal was seen as a form of sorcery, because of the metalworker’s ability to effect transformations. 

(The Roman God Vulcan was a metal-worker but also a sorcerer.) 

By the power of her imagery, by the transformative skill of the jeweller, Leslie Matthews summons up 

and mobilises the strength to ward off terrors and misfortunes. She has made her own talismans out of the 

traditions and materials of her practice. In this quest Matthews makes the ancient technique of repoussé play 

an important role. In Step I, Look but don’t touch she uses repoussé to hammer the image of the eye into the 

satiny surface of the silver. This takes physical force, a sort of brutal skill, as the jeweller hammers again and 

again at the metal, leaving her mark. This is a conscious decision. Matthews tells me that she wants us to see 

the mark of her tools on the metal, to have us understand this is a skilled, purposive and labour-intensive 

process. The quality of the receiving silver is equally fundamental. Amongst Australian jewellers, Leslie Matthews’ 

silver is notable for its very particular look and feel – so white, the surface so softly pearly, glowing gently, 

gleaming tender.6 When it is not luminous the silver is oxidised, densely grey, almost black. This is deliberately 

achieved, of course, but to what end? The jeweller speaks, works, makes manifest her meanings through the 

4 Adelaide is renowned for its innovative cuisine, food scholarship and excellent local produce. In The Chalice And The Empty Plate chefs exhibited 

together with artists at North Adelaide School of Art Gallery, 1994.

5 The title of Matthews’ most recent solo exhibition, An Omen In The Bone, at Object galleries, Australian Centre for Craft and Design, Sydney 

and JamFactory Contemporary Craft and Design, Adelaide, 1999, was drawn from a line in a poem by Emily Dickinson entitled Poem 45. Many 

titles of individual works in the 1992-94 exhibition, Inner Vane, were drawn from lines in poems or songs.

6 The pearly surface is achieved by successive treatments of the silver, first heating it, then pickling it in diluted sulphuric acid. The effect of these 

processes is to etch away at the copper traces in standard 925 silver – sterling silver – until the purest possible colour of the silver is revealed.
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Details   1999
Brooches 

Sterling silver, and sterling silver, 

patinated black  

Average dimensions: 45 x 60 x 15 mm  
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materials and methods to hand. 

Taken together with the emphasis in her work on line and volume – sometimes 

the same forms have been explored both in wire and solid silver – Matthews’ white/black 

dialogue has been an extended play with positive and negative shapes. At a greater 

level of generality, therefore, it amounts to a consideration of positivity and negativity, 

a Manichean alternation between good and evil. What is ultimately so satisfying here is 

that both black and white are treated with equal tenderness. If so, there is redemption 

in sight, at hand, for us all. 

Self and others

For in her new works Leslie Matthews articulates larger than purely personal 

concerns. It is a process of opening out and sharing issues. These are central to the mystery 

of life for both women and men: the fragility and strength of physical bodies, their poignant ephemerality, and 

the power of female fecundity. Paradoxically, however, while the issues remain large and the treatments of them 

have become more general than specific, the most recent works are more fragmentary and elliptical. Instead 

of miniature versions of entire objects with quasi-magical powers, Matthews now considers small sections 

from the larger whole of the entire body.7 In the 1998 solo exhibition An Omen In The Bone, and in brooches 

from 1999, Matthews reduced her references to the body to fragments of the torso or the pelvic girdle. She 

manipulated shapes and shadows from the whole to produce a suite of brooches which suggested a section of 

the body, a particular curve or contour. Later in 1999 the long series of torsos and pelvic shapes evolved into 

new brooches and neckpieces. 

This is a particular kind of body. It is both her own and like her own. In the moment of her maturity as 

artist and woman, Leslie Matthews’ brooches and pendants speak of the strong and sensual bodies of mature 

women. These metonymically suggest the whole woman (by extension the whole person) through concentrating 

on just one part of the body, the beautiful, sturdy and complex structure of the pelvis. The pelvis is the pivot of 

the human skeletal frame, and is now pivotal to Matthews’ work. It is one of the strongest bones in the body, 

supporting the spine and head above, responding to the great bones and muscles of the legs below. Thus the 

pelvis is the cradle of movement, but also of sexuality and fecundity: since 1997 Leslie Matthews has also made 

forms like the open oval half of an egg, sometimes called shells, which amounts to the same thing, a tender 

and protective shelter for developing life. 

Perhaps poetry is once more the key to understanding Leslie Matthews’ work. Is she listening to the 

persuasive example of poetic refinement and reduction? Matthews invariably cites fragments of poetry in 

connection with her work, in catalogues and in personal communications. This is evidently a productive connection, 

not just as a source of themes and images but because of compelling similarities between the work of poets 

and contemporary jewellers. Poetry and jewellery share a certain spareness of means, a potent concentration 

that, paradoxically, expands the impact of the work. Now, in the year 2000, the viewer is encouraged to take 

greater personal responsibility for exploring and interpreting Leslie Matthews’ work and is invited to project onto 

it her (his) own desires and narratives. This generous process – the mark of maturity – is at the heart of Leslie 

Matthews’ current jewellery. What comes from her heart, we may now wear on our own breasts (or sleeves), as 

signs of compassion exchanged between consenting adults.

Jul ie Ewington, January 2000

7 See Susan Stewart, On longing: narratives of the miniature, the gigantic, the souvenir, the collection, Durham, Duke University Press, 1993. 

(originally published in 1984) especially Chapter 2, ‘The miniature’, pp. 37–69, which brilliantly details the distinctions between miniaturisation 

and smallness

Shards   1998
Series of 20 brooches 

Sterling silver 

Average dimensions: 

75 x 40 x 4 mm 

Above

Reaching Out   1992 
Brooches 

Sterling silver and  

patinated brass 

95 x 40 x 8 mm

Right

Body of Ilium   2000 
Neckpiece 

Sterling silver, p atinated 

black, and steel cable  

95 x 60 x 10 mm  

Cable length: 620 mm  
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