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Star Liana York

By Vicki Stavig

Boundless Talent, 
Boundless Energy
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Star Liana York’s energy knows 
no bounds. Neither does her 
talent.

 She’s not only been creating 
award-winning sculptures for more 
than four decades, she also owns 
and runs a ranch with her husband 
and operates an Airbnb. After com-
peting in horse events and breeding 
and training horses for many years, 
she has set that aside. There are, af-
ter all, only so many hours in a day, 
most of which York fills with creat-
ing magnificent sculptures that have 
earned her countless awards and 
are treasured by collectors.
 York’s monumental sculptures 
are placed at sites throughout the 
country that include the Smithson-
ian Institute in Washington, D.C.; 
the Miami (Florida) Zoo; the Milli-
cent Rogers Museum in Taos, New 

Mexico; and the University of New 
Mexico Cancer Center. Her smaller 
pieces are equally treasured and 
have found places of honor in public 
and private collections.
 Raised in rural Maryland, York 
had an early love of animals that 
continues today and is the subject of 
much of her work. “I used my baby-
sitting money to buy birds, chicks, 

ducks, and rabbits,” she says, add-
ing that her love of horses also took 
hold early on. “When I was 10, I got 
a subscription to Western Horseman. 
I loved that magazine. I think I was 
born with that gene, that love of 
horses. I have seven horses now and 
ride every day when I’m not in town 
and the weather isn’t too windy.”
 York bought her first horse 

Numero Uno, bronze, 22 ½”  by 16” by 7 ½” 

“This cowboy is in his prime in confidence and physical acuity.  He has taken on one of the most 
dangerous sports possible; rodeo bull riding—mounting 2,000 pounds of horns, hooves, muscle, and 
mean with the intention to stay glued on for eight seconds,  an ambition that comes from a sense 
of invulnerability that accompanies proven ability and being familiar with achieving the status of 
‘Number One.’”

(Left) Prayer Chant, bronze, 30” by 20” by 20” 

“Since the very origins of human consciousness, 
there is evidence that humans understood the 
concept of future and sought to influence it to 
improve their chances of survival. Using ani-
mal helping spirits to carry prayers and mes-
sages to the highest power is a practice found 
in every culture throughout time. The inter-
vention of holy men/shamans/medicine men 
to enhance spiritual connection is a tradition 
practiced by cultures worldwide as a very sa-
cred ritual. Summoning these spirits in times of 
crisis (whether in healing, hunting, battle, etc.) 
to carry prayers to the highest deity was seen as 
a matter of life and death. 
   “I chose to create a holy man based on what 
I have been most familiar with: Native Ameri-
cans from my own continent. The Oglala Sioux 
medicine men were the subjects of several his-
torical books about Black Elk and Crazy Horse 
that influenced me decades ago, so I selected 
this tribe.
   “This seemed like the right sculpture to ex-
press my feelings, through my art, about the 
significance of seers and wisdom keepers. To 
me, in an era where we are facing global envi-
ronmental concerns and are not so in tune with 
the natural world, it is prudent to recall how 
mankind has traditionally handled overwhelm-
ing challenges. 
   “In this sculpture, this holy man is in a prayer 
trance, using chanting, drumming, and waft-
ing the smoke of burning sage over himself by 
using his eagle prayer fan in order to reach the 
state of consciousness that puts him in touch 
with helping spirits. In this altered state, he can 
appeal to these helpers and divine powers for 
aid in facing troubled times.”
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through a gallery.
 She earned a scholarship to 
study art at the University of Mary-

(Above left) Buffalo Gals, bronze, 24” by 8 1/2” by 8 1/2” 

“At the turn of the century, the stories coming out of the American West of pioneers, cowboys, ranch life, and Indian raids were capturing the interest of 
the fast-growing American public.  Wild West shows became hugely popular by offering costumed people who could perform daring feats of horsemanship, 
roping, fancy shooting, and generally create heart-stopping action. Part of the usual entourage in these Wild West shows included the Buffalo Gals. They 
were young women who could do trick riding, bronc riding, fancy shooting, or whatever would excite and delight their audiences.
   “With this sculpture, I have chosen a young woman who fits this profile, down to the ‘fancied up’ heart holster and gloves. She’s pulling on her gloves, 
not unlike a boxer preparing for the ring, with an expression that shows a determination to ‘get the job done,’ confident that, with her dog and horse, she 
could face anything.”

(Above right) Distant Thunder, bronze, 34” by 21” by 17”

“In the desert, as in the mountains, the weather can be violently unpredictable. Storms can explode out of a serene blue sky in a matter of moments. For this 
reason, native people who spent most of their time out of doors were acutely attuned to the warning signs. Drawing on these facts of nature, I imagined a 
dramatic vignette of turn-of-the-century Apache life. A young mother out gathering berries with her child has heard the drums of distant thunder. Pursued 
by a lashing wind and bolts of lightning, she hurries toward shelter. 
   “The historical detail is finely researched. The ‘burden basket’ the woman carries over her shoulder is specific to Western tribes and is given to young 
girls at their puberty ceremonies. Note the jewelry the woman is wearing. In addition to the cross, silver dollar medallion, and glass trade bead necklace, 
around her neck dangles a wood amulet carved by a medicine man out of lightning-struck wood that is believed to be an entrail of the Wind God.
   “But the detail does not exist for detail’s sake; it is integrated into the sculpture in ways that subtly support the original concept. The way the woman is 
dressed is an example. Rather than putting her in traditional clothes, I have her wearing the kind of long and loose cotton dress Western Apache women 
adopted after contact with Europeans. This allows me to bring more movement to the piece, accenting the woman’s flight and the swirling wind that, in 
turn, adds drama and urgency to the action.
   “Finally, look closely at the baby. Intuitively he appears to have recognized his mother’s alarm. He seems to know that danger is chasing them. We realize 
this not only by the wild-eyed expression registered on his face but by the suggestion that he, too, has acted in rescuing his doll.
   “In this new work, I continue my interest in sculpting Indian women and placing them in contexts that allow them to demonstrate strength and character. 
Though concern is etched in this young Apache mother’s brow, she acts swiftly and competently to stay ahead of trouble.”

when she was in high school and 
went on to compete in horse events 
during the summer months.

 By the time York graduated 
from high school, she was mak-
ing and selling silver miniatures 
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land and later studied at other 
schools, including the Institute of 
Art in Baltimore and the Corcoran 
College of Art & Design in Wash-
ington, D. C.. After completing her 
education, York taught lost wax cast-
ing and metal design at a community 
college for two years but left to focus 
on her own art.
 She has been sculpting since the 
mid-‘70s and moved to New Mexico 
in 1985. “When I moved to Abiquiu, 
New Mexico, I started a breeding 
operation,” she says. She also began 
to compete in polocrosse matches, 
a cross between polo, lacrosse, and 
rugby that is played by teams on 
horseback.
 That move also brought with it 
an ever-expanding roster of subject 
matter as she explored the region’s 
history, animals, people, and envi-

ronment. Her sculptures today are 
an exhilarating mix of wildlife, Na-
tive Americans, vessels, talismans, 
and the mythology of ancient sites.
 York began to visit ancient sites 
in New Mexico, and the pictographs 
she discovered found their way into 
her sculptures. When the friend of 
a friend offered to take her to a site 
that housed what she describes as 
“amazing pictographs,” she read-
ily agreed. “It was a four-hour drive 
from Albuquerque and a three-hour 
hike to get there,” she says.
 York was so taken with a drawing 
of a deer she saw there that—even 
after all those hours spent traveling 
to and from the site—she stayed up 
for most of the night and began to 
work on a sculpture she titled An-
cient Echo. The larger-than-life piece 
quickly sold but it is now back home 

with York, who purchased it from its 
original owner. “It was nice to get 
it back; it was like giving it another 
life,” she says.
 By 1995, York was so enthralled 
with ancient drawings, paintings, 
and petroglyphs that she flew to 
France and visited the Chauvet Cave 
there. “It contains some of the best 
preserved, figurative prehistoric 
cave paintings in the world,” she 
says. “They’re considered to be 
30,000 to 32,000 years old and in-
clude hundreds of animal paintings 
that depict at least 13 different spe-
cies.”
 The Chauvet Cave had closed 
to the public the year before York 
made that trip, but that didn’t deter 
her. She contacted French officials, 
asking if she could visit the cave. 
While they didn’t approve of her do-

Big Medicine, bronze, 14” by 25” by 15 ½”  

“The birth of a white buffalo is so rare that it is a great event and portends grand blessings to come. This sculpture of the rare white buffalo is named 
after the best-known white buffalo our country has known. Big Medicine was born in 1933 on a Montana Indian reservation and grew to remarkable 
proportions.  He was 6 feet at his hump and 12 feet long from nose to tail. It is the strong positive symbolism that inspired me to create this sculpture.  
   “The bison not only has represented abundance and self-sacrifice to Plains indigenous peoples but, with the white buffalo, the promise of a good future 
and restored balance to the world.”
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Maria Martinez: The Art Spirit, bronze, 25” by 21” by 21” 

“This is a portrait of the pueblo potter, Maria Martinez (1887-1980), which I was asked to sculpt 
by the Millicent Rogers Museum in Taos, New Mexico.  Maria’s gloss black-on-matt black pots are 
internationally known, and she is given credit for helping Native American creations to be taken seri-
ously as fine art. Millicent Rogers had collected many of her finest examples, and the first sculpture 
in this edition now resides in the museum’s Maria Martinez exhibition hall. I wanted to capture an 
expression that gives us a glimpse of her delight in the creative process--a reflection of the ‘art spirit.’”

ing so, they did let her go into the 
mouth of the cave and lean over the 
ledge to see some of the paintings 
inside. During her visits to ancient 
sites, York recreates the drawings 
she sees there and then recreates 
them in bronze.
 When it comes to inspiration, 
York finds it in anything that “strikes 

at my heart,” she says. “It can be a 
story in a book, something in a film, 
or an experience I’ve had with an 
animal.”
 She was inspired several years 
ago while visiting a Native Ameri-
can family who had adopted a young 
girl named Althea. “She’s very shy,” 
York says. “My sister is shy, too; 

that kind of person appeals to me. 
She was about 10 at the time I met 
her, and we got to know each other 
well. I was invited to her puberty 
ceremony, a four-day ceremony that 
is overseen by a medicine woman. 
Her blooming has inspired several 
sculptures.
 “The most interesting thing 
in doing a sculpture is creating an 
understanding of a particular char-
acter,” York says. “Even my ani-
mals have individual personalities. I 
like to do big lions and buffalo that 
might be scary carnivores but you 
can see the other side of them be-
cause they’re also parents and have 
a reason to be here. I want to give 
the viewer a glimpse of who they are 
and what they’re thinking.”
 York’s use of color in patinas 
sets her work apart, no matter the 
size or the subject. Once a sculpture 
has been cast, the raw metal pieces 
have been welded together, and the 
metal has been chased to correct 
the details, it is prepared for sur-
face coloring. It will be sand blasted 
to even the color of the raw bronze 
that is patchy after being welded 
and to make the surface porous so 
it will better receive the chemicals 
that will be applied to it. The entire 
piece is then heated with a torch 
and, when it has reached the proper 
temperature, chemicals are applied 
to cause chemical reactions that cre-
ate different colors.
 Living on a 40-acre ranch with 
Greg Russell, her husband of five 
years, York works from a studio on 
the property, which is located in 
New Mexico’s red rock country and 
near Ghost Ranch, the former home 
and studio of Georgia O’Keeffe. The 
couple converted a former caretak-
er’s building to an Airbnb and wel-
comes visitors to share the beauty of 
the area. They make time to go hik-
ing and, York says, “When I’m not 
working, riding is my recreation and 
a necessary part of my health. It’s 
my exercise—that, and doing ranch 
work.”
 A highlight of York’s career 
came with a commission to sculpt a 
portrait of renowned Pueblo potter, 
Maria Martinez, for the Millicent 
Rogers Museum in Taos, New Mex-
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many others. No matter the size or 
the subject, her sculptures are awe-
inspiring in their compositions and 
colors. While it might sound trite, it 
is true when we say that, for York, 
creating art is a labor of love.

Vicki Stavig is editor of Art of the 
West.

ico. It was challenging for York to 
do a portrait of Martinez, she says, 
because in most photos she was 
looking down at her work or turned 
away from the camera. After looking 
through hundred of photos at the 
museum, York finally found one that 
had the expression she was looking 
for and says that sculpture was the 
“most personally gratifying” she has 
done during her illustrious career.
 Just before beginning work 
on the sculpture of Martinez, York 
strained her right hand, so she had 
to work with her left hand but she 
quickly adapted to the situation. 
“My biggest surprise was feeling 
that I had assistance from a source 
that seemed to guide my hand,” she 
says. “This had been the only time I 
was aware of such. It was more like 
a benevolent influence from outside 
myself. It was an extraordinary ex-
perience that I will always remem-
ber with awe and gratitude.”
 York currently is preparing for 
a show in Santa Fe in August and is 
working on four sculptures commis-
sioned by an upscale residential de-
veloper in Indiana. She expects that 
project—which will include a deer, a 
beaver, an eagle, and an owl that will 
be placed at the entrance to four dif-
ferent developments—to take about 
a year to complete.
 As if that weren’t enough, York 
is also working on a sculpture for 

ManeGait Therapeutic Horseman-
ship, a horse therapy program in 
Fort Worth, Texas. “The program 
helps children and adults with dis-
abilities move beyond their bound-
aries through the healing power of 
the horse and the dedication of a 
professional, caring community,” 
she says. “They’re doing cutting 
edge work about the connections 
between humans and horses.”
 York has firsthand experience 
with that connection, as well as with 

Tribal Stallion, bronze, 28” by 24” by 5” 

“There is a timeless quality to much rock art that comes, in part, from the aesthetic sensibilities that 
created it. Many of the designs have a sophisticated sense of style and subtlety. Even with their archaic 
means and simplicity, they often have a look that is modern yet primitive –and seems to emit an echo 
that resounds in our subconscious.
   “The ice age of Lascaux, Font-de-Gaume, and Altamira comprises some of the oldest and most 
beautifully sketched imagery in human history. European authorities at first refused to believe that 
‘primitive hands’ could have rendered such artistry. What impresses me most is the reverence for the 
animals that come through these renderings. These rock art sculptures are a tribute to those hands 
in three dimensions.”


