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I f you are interested in gundogs 
and gamebirds and wildlife in 
general, you just might enjoy 

the award-winning sculpture of 
Walter Matia, 
a gifted artist 
and active out-
doorsman who 
never forgets 
what feeds his 
unique talent. 
I find his work 
exhilarating – in it 
we see not only the subject, but we 
see its design and beauty, feel its 
volume, and we often get a pretty 
good idea of what that bird or animal 
is going to do next. While his 
sculptures are sensibly realistic, they 
possess an excitement and feeling for 
the poise of each subject along with 
an inviting texture that carries the 
artist’s energy into the mix.
   Matia’s credentials are more than 
impressive. To name just a few: He is 
a Fellow of the National Sculpture 
Society and member of the Society of 
Animal Artists. He won the Frazier 
Award at the 
Prix de West 
at the Cowboy 
Hall and 
Western 
Heritage 
Center in 
Oklahoma City, 
and continues 
to show at 
the Easton 
Waterfowl 
Festival in 
Easton, 
Maryland.  
Walter was 
the first 
sculptor to 

b b e t t  o n  A r tLl
exhibit in the Raymond F. 
Evans Sporting Art Gallery of 
the Albany Museum of Art, Albany, 
Georgia. His sculptures are in 

many public 
and corporate 
collections such 
as the Richard K. 
Mellon Foundation 
in Pittsburgh, the 
Merrill Lynch 
Corporation (a 
bull, of course), 

and Blair House, the Presidential 
Guest House, Washington, D.C.
   Born in 1953, Walter in spirit is 
never far from his Cleveland 
childhood when he enjoyed 
baseball, slingshots and Daisy BB 
guns. He reveled in exploring the 
local woods where he collected 
bugs, fossils and snakes for a kind 
of home-grown natural history 
museum. He commends his parents 
for enduring the dead birds in the 
refrigerator’s ice tray as well as the 
horrific odors from his mail-order 
taxidermy lessons. An older sister 

would also 
become an 
active artist, 
and his 
mother, a 
talented 
writer, saw 
that her 
children took 
advantage of 
the local 
museums and 
children’s 
classes. “My 
mother 
dragged us to 
all of them 
and I guess it 
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  weet Smell of Success and right, Deuces 
Are Wild, reflect an excitement and feeling 
for the poise of each subject.
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took,” Walter remembers.  
   The BB guns soon gave way to 22s 
and shotguns as he spent more days 
in duck blinds and gunning in the 
grouse covers. He continued visiting 
the art museums, walking the halls 
and galleries while drinking in 
centuries of inspiration. All this, in 
his own words, was his period of 
“learning how to see.”        
   Walter Matia’s first job set the stage 
for his career in sculpture. He was still 
in high school when he began a long 
apprenticeship in the Exhibits 

Department of the 
Cleveland Museum of 

Natural History. 
While “cleaning 
glass and moving 
rocks,” he could 
observe the visual 
results of the 
dioramas‚ along 
with the dozens of 
wild creatures 
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Walter Matia’s dramatic 
sculptures invite us to 

explore his vision of the 
world, his love for wildlife 
and for his medium, the 

bronze itself.



preserved by talented museum 
taxidermists. In off-hours and 
vacations, even after graduating from 
Williams College, he worked alongside 
the head taxidermist, learning the 
anatomy in a way unavailable to 
most artists.
        “I actually started sculpting at the 
museum,” he recalls. “Being 
a museum taxidermist is a bit 
different from the commercial 
variety. When I was doing it, you 

could not simply call a catalog and 
get a ready-made form. We 

needed to sculpt the bodies 
ourselves out of 

everything from excelsior to fiberglass, 
over which the skins would be laid.”
   His next job was 90 percent travel 
for the Nature Conservancy, but 
one where the people and business 
experiences would be of great value 
later. A complete refocusing of his 
interest in art occurred when a 
friend asked him to sculpt a pair of 
avocets for his wife. By 1981 Walter 
was sculpting full time in McCain, 
Virginia, and there would be no 
stopping him!
   As Ogden Pleissner and A.B. Frost 
had learned before him, Walter 
soon discovered that collectors of his 
art were eager to share their dogs, 

plantations and bird 
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covers, enabling him to widen his 
knowledge and supply a wealth of 
ideas for his work. Balancing this 
outdoor time against that spent 
in a studio or foundry is not 
easy for any sporting artist, but 
the activities are essential!
   What is it then that makes 
his sculptures so sought-
after? Basically, he creates 
designs and moods of both 
simple and heroic proportion 
that are strongly compelling to 
the eye. One quality is Walter’s 
staging, especially with groups 
of subjects. His arrangements 
show both rhythm and design, 
movement versus stillness, and 
sometimes with just enough 
habitat against which the 
subject can be best played. His 
works range in size from 
fourteen-foot Spanish fighting 
bulls (done for the Houston 
Texans NFL team) to a four-
inch woodcock bronze.
   In addition to his creativity, 
much of Matia’s success stems 
from his inner self. As artist 
and sculptor William Reese 
noted: “He is a man who is 
uncompromising when it comes 
to his art. I have personally 
witnessed the destruction of 
finished pieces when he ordered 
the foundry to melt them down, and 
he started over from scratch.”
   “I take all my ideas from thoughts 
to paper,” Walter told me. “These 
may be nothing more than 
scribblings, but unless I can render 
the idea on paper, I have very little 
chance of muddling through in wax 
or clay. If the idea is to become a 
large piece, I will do cardboard 
cutouts to give me a sense of the 
mass, silhouette and negative spaces.
   “I occasionally get commissions so 
site specific that I am tempted to only 
work up one view,” he says. “But 
sculpture is a permanent medium; you 
never know where the next owner is 
going to put the piece, so while there 
are clearly stronger views then others, 
I never sculpt one-sided pieces.”
   Continuing, he says: “Everything 

angles, a trait that is important in 
depicting their true appearance.
   As for his gundogs‚ the postures are 

invariably right. In Sweet 
Smell of Success, a pointer 
stands staunch to wing as an 
unseen covey bursts out. And 
as always, the dog’s face is alive, 
focused and concentrating. 
   Russell Fink, gallery owner, 
collector and publisher, had 
this to say about Walter’s 
sculpture: “When I look at a 
Matia bronze, I instinctively 
know the artist has complete 
knowledge of his subject. 
And I don’t mean just 
anatomical accuracy. He 
captures the moment . . . as if 
he’s inside the animal’s brain.”
   It is evident to me, as with the 
scores of Walter’s collectors, 
that his art is at least partly a 
result of his own personal value 
system. Case in point: He 
recently asked me about a 
series of my paintings showing 
several pointers chained in a 
row at field trials, and his 
interest in doing a bronze of a 
similar activity. I assumed he 
wanted permission to work 
from my paintings, Wrong! 
His thought was to see photo 
copies so he would not 

accidentally sculpt anything that might 
be seen as his own original idea.  
   This value system, in tandem with 
his monumental creativity, will plot 
his course in preparatory sketching, 
planning and trial waxes all through the 
final sculpture and casting process until 
he is satisfied. Regardless of false starts 
and time lost, both the validity as well 
as the artistic content of each piece he 
executes must be up to his standard. 
Walter’s sculpture is so much more than 
an effort to merely reproduce a three-
dimensional copy of his subjects – they 
allow us to peer into this man’s vision 
of his world, his love for its wildlife 
and for his medium, the bronze itself. 
We can look forward to a lifelong 
procession of these marvelous living 
sculptures. In some ways I’m glad 
he is not a painter.

olly is a Working Girl is Walter Matia’s 
bronze portrait of his 13-year-old 
yellow Labrador retriever.
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starts with an observation of a shape 
or a gesture. Sometimes these things 
are associated with actual story lines, 
which work their way into the 
sculpture. Other times I see shadows 
in the grass and they become strings 
of shorebirds. Sculpture is about 
masses, shapes and gravity; surface 
plays second fiddle.”
   Despite that, Walter’s surfaces do 
intrigue me. In his bronze of wild 
turkeys, Deuces Are Wild, some 
feathers are just indicated, not 
completely lined or carved. You can, 
however, see shadows cast by groups of 
feathers. Such subtleties tell me that 
Walter has done his homework, that he 
has spent time observing wild turkeys 
in their natural habit. He has learned 
that turkeys constantly adjust their 
plumage in various directions and 


