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Sitting quietly at a café and obscured 
from view, American contemporary 
artist Shari Erickson absorbs the early 
morning bustle of a Caribbean island 
village. Rarely out of hand, her sketch-
book is open wide and her pencil scrawls 
swiftly across the page, sketching the 
flashes of daily life that pass before her. 
A mother and daughter stroll arm in arm 
dressed colorfully in their Sunday best 
with a pretty pink parasol shading them 
from the sun’s blaze. A warm tropical 
breeze rustles the coconut palms across 
the road as if to draw Shari’s attention 
to the weathered fisherman gathering 
his nets after a morning at sea. A perky 
black and white dog runs up from the 
beach to greet the market owner as he 
opens his doors for business. Nearby 
a group of young men lazily lounge 
under the protection of a giant green 
monkey-ear tree. And whizzing by on a 
bright blue bike is a smiley young woman 
dressed in canary yellow balancing a 
basket of rosy fruit on her head. The 
vision of color is extraordinary and con-
trasts dramatically against the backdrop 
of turquoise waters. 

Later, when back in her stateside studio 
in Cashiers, North Carolina, Shari puts 
her Winsor & Newton Griffin Alkyd oils to 
work on canvas, transmuting her pencil 

drawings into vivid depictions of island 
living. 

Like her favorite artists, Dutch impres-
sionist painter Vincent van Gogh, Ger-
man-American colorist Wolf Kahn, and 
American visual artist Alice Neel, Shari’s 
work as a figurative colorist exploits 
the human form using imagination and 
visual license.“I think I was born an 
artist,”confides Shari. Ever since she 
was a child, she was drawing. “I have 
about fifty to sixty [sketchbooks] filled 
with mostly figures.” Coming from a long 
line of creative talent, with grandmothers 
as artists and parents as professional 
comedians, Shari’s passion for the arts 
was nurtured and coaxed from a young 
age. After partnering with Dick Van Dyke 
in the 1940s to produce and perform 
a popular stage act called “The Merry 
Mutes," her father Phil Erickson and 
mother Nancy opened the first cabaret 
dinner theater in Atlanta called Wit’s 
End. Watching from the wings of the 
stage and interacting with performers, 
animators, writers, and producers, Shari 
discovered a fondness for vibrancy and 
flourish as seen in the entertaining stage 
productions.

Shari’s pursuits as an artist drew her 
to Ringling College of Art & Design in 

From Cashiers to the 
Caribbean, artist Shari Erickson 
uses her vivid palette to bring 
her favorite places to life.
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Sarasota, Florida, where she graduated with 
honors. It was a pivotal point in her life where 
her passion for color was revealed in her first 
paintings. Although she was encouraged by 
her teachers to “explore grey” and to follow 
her fellow students in painting realism, Shari’s 
intuition led her down a different path. “Bright 
color has always appealed to me. The first time 
I traveled to the Caribbean, I knew my color 
sense had found a home.” Shari says she was 
“beguiled by the magical, unsinkable islands.” 

It was in 1979 when the enchanting Caribbean, 
full of saturated color and island vibes, drove 
her passion for pigment on canvas alla prima 
style (applying colors wet-on-wet) to achieve 
greatness as a contemporary painter. For 
the next forty years, she and her husband, 
acclaimed architectural artist D.K. Gifford with 
whom she had a love-at-first-sight connection 

at Ringling, 
explored the 
tropics together. 
Visiting island 
after island 
in the West 
Indies, from the 
Abacos to the 
Virgin Islands, 
Shari found 
inspiration on 
canvas with the 
juxtaposition of 
light and color. 
Mixing and 
experimenting 
with pigments, 
her happy vision 
and ability to see 
the world differ-

ently enabled her to produce sought-after orig-
inals. “Erickson’s uncluttered island vignettes 
are characterized by an assured use of color, 
an elemental grasp of human movement, and 
her deceptively straightforward painting style 
that achieves an elegant simplicity,”says This 
Week in St. Thomas.

A darling of many international and South-
eastern US galleries, Shari’s tropical works of 
art have caught the eye of many prominent 
magazines, including the Saturday Evening 
Post where her piece Pretty in Pink made the 
May/June 2019 cover. “I was honored to be 
in such good company,” she states humbly. 
In addition, the US Department of State 
selected several of her paintings as part of 
the prestigious Art in Embassies Program, 
giving her art the opportunity to be displayed 
around the world, creating cultural awareness 
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of island life. Her tropical designs 
have reached broad depths across 
multiple mediums, including 
textiles, jewelry, and pottery. As 
talented as she is in tropical topics, 
she is also widely known on the 
Cashiers-Highlands Plateau for her 
work with the Cashiers-Highlands 
Humane Society and her original 
commissioned pet portraits. Most 
everyone on the Plateau would 
recognize one of her most famous 
portraits, a dog with a paper bag 
on its head titled The Ugly Dog 
which is prominently hung at The 
Ugly Dog Pubs in Highlands and 
Cashiers.

At home on Terrapin Mountain 
along with her husband and pets, 
she finds great comfort at her 
studio in the woods among the 
Great Smoky Mountains. “What 
could possibly be more inspiring 
than a gray winter day to bring out 
the raw bright-colored palette?” 
she asks. 

You can browse, purchase, or 
commission Shari’s work via her 
websites islandstudio.com with 
“the largest online collection of 
original Caribbean paintings” and 
ericksonpets.com. Her studio is 
also open by appointment. 
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