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Artist has eyes
on the sky for

her inspiration

Heavenly backdrops
mean fame and fun for
innovative New Yorker

Michael Hiestand

New York City backdrop artist Sarah Oliphant makes it possible
for a blackberry sundae or an impeccably dressed young woman in
mink to hover in the stratosphere, and for sponge cakes to linger in
outer space.

Ms. Oliphant creates the painted backdrops — of sky, sea, sand,
city silhouettes and just about everything else — photographers
lntddyreanngly use to produce magazine ads and cover shots that seem
to il

Her hvnﬂlﬂ No. 80, Big Blue Sky with White Clouds, is aptly
described when she calls it ““lyrical.” Yet some of her sunsets are akin
to gaudy renditions found adorning the sides of old Ford vans near the
California beaches.

Ms. Oliphant is no posing artiste, “It's notm We take pride in
it. But it's a service to photographers, a craft.” She welcomes clients’
specifications. Sometimes, however, she’ll melvly get a call
requesting, say, “‘something with a luscious summertime feeling."

Ms. Oliphant's mood-making backdrops include one used for a
Sports Mlustrated cover of basketball player Ralph Sampson dressed
as a Revolutionary War drummer; another accents a disturbing Life
cover on pycnnlhenpy for troubled families.

, however, arher:kls They've graced so
many pages she nn hard]y open a magazine without seeing
something of mine.”” Her works offer more than a convenient
substitute for realism without the expense of going on location.
“Oliphant,” says American Photographer, “is the acknowledged
doyenne of the air."”

Her success, though, has not come easily. Having left her native
South Carolina, where her father was a cotton farmer, she came to
New York (o use her theater arts education to design sets. She

work on off-off- which resulted in
having to uve on a “humiliating” $80 per week.
When a friend that a still-life needed a

sky as a backdrop, she volunteered. "I said, well, I can do that as well
as anybody.” Claiming on a Thursday to know the totally unfamiliar
technique of airbrushing, she promised to meet a deadline of the
following Monday. “I learned quick," she says.
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Artist can make sure
the weather is fair
even if it’s not

Robert Redford often tells interviewers this
anecdote about his arrival In Hollywood: He was
startled to see backdrops of clear blue sky on the

sets.
Obviously, Redford had never been a
professional photographer and had a sudden
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Sarah Oliphant and some of her painted backdrops in her New York studio

weather change ruin film, models’ makeup or
outfits, and add to the already considerable costs of
shooting on location.

Sarah Oliphant’s success as a backd:
painter stems largely from her ability to control
Mother Nature for a photographer’s purposes.
Because the backdrops may be set several feet
behind the subject and lit separately,
photographers can adjust their lighting to flatten
or soften scenes, even change the apparent time of
day in the shot.

Her backdrops can't always be fully
appreciated. For a Mary Kay cosmetics ad, world-
famous photographer Francesco Scavullo used a

Mother Nature controlled
for cameras by backdrops

harbor scene — only a small blurred portion of
which is visible behind the model’s face.

Unlike billboards, which simply enlarge a
photo, Oliphant and her assistants start by
sketching an original outline in charcoal pencil.
She places her 10-foot-by-12-foot canvases on the
floor, puts on two coats of primer, then turns on the
compressor that propels the spray from her
airbrush. One byproduct: an “abnormal, queer-
looking knot of muscle’ in her elbow, the result of
holdlng and squeezing her implement.

ne of only half a dozen in her specialized
field, Ollpham will create a backdrop for $500 to
$1,500 — such requests often come for big, new
national ad campaigns — and she rents them from
her growing collection of over 300 finished pieces
for a cost of roughly $300.

Despite the fact that Oliphant calls her work a
“‘craft, not art,” her realistic backdrops involve
creative interpretation. Pointing from her studio
window to a park below, she notes that “if you
concentrate on the park, all the buildings around it
will be out of focus. The eye does that naturally, so
when you paint, you have to incorporate that
phenomenon into your painting — if you want it to
be real.”
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(neor WATERLOO RD.)

1818 S. Arlington St.
Call T73-7214

OPEN MON. - SAT. 8-5:30 (coseo sunoar)
DO-IT-YOURSELF

CONCRETE

READY-TO-POUR
NO MIXING
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(With full payment)

ON ALL ANDERSEN WINDOWS

Including bows, bays, picture units,
patio doors, storm panels, gliding
units, double hungs and basement

units.
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33 /0 WITH 50% DOWN PAYMENT

Orders must be placed
by Saturday, July 28th.

Car will arrive the last week of
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1315 Cleveland-Massilion Rd., Copley, Ohio - Phone 666-1115 or 762-5327
4010 Pearl Rd., Medina, Ohio - Phone 723-5555 or Brunswick 225-0905
9043 St. Rt. 14, Streetsboro, Ohio - Phone 626-3411




