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Suburban America has long been the butt 
of jokes, the victim of general dismissal, 
and the subject of vilification, teeth-

gnashing, and ironic skewering. The strip malls 
and cookie-cutter houses in suburbs make some 
artists fret about conformity and a lack of crea-
tivity. Along comes Scott Lloyd Anderson, who 
seems to propose that this fretting is in itself  
conformity, lacking creativity. Anderson paints 
the suburbs, and finds that they ring with a 
modernity not often found in plein air painting.

He was surprised to find that, from the 
beginning, he encountered some resistance to 
his choice. “Although I had been painting the 
suburbs for a few years, a lot of my painting 
peers met it with skepticism,” Anderson says. 

“But I was at the first Plein Air Convention, in 
Las Vegas, and Kenn Backhaus was speaking, 
and he was lamenting the fact that he sees too 
much landscape painting that feels too literal. 
He said it was too much the same, and too 
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obvious. And when he said that, it really felt 
like a validation for me.”

Anderson was, and remains, surprised and 
amused that his paintings of suburban scenes 
are considered odd. “I love to paint nature, and 
I like a rusty railyard as much as the next guy, 
but we’re surrounded by suburban scenes. Why 
not paint those, too?” the artist asks. “Painters 
have always described the world around them, 
so it’s strange that no one is painting something 
so ubiquitous.”

Anderson turns another one of the plein 
air world’s favorite compliments around, undo-
ing the criticisms of painting the yards, signs, 
wires, and malls of suburbia. “A sense of place? 
In terms of that phrase, the suburbs are a lot 
of our topography today. I’m using the same 
formal elements of picture-making that people 
painting bucolic scenes of natural landscapes 
use. I am using them the same way.” 

He points out, “It’s the same light that 
shines on our beautiful river bluffs. It’s the 

same sun. This is no big statement. I’m just 
standing at a drainage ditch on the edge of a 
strip mall when I’m painting, that’s all.”

Some artists assert that there are no straight 
lines in nature. The trees and mountains some-

times offer lines that are mostly straight, but 
organic life forms and natural formations are not 
plumb and level like buildings and other struc-
tures made by humans and machines. The rules 
of perspective become sacrosanct in a suburban 
or urban scene. It’s harder for an artist to fudge 
on scale and shape and arrangements. In a plein 
air painting, this can lead to strictures, unless the 
artist is very skilled and experienced. Anderson 
is fine with this.

Scott Lloyd Anderson

59 Cent Soft Drinks
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“I don’t look at it as rigidity,” says the 
Minneapolis artist. “I look at it as a wealth of 
verticals and horizontals that reaffirm the sides 
and bottom and top of the picture frame. It’s 
like the armature of a sculpture. The scenes are 
like found objects. I don’t move things around 
that much. I do move myself around to change 
the vantage point, though. I stand on things, sit 
in a gutter — I like to sit really low sometimes. 
I enjoy the lines, especially angular lines set 
into space, into the vanishing point. Sitting low, 
these lines are very dramatic.”

He talks enthusiastically about using a 
diagonal line to contrast with the vertical and 
horizontal lines. He finds design and beauty in 
the urban and suburban grid and boxscape. He 
admires Mondrian and that artist’s vision of en-
ergy and intersections. And he says he’s tired of 
the way many artists approach the urban view.

“Artists often treat the suburbs with sar-
casm and a ham-fisted perspective of how banal 
it is,” Anderson says. “Many of us in the plein 
air world make cities look like they did 100 
years ago. It’s often a gritty old back alley or an 
old brownstone. There can be an overweening 
nostalgia to it, and the physical nature of the 
available vantage points can result in a lot of 
sameness in design. It’s ‘Here’s another butt-
end of a car painting.’ That’s what you get on a 

city sidewalk. When they feature big buildings, 
all the compositions look exactly the same.

“Cars create problems; they’re always mov-
ing or blocking you. So we end up in places 
like alleys. In the suburbs, in contrast, all that 

space gives you a lot more flexibility about 
where to stand.”

There are some in the world of plein air 
painting who feel dismissed by the contempo-
rary art scene. Anderson looks pragmatically at 
the criticisms aimed at plein air painting and 
adjusts accordingly. “I consider myself a con-
temporary artist,” he asserts. “Representational 
landscape painters have an inferiority complex, 
assuming that the contemporary art world 
thinks our work is sentimental. There may be 
some truth to that. It became clear to me that 
instead of painting the world around us, people 
are often painting a somewhat nostalgic one. 
I’m concerned with the idea of being relevant. 
I want everyone to like me, and I particularly 
want the contemporary world to consider me 
contemporary,” he says, with a wry laugh.

It’s not just the subject matter that nudges 
Anderson’s work toward the more contempo-
rary. It’s also his predilection for high-contrast, 
extremely readable designs. This aspect of 
Anderson’s art is influenced by his professional 
experience as an art director for magazines. 

“My experience as an art director is relevant in 
the sense that I was helping tell stories through 
pictures,” he says. “I would find an appropriate 
photograph or illustration to create an image 
to help tell the story, and that is what I seek to 
do with my paintings. That said, I don’t have 
a huge agenda for what I am trying to express, 
other than describing the world around me. 
Mostly, I am concerned with making compel-
ling pictures. A designer of a printed page is 
dealing with formal elements of shape and 
proportion, and in composing a painting, one 
is dealing with the same thing. An art director 
needs to create something that you want to 
look at, create interest in a magazine at a news-
stand among hundreds of others. I look at the 
big, graphic impact of a painting when it hangs 
on a wall 15 or 20 feet away in the same way. 
So I want a lot of contrast in my paintings, and 
I’ll use line, value, or chroma to get it. I want 
attention, and I want it now.”

This trait in Anderson’s painting has 
indeed earned attention. The Minnesota State 
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Arts Board awarded him with an Artist Initia-
tive grant to pursue his paintings of Minnesota 
scenes — in particular, the suburbs. The goal 
was large, studio pieces, but Anderson says they 
were “based on all my forays into the field.” 
He’s comfortable in the studio, but the plein 
air bug has bitten him. “I will be painting until 
they find me laid out in some field out there,” 
he says. “I will die drawing in charcoal or paint-
ing in oils.”

Anderson has a few twists in his process. 
He doesn’t believe in thumbnail sketches. “It’s 
a waste of time to do a thumbnail,” he says. “I 
want to see how the shapes feel on the scale of 
the canvas. I think I should make the decision 
on the canvas. I’ll draw big lines on the canvas 
and then block in the sky — that’s the biggest, 
easiest color to put in first. When I put the sky 
in, or at least the generalized value of the sky in, 
it sets up the composition quite bit. This helps 
me determine if my proportions are correct. 
Then I’ll clean it up a bit with a paper towel and 

adjust shapes. The weight of certain colors as 
they’re added will affect my eye, and they may 
need adjusting. But when my darkest darks are 
laid in, which is pretty early in the process, I 
have to commit.”

The artist tones his panels to a 40 percent 
value by rubbing a mixture of raw umber with 
a touch of orange on it. As he starts to refine 
his picture, Anderson mixes up his paint strokes 
and his paint application to help guide the 
viewer’s eye. “Generally the focal point is where 
there’s the most contrast, be it chroma or value, 
but it can also be indicated by the nature of the 
paint,” says Anderson. “Lately I’m trying to use 
impasto, and have a lot more variety on the 
surface of the painting. In some areas the paint 
is thin, almost scrubbed, showing the surface of 
the canvas, and in other areas the paint applica-
tion is heavy, almost troweled on.”

Anderson experiments with techniques, but 
he’s loyal to oil paint. “The idea of watercolor 

makes my brain explode,” he says. “I came to oil 
painting late, and there’s just too much to learn, 
too much to do. I’m not really interested in any 
other medium, save printmaking.” Other than 
sticking with a medium, Anderson is ready for 
adventure. “I may tell my wife that I’m going 
down to the river to paint, and I’ll instead go two 
blocks and paint a neighborhood scene,” says the 
artist. “The thing that makes me stop the car is 
something evocative, wherever it is. I go out with 
an open mind and see what I see.” 

See more of Scott Lloyd Anderson’s 
plein air and studio paintings in the 
expanded digital edition of PleinAir. 
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