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Art directors don’t call Thomas Fuchs when they need 

something generic or ornamental. They call him 

when they’re looking for an idea: a rewarding witti-

cism, or something clever to catch a skimming eye. 

“They wouldn't call me if they wanted pretty flowers or 

bees,” he says. Although he has illustrated battalions of 

bees flying towards each other from the slats 

of medieval helmets for an article in Scientific 

American about swarms that wage war on each 

other. 

Fuchs specializes  in the established 

editorial practice of conceptual illustration, his 

artwork published alongside articles on pol-

itics, science and society. “For me, the most 

fun part is coming up with the idea,” he says. 

“Sometimes an idea lands immediately, and 

sometimes it’s really a bone to chew on. If the 

topic is complicated or complex, it needs to 

sink in so you can wrap your head around it.” 

Growing up in Germany, Fuchs was always 

into “drawing and arty stuff”. After high school 

he did internships at two design studios where 

he was first exposed to conceptual design and 

became inspired by the ways he could steer his 

artistic interests toward a career. This directed him to 

art school where he studied graphic design and illus-

tration at the State Academy of Fine Arts Stuttgart 

under Heinz Edelmann—perhaps most well-known 

for his art direction and character designs for The 

Beatles' animated film “Yellow Submarine”. Complet-

ing his studies at the academy in 1997 with an MFA, 

Fuchs’ next stop was New York City.

Breaking into editorial illustration 

for major publications in late ’90s New York was a case 

of making in-person appointments with art directors 

who, in Fuchs’ experience, were always open and inter-

ested to page through his portfolio. “I think it’s harder 

to get recognized now because there are so many more 

illustrators in the market,” he says. “When I started 

out it was a fairly limited field.” Still, as a fresh 

graduate he found the ‘show and tell’ aspect of 

the meetings daunting at first. “You want the 

work to speak for itself and not have to explain 

why they should hire you,” he says. “But you get 

used to talking a little more freely about your 

own stuff.” These early introductions paid off 

and Fuchs spent the next 15 years in New York 

building his career, with illustrations published 

in The New York Times, The New Yorker, Time, 

Rolling Stone, The Wall Street Journal, and 

Esquire—to name a few. 

Fuchs’  F irst commission (he doesn’t 

recall the topic) was for The New York Times 

Book Review where Steven Heller was art direc-

tor at the time. “He always made an effort to 

grab every young illustrator and give them their 

first job. That was his thing.” Establishing and 

maintaining long-term relationships with art directors 

like Heller, both in the States and in Europe—Fuchs is 

now based in Berlin—allows him certain creative free-

doms. There’s a personal element to these relation-

ships beyond the work because they know him—and 

how he thinks—so well. “It's mostly that I just get the 

assignment and the basic topic and then they let me 

run,” he explains. “They can rely on getting something 

printable as I obviously wouldn't want to disappoint 

i n t e r v i e w  b y  a l i x - r o s e  c o w i e   p h o t o g r a p h y  b y  t b D 

B o r n  a n d  r a i s e d  i n  a  r u r a l  a r e a  o f  s o u t h  k o r e a ,  t h e  s o n  o f  a  m i n i s t e r  a n d  h o u s e w i F e  h e  l o v e d  d r a w i n g 

c h a r a c t e r s  F r o m  B o o k s  a n d  n e w s p a p e r s .  a  B o o k  b y  s t e v e n  h e l l e r  i n t r o d u c e d  h i m  t o  t h e  w o r l d  o f  

i l l u s t r a t i o n  a n d  s e t  h i m  o n  h i s  p a t h .  s t a r t i n g  w i t h  a  j o B  a t  a n  a r t  s c h o o l  h e  s o o n  q u i t  t o  B e c o m e  a 

F u l l - t i m e  F r e e l a n c e  i l l u s t r a t o r  e x p e r i e n c i n g  a l l  t h e  e x p e c t e d  a n x i e t y ,  c o n F u s i o n  a n d  p o v e r t y ,  B u t 

a l s o  g r e a t  h a p p i n e s s .  a v o i d i n g  l o o k i n g  a t  c u r r e n t  i l l u s t r a t i o n  h e ’ s  c r e a t e d  h i s  s i n g u l a r  a p p r o a c h .

f u c h s
t h o m a s

thomas is 
a  secret 
weapon. 

no matter 
how 

diFFicult  
or  

nuanced 
a suBject 

matter is , 
he always 

Finds  
an elegant, 
tongue-in-

cheek  
visual  

solution. 

H o l g e r 

W i n d f u h r

A r t  D i r e c t o r

F r a n k f u r t e r 

A l l g e m e i n e 

G m b H



5 3  t h o m a s  f u c h st h o m a s  f u c h s  5 2

I don’t 
think 
I’m 
even all 
that good 
at it. 
I mean, 
there are 
people 
out there 
that are 
just insanely 
good at 
nailing 
a likeness, 
and it 
seems 
like they 
do it 
effortlessly 
as well. 
In my case, 
I’m 
always 
almost 
surprised 
if the 
picture 
looks like 
the person 
it’s 
supposed 
to. 
Mostly, 
I think 
I just 
get lucky.

them. It's good not to mess it up too badly!” 

Often creating artwork for political and opinion 

pieces, Fuchs aims to stay neutral, or at least subtle or 

suggestive, with his own personal leanings. He finds 

it helps to stay within the metaphorical realm—a 

place he really enjoys. “The point of editorial illustra-

tion is that you don't think literally,” he says. Illustra-

tion should instead add an extra layer to the text. He 

approaches stories through analogy or juxtaposing 

familiar images to create new meanings, and enjoys 

finding unexpected ways to say 

something while remaining true 

to the topic. In one illustration, 

the red stripes of the Star-Span-

gled Banner unravel to become 

the straps of an electric chair for 

a piece about the death penalty 

in the USA, and in another a fish 

gradually evolves into a pair of 

praying hands in a story on cre-

ationism. 

An editorial illustration can be 

a ‘Welcome’ sign for a daunting, 

dry or complicated article. Some-

times Fuchs’ highest enjoyment 

is found in racking his brain for a clear and interest-

ing visual solution for a challenging read that doesn’t 

easily lend itself to imagery—most often niche arti-

cles in science magazines. Instead of going deeper, he 

goes wider and thinks more laterally. “In a way, it's 

horrible to have a topic that is really hard to illustrate, 

but on the other hand, it gives you a lot more free-

dom to explore how you could possibly get that mes-

sage across,” he says. For an article on the discovery 

of the Higgs boson particle—brain-bending stuff—he 

focused on the excitement within the scientific com-

munity, illustrating particles as the bubbles rising 

from a celebratory flute of champagne. On the sub-

ject of the healing properties of certain amino acids 

in tilapia skin, he injected some much-needed humor 

with an illustration of an unimpressed cartoon fish 

whose middle has been stripped and wrapped around 

a human thumb like a Band-aid. 

when presenting initial sketches to cli-

ents, Fuchs tends to go in strong with one concept; a 

certainty that comes from experience rather than ego. 

He believes being asked to share five sketches creates a 

chance for mediocrity to slip in by sending a less good 

idea to meet the requirements. “I’d rather be the editor 

of the idea first,” he explains. “Of course, I do different 

sketches if they don’t like that idea, but I try to send 

one and say: this is the one I think is best.” 

a  gush or a  concerted squeeze, Fuchs’ 

ideas keep flowing no more so than in his personal 

work. They never start as a series but end up this 

way because once he starts seeing symbols or double 

entendre, he can’t stop. For his “Love&Hate” series, 

the ubiquitous heart motif becomes handcuffs, head-

lights and a wailing child’s uvula. For “that naughty 

little series”, unfortunate genitals become all manner 

of elaborate or everyday props and devices. “It’s fun 

to stumble upon something that 

turns out to be more than you 

initially expected,” he says. “And 

you just keep doing it because 

it's fun. Sometimes you surprise 

yourself with what you come up 

with. It keeps you loose, and if you 

try something you haven’t done 

before that works, then you have 

another tool to add to your tool-

box for a client.”  

this  playFulness  is a big 

part of Fuchs’ personality. “I'm 

a pretty silly person really,” he 

laughs. “Which of course has to 

be reined in if I’m doing a serious job. But I try to still 

keep it witty. Sometimes you have to keep the illus-

tration somewhat serious so as not to ruin the article, 

but you can speak with a little humor here and there.” 

A good example is his painting of a pensive rat in the 

pose of Rodin’s “The Thinker” for an article on animal 

intelligence; or his illustration for a New York Times 

article on mediocrity, where a small but enthusias-

tic dog is poised to catch a stick the size of a tree trunk 

on a mid-air collision course. In his illustration about 

inner critics spoiling all the fun, a swimmer prepares 

to leap from a high diving board while his shadow 

clings on for dear life. 

Fuchs inFluences are eclectic, ranging 

from the works of Boris Vallejo and Frank Frazetta, 

to Moebius and the Swiss and Ulm schools of design. 

And from Asterix comics -- “Goscinny’s fine wit com-

bined with Uderzo’s fine brush… unmatched,” to 

the complete works of Monty Python, “Inspiring in 

their absurdity, which is a good approach to complex 

topics.”  For personal amusement or editorial enter-

tainment, though, his strategy is always witty over 

funny. “Being funny is making sure that everybody 

gets the joke. It’s slap-your-thigh rather than a little 

smile,” he quantifies. “Witty is more subtle. If you see 

it, you see it.” 
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mr.  Fuchs is  a  cool dude.  
cool under Fire with a cool illustrative style…and a knack For cool ideas.  
and this  particular gentleman can BeautiFully capture a  likeness! 
i ’m partial to his  painted works,  which have great depth,  color and texture,  
But don’t sleep on his  vector art.  it ’s  all very cool.

K o r y  K e n n e d y 

C r e a t i v e  D i r e c t o r 
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i ’ve  Been working with thomas For a  numBer oF years,  at various puBlications,  and his  work always delights.  
the last Few years the assignments have Been primarily portraits.  thomas Finds a  hook Based on each quote that  
elevates the portrait.  i ’ve  worked with a lot oF talented illustrators over the years and thomas is  at the top  
oF my list oF Favorites.  terriFic,  graphic work,  no attitude and a nice guy to Boot.  

S c o t t  A .  D a v i s   

V i c e  P r e s i d e n t ,  C r e a t i v e  D i r e c t o r   

A A R P  M e d i a 
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well,  what do i  say aBout thomas’s  work… it ’s  just great.  he’s  super smart and he’s  always Finding a really interesting t wist on the science we 
work on every day.  the real testament is ,  we get compliments From the scientists  aBout how Fun and engaging his  art is ,  that should say it 
all,  But Because he and i  have worked so well and oFten together,  i  know i  can trust him to take our very complex suBjects and turn them to 
golden illustrations. 

M i c h a e l  M r a k 

C r e a t i v e  D i r e c t o r 

S c i e n t i f i c  A m e r i c a n
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thomas Fuchs is  oFten our First call when we’re working on a more complex piece—likely one aBout the 
ever-shiFting political landscape in texas,  or an analysis  oF Business  trends in the state.  he always Finds  
a  graphic,  poetic answer to every tricky story we throw his  way!  we oFten joke that thomas has Become  
an honorary texan,  aFter so many years oF working with the magazine.

E m i l y  K i m b r o 

C r e a t i v e  D i r e c t o r 

T e x a s  M o n t h l y
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thomas Fuchs is  one oF my go-to artists.  whenever i  don’t have much text For a  story  
or a  diFFicult topic to conceptualize,  i  can always count on him to deliver a  clever visual solution.  
the guy is  a  great thinker.  his  BeautiFul Body oF work includes t wo very diFFerent styles,  
and his  portraiture work is  also top notch. 

M i n h  U o n g 

V i s u a l  E d i t o r  

N e w  Y o r k  T i m e s  S u n d a y  B u s i n e s s


