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What Makes a Good  

Sci-Fi Book Cover? 

This month we include a special tribute to a great inspi-

ration of many digital artists, Peter Elson, who illustrated 

many science fiction book covers during the seventies, 

eighties and nineties. He's probably better known by Brit-

ish sci-fi fans, rather than on an international scale and 

his strength was illustrating sci-fi tech, rather than charac-

ters. Peter's work was also marked by a great use of col-

our in his paintings as you'll see in the selected examples 

from his portfolio. 

So what makes a great science fiction book cover?  

The Genre Sets the Tones 

The sci-fi genre often demands some nice spaceship 

hardware placed in a grand and fantastic out-of-this-

world setting. There are some notable covers that make 

use of a character, such as "The Stars My Destina-

tion" (above) by Alfred Bester, but these tend to be in the 

minority. Portraying a character moment from a book 

can be done effectively. But if alien life is involved, many 

illustrators may shy away from this option; the risk is turn-

ing the image into something you can't identify with, or 

just looks plain comical. The challenge of the illustrator in 

this genre is making something unique and powerful, but 

doesn't deviate too much from the genre's expectations. 

Beauty Costs 

The best book covers are those that are the most 

"beautiful". The most beautiful actresses, cars, houses and 

boats cost the most money - since beauty is a treasured 

commodity. But the quality of science fiction beauty is 

frequently niched down to more specific factors such as 

colour use, composition, great looking spacecraft, scale 

(big stuff creates a wow factor) and if you were back in 

the 50s, then gorgeous looking females bugged by ugly 

aliens. 

How to get Space Sick 

The other factor causing the illustrator some space sick-

ness is to keep the cover simple. It has to capture a po-

tential reader's eye within a few seconds, so too much 

"alieness" will prevent the viewer from identifying what is 

going on in the image.  

If the book is to be sold online, then the factor of simplici-

ty for the tiny book cover image becomes even more 

important. The "read me" message has to be conveyed 

fast. For many, a good book title conjures up more in-

trigue than the image - for instance "Deathworld" by Har-

ry Harrison provides an instant dangerous environment 

that has to be explored.  
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A Single Scene 

In tension with the factor of simplicity, is that a cover im-

age has to be selected from just so many scenes in the 

book. A sci-fi novel could cover millennia and span a 

large number of locations as well as characters—so 

choosing the “one” defining moment of a book is a di-

lemma. 

It's best to have the publisher or author select a key sce-

ne, rather than left to the devices of the illustrator who 

will be on a tight deadline and will be compromised be-

cause of this. 

Investment 

Since you invest a long time with reading a book, a good 

cover  becomes that more important—it  helps you feel 

that the asset was worth it . This investment means even 

more so to the poor author who has labored for eons of 

time upon it—the image may be the only illustration that 

will see the light of day for the years of work that they 

have done.  

If a good story ends up with a poor illustration—it must be 

a damning time for the writer, to see their work devalued  

by a simple misunderstood concept in the story. 

 

EDITORIAL 

Paul Bussey  Editor 

paul@3dartdirect.com 

Reach for the Stars by Peter Elson 
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Peter Elson 
Peter Elson provided a great inspiration for many digital art-

ists today with his stunning illustrative works shown on 

many sci-fi book covers through the 70s and 80s. His work 

was also heavily featured in the classic TTA sci-fi art book se-

ries by Stewart Cowley. In exclusive interviews we talk to 

Carol Butfoy, who was Peter’s agent and Peter’s sister Pam 

Elson , who commissioned a comprehensive website in trib-

ute to him. www.peterelson.co.uk 

Deathworld 1 

http://peterelson.co.uk/
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Pam Elson 

3DAD:  First, a warm welcome to 3D Art Direct magazine. 

Thank you for agreeing to talk about Peter and his work. 

Could you tell me how you are related to Peter and 

where you both grew up. Did a family member or one of 

his teachers encourage him in his artwork as he grew? 

Pam Elson:  I am Peter's sister, only 17 months younger 

than he was. 

3DAD: Did you observe the very earliest influences that 

got Peter started with art? I notice in the website biog-

raphy that it mentions he started drawing as soon as he 

could - and it was airplanes  that he liked sketching most.  

Pam Elson: He was born 13th January 1947, the oldest of 

a family of 4 children who grew up in West Ealing.  

Our father was an engineering draughtsman for Napier's 

and drew the plans for Rolls Royce aero-engines used in 

jet planes. So Peter's early interest in planes and engines 

was a definite point of contact with our father and his 

drawing efforts encouraged. The draughting and tech-

nical drawing skills were no doubt in the genes!  

Peter went to North Ealing Primary School then on to Sel-

bourne Secondary Modern; the only one of us not to 

pass his 11+. He was a bright person, but very quiet and 

reserved and not academic in the way schools then re-

quired in order to pass exams. However it was always ap-

parent that he was exceptionally talented when it came 

to drawing and this could be totally from his own imagi-

nation as well as from things he could see and copy.  

He won art prizes every year at secondary school and his 

art teachers had the foresight to enter him for his GCE O 

level in the then named 4th form (year 10 now!) which 

was a year before normal and at a school where boys 

were usually only entered for the lower standard RSA ex-

ams. He got an 'A' grade and was then entered for A 

level then next year which was 2 years early, gaining an-

other 'A' grade. He would have been 16 then. 

He went on to Ealing technical College and School of art 

In 1977 he entered and won a competition for a sci-fi 

magazine with his work 'Fantastic Planet' and it was this 

work which kick started his career. 

It was always apparent that he was 

exceptionally talented when it came 

to drawing and this could be totally 

from his own imagination as well as 

from things he could see and copy. 

Liberation Day 

Fantastic Planet 
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3DAD:  Peter really like the Eagle comics published in the 

1950s. Could you expand on this more?  

Pam Elson: I still have scrap books and cuttings that Peter 

collected from the comics he had as a child. The earliest 

I can find is a set of cuttings of pictures of aeroplanes, jet 

engines, cars and other vehicles - all expanded colour 

drawings showing the inner workings of the engines etc. 

These are from the Eagle comic and dating form April 

1952  when Pete would have been five years old.  

There are also four scrap books of black and white draw-

ings from the Lion comic from 1960 onwards of tanks, ar-

moured vehicles and jet fighters. (I now notice there's a 

hand written index in one of them in our grandfather's 

handwriting. He and Peter were very close, spending a 

lot of time together in our grandfather's old age. He 

worked for Winsor and Newton the artists' suppliers. 

Though not an artist himself, he was also a great encour-

agement to him.) 

3DAD:. How did the space race influence Peter - did this 

feed into his earlier artwork do you think? 

Pam Elson: I couldn't have given you anything definite, 

though I know he was always interested in anything in 

this area, but I've also come across a Brooke Bond tea 

card collection, which I've researched as dating from 

1971.It is called 'The Race into Space - Man's first 50 steps 

into the universe'. It's a complete set and I can see many 

references to Pete's work in the pictures on the cards; not 

only the space craft, but the scenes in space, whether 

from on the surface of planets or from orbiting them. 

3DAD: Was Peter influenced by any particular science 

fiction films, TV series or authors in the 50s or 60s? 

Pam Elson: As for films, I remember going with him and 

our parents to see 'The Forbidden Planet' (the original 

version). Terrified me, but he loved it. 

“I remember going with him and 

our parents to see the original 

version of 'The Forbidden Planet'. 

Terrified me, but he loved it!” 
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He was also much taken with 2001 a Space Odyssey and 

some images of this appear on the Website. I'm still not 

sure if these were ever used - they're very like some I've 

seen on books and DVD covers, but don't know if these 

are actually Peter's.  

Other influences? Well I know he always had his camera 

with him and would photograph interesting skies, cloud 

formations, seas or anything he could use for reference in 

backgrounds.  

He always said he was weakest drawing figures and used 

friends and family to pose for body shapes and move-

ments to be as accurate as possible. I can see my own 

husband in the 'Deathworld' series by Harry Harrison, for 

instance and 'The Stainless Steel Rat is Born' is a self por-

trait! 

Carol Butfoy 

3DAD: Welcome to 3D Art Direct magazine Carol – it’s a 

real privilege to hear your story on how you met Peter 

and how you helped promote his work: You first met Pe-

ter at Ealing Art College in the 60s. What were your first 

impressions of him and why do you think he chose fash-

ion design to start with, before switching to graphics? 

CB: At Ealing Art College, Peter was a quiet, kind and 

very shy but with a wonderful imagination. He admitted 

that choosing Fashion Design was a big mistake. Illustra-

tion was his great love. I know he liked the work of Erte 

and Beardsley but they were very sixties favourites with 

many people.  

3DAD: Did Peter enjoy the college environment? Did the 

The Stainless Steel Rat is Born 

After the Fall 

Peter Elson 
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cultural changes at the time give the students more free-

dom in their creative expression than if they had attend-

ed say a decade earlier? 

CB: He enjoyed the art school environment and we had 

great fun and formed a strongly knit group of friends. Ea-

ling Art School was a leader in the creative field with lots 

of new and interesting talent.  Muscially, Pete Townshend 

and Ronnie Wood. Artistically,  Roy Ascot was pioneering 

cybernetics, Kitaj was lecturing there. I subsequently 

learned that Alan Lee was a student there. I am sure the 

opening of intellectual and creative doors at the time 

was a great help. 

3DAD: Peter won a competition for his sci-fi artwork 

“Fantastic Planet” in the mid seventies for a sci-

ence fiction magazine, which helped to start his 

career. What was the magazine and was he sur-

prised at how things developed from there? Was 

he consciously trying to break into this industry 

niche anyway by entering the competition? 

CB: This was the  December 1975 issue of Science 

Fiction Monthly. This issue contained various com-

petition winners, including of course Peter. I don't 

think he was trying to break into the niche, it was 

just a fun thing to do. But he was really excited 

when he won, he phoned me up to tell me. It still 

stands up today as a great piece of SF art.  

3DAD: Tell me about how you started the Sarah 

Brown Agency and how things led you to form it. 

Was Peter one of the main reasons you started? 

What were some of his early works that you 

helped promote and sell? 

CB: After winning the competition, Peter got two 

commissions and the art director suggested that 

as Peter lived in Colchester he needed an 

agent.  Peter trusted me and asked if I could take 

on the role. So Peter was the chief reason for the 

agency starting.  We decided on "Sarah" the 

name of a girl Peter was fond of and "Brown" 

which sounded kind of stable.  Apart from the first 

two, we were involved in all Peter's artwork and 

commissions from then on.  

After a while  other artists joined us, Fred Gam-

bino, Mark Salwowski, Mick Van Houten, Keith 

Scaife, Mick Posen, Jon Sullivan, David Wyatt and 

others. The agency closed down two years ago 

but It still surprises me how many of the SF and 

Fantasy cover arts from the last thirty years came 

“Ealing Art School was a leader in 

the creative field with lots of new 

and interesting talent.  Musically, 

Pete Townshend and Ronnie Wood. 

Artistically,  Roy Ascot was 

pioneering cybernetics, Kitaj was 

lecturing there. I subsequently 

learned that Alan Lee was a student 

there.” 
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from us. 

3DAD: The Peter Elson tribute website includes several 

categories of his work. Did Peter have certain prefer-

ences for what he liked to paint – what were they? Did 

he enjoy space craft more than landscapes or people 

for instance? 

CB: It is clear that space craft were his favourite but 

Peter was also an outstanding landscape artist. Look 

at some of the Allan Cole and Kim Stanley Robinson 

covers, for example. His ability with light and colour 

can match anyone. 

3DAD: The sci-fi artwork at this time (including Peter’s) 

was quite remarkable. Do you think Peter had his own 

independent ideas about how his space ship hard-

ware should look, or was he influenced by his peers at 

the time? 

CB: Every artist is influenced by someone but I truly be-

lieve Peter was an original when it came to space 

craft design.  His machines looked as if they could ac-

tually fly. Look at the star ship explosion in The Early Wil-

liamson and then look at the starship explosions in Ver-

hoveven's Star Ship Troopers. Influences are every-

where. Clearly, some of Peter's spacecraft ideas came 

from the natural world, The Best of Isaac Asimov has a 

definite mollusc shape and The Word for World is Forest 

could be a flying beetle. 

3DAD: Did Peter have much contact with similar artists 

in the industry and what were his relationships like with 

them? 

CB: I'm not aware of Peter having contact with other 

artists in the genre.  The agency had a get together 

once a year in the early days when he would have 

met the other agency artists. Fred Gambino would 

have been there and Mark Salwowski, Keith Scaife per-

haps. I believe Rolf Mohr was there too. He went off to 

do games work in the U.S. 

3DAD: How did Peter get involved with selling artwork 

to Sphere books and for some of Harry Harrison’s book 

covers?  

CB: The art director at Sphere was one of the first to rec-

ognise Peter's talent. I think Ken Simms was there at the 

time. Peter was a natural to do the Harry Harrison covers. 

Invasion Earth is one of the my favourites. 

Peter Elson 
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Harry Harrison had almost no influence in choosing 

cover artists until late in his career -- Gino d'Achille was 

Harry's choice both for the West of Eden and the Hammer 

and the Cross series, and David Hardy was Harry's choice 

for the first Stars and Stripes book. But during the period 

that Peter Elson was doing the covers for Sphere, Harry 

would have had no input. 

I think the thing that stands out about Peter’s paintings is 

the use of colour -- the covers he did for the Stainless 

Steel Rat books are great, especially the first one in the 

series with that yellow background. I think the Rat series 

also has some of PE's best figure work -- the Rat on that 

first cover has a great expression and pose that captures 

the character perfectly.  

Harry has always said that Steve McQueen was the actor 

he wanted to play the Rat, and PE's cover for The 

Stainless Steel Rat Wants You comes closest to being him, 

I think. And I liked the slightly punky version of the young 

Rat PE did for the Stainless Steel Rat  is Born -- I also like it 

because it kind of looks like someone I was at school with! 

PE's Deathworld covers aren't quite in the same league as 

the Rat ones, but the creature on the first one looks 

exactly like the mean sort of critter Harry describes in the 

book. The figures in these paintings aren't 100% -- I think 

Harry Harrison is a world renowned science fiction writer who has had many of his books illustrated by Peter Elson, 

most notably through Sphere publishers during the eighties and nineties . Harry’s bibliographer Paul Tomlinson gives his 

views about Peter’s work. 

The Stainless Steel Rat Planet of No Return 
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Peter Elson 

Peter was much better at painting people in close-up. 

Unless I'm mis-remembering, Harry's books didn't get any 

Peter Elson’s paintings of spacecraft. 

Some of my favourite paintings are from non-Harry 

Harrison books -- especially some of the land vehicles he 

painted. There's a great car on Robert Heinlein’s Double 

Star books—somewhere I have a proof of the 

paperback cover which I kept from my days in the book 

trade. 

But the cover of The Stainless Steel Rat  is my all time 

favourite. 

What makes a great Sci-fi cover? A painting that 

captures the essence of the book, even if it doesn't 

illustrate exactly a scene from the story. It has to be 

something that intrigues you and makes you want to 

pick the book off the shelf -- or click on the 'more details' 

button online. A great cover has a bit of life, a bit of 

character and is a bit rough round the edges; like real 

life is, rather than being Photoshop-airbrush-perfect. 

Who knows? Art is art -- it either grabs you or it doesn't. 

     Paul Tomlinson  

Harry Harrison is a world renowned science fiction writer who has had many of his books illustrated by Peter Elson, 

most notably through Sphere publishers during the eighties and nineties . Harry’s bibliographer Paul Tomlinson gives his 

views about Peter’s work. 

The Stainless Steel Rat Saves the World Prime Number 
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3DAD: Did Peter get to meet Harry Harrison or some of 

the other authors he provided illustrations for and discuss 

how his work influenced the sales of his books? 

CB: I am not sure if Peter actually met any of the authors. 

He would have spoken to many. In the heyday, cover art 

was determined more by the art director than the au-

thor. This got changed around later on, often to the detri-

ment of the covers.  

3DAD: here’s a whole series of Dr Who illustrations that he 

generated. What’s the story with the commissioning of 

this series of art? 

CB: Peter Darvill Evans was the editor at Virgin who com-

missioned most of these.  He used a variety of artists at 

first. Later on the agency did nearly all of them.  There's 

Dr Who covers by Fred Gambino, Mark, Jon Sullivan, Kev-

in Jenkins. Curiously, most of the Dr Who covers required 

figures, not Peter’s strongest suit, but some of them really 

shine and there are some classics among them such as 

Birthright, Toy Soldiers, Sanctuary, Cat’s Cradle: Witch 

Mark, and many others. 

3DAD: Some of Peter’s work was included in the The Ter-

ran Trade Authority handbooks written by Stewart Cow-

ley and also the series of “Galactic Encounters”. In 

Invasion Earth The Outposter 
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“Great Space Battles” his artwork is featured heavily for 

example (16 pieces). Tell me about this success. Was Pe-

ter pleased to get his work into these books? 

CB: Stewart Cowley wanted to produce books that were 

eye-catching and showed the artwork off to its best.  He 

succeeded surprisingly well. As you know, all the illustra-

tions were second-rights. In other words, they had al-

ready been used as book covers or for other purposes.  I 

sometimes wonder if Stewart collected all the artwork 

together and then wrote the books around what he 

saw!  Whatever the process, it was a great idea. The TTA 

books introduced Peter's and the other artists' work to an 

audience that had not been aware of them before. 

Search the internet for Peter and many of the other art-

ists and the TTA books come up time and again.  Steven 

Caldwell did something similar for Crescent books but 

they seem less well-known. 

Sure, Peter was pleased. These guys had to live like her-

mits for weeks on end, creating book covers that fre-

quently staggered the imagination.  A year or two later 

those same books would be piled up at boot sales for 

ten pence each.  Having something like the TTA books 

meant that people would often keep them after read-

ing. Many internet commentators say how influenced 

The Outposter Divergence 
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they were as children by the TTA books. Nice for an artist 

to know his work has had at least some effect. 

3DAD : What  are some of the techniques in the creative 

process that Peter used that you can bring to light?  

CB: I don't have any specific 

comments, other than Peter 

worked in gouache and air 

brush, with quite a lot of fine 

painting.  He would cut a brush 

down to just a few hairs so that 

every little detail was perfect.  

3DAD: What artwork pieces 

would you consider to be at 

the peak of Peter’s career and 

what satisfaction did Peter de-

rive when at this point? 

CB: When I tried to think about 

this I just came up with too long 

a list. The Early Williamson, Ba-

bel, The Outposter, Venus Plus X,  Reach for the 

Stars,  Nova 4,  The Power of Blackness,  Secret Harmo-

nies, A Sense of Wonder, The Status Civiliza-

tion.   But  many of his later works  were fabulous crea-

tions in a different way. Icehenge, Cold Allies, When the 

Babel Venus Plus X 
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God’s Slept, Freedom’s 

Challenge. The list goes 

on and on. 

Many of the early clas-

sics were fortunately 

printed in Parallel Lines, 

the book that showed 

both Peter's and Chris 

Moore's work together. 

Fortunately you can still 

get hold of copies on 

the internet.  Peter was 

really happy with his 

success. It was work he 

was born to. But there 

are no royalties for cover arts, or very rarely. You live from 

job to job. That can be a great worry. 

3DAD: What were a few of Peter’s personal favourites? 

CB: Probably those I mentioned. Venus Plus X was a par-

ticular favourite.  And it's nearly all figures, which is inter-

esting. 

3DAD: Is there any other stories you’d like to tell that bring 

insights into the type of artist that Peter was and how he 

enjoyed his work? 

The Early Williamson Venus Plus X 
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CB: Curiously, although Peter was so adept at creating 

wonderful images of future technology, he wasn’t quick 

to adopt it himself.  As late as 1992 he did not own a tele-

phone. I remember an art director hassling me for a late 

painting of Peter’s. I had to write a letter to Peter and ask 

him to telephone me from a public call box. No mobile 

phones in those days! 

On a personal note, Peter had a wicked sense of hu-

mour.   Secret Harmonies depicts an alien holding a 

spear. When Peter first painted it the spear cast a long 

shadow that seemed to emanate from his groin.  The art 

Peter Elson 

Derelict 

Luca Oleastri: In the '80 his work was appreciated and spread worldwide. What prevented him from having a 

career as illustrator like his contemporaries Chris Foss or Jim Burns? 

CB: Peter's name may not have been as well-known as Chris Fosse or Jim Burns, but he was known world-wide by 

his initials PE which appeared on all his paintings and many of his printed covers. Also, Peter's health wasn't great in 

later years. Look at Finity's End painted in '98 shortly before he died and you can see how he was effected.  There's 

a piece on the net  by the designer of the Homeworld game who met Peter in '97. Look on the ConceptArt.org 

forum for it. It makes sad reading. 

Clearly Peter’s difficulty with figurework also held him back. Jim Burns work is often figure-based. Chris Fosse less so 

but apart from Chris's early space craft images, I am not sure his career lasted in the way that Peter’s did. Peter 

was working on SF and Fantasy until almost the day he died. Chris on the other hand went on to illustrate The Joy of 

Sex! 

Luca Oleastri: What about his work during the nineties? 

CB: I touched on this above. Just because gorgeous space craft were no longer required, it didn't mean Peter 

wasn't working. Look at Freedom's Challenge,  The Timura Trilogy, Cold Allies, Red Mars and Green Mars to name 

only a few.  Fabulous artwork. 

Luca Oleastri: How long did he take to complete a piece in general? 

CB: Usually two weeks, depending on the amount of detail needed and whether any special reference was 

required (for instance figures). 

Luca Oleastri is a solid veteran of the science fiction and fantasy genres and Peter Elson’s 

portfolio has been a great source of inspiration for Luca, so much so he created some 

unofficial tribute website pages for Peter. Luca has owned his own special effects 

company, a publishing house and was editor in chief of the Italian editions of Fangoria and 

Gorezone magazines. He is a full time illustrator, books and games designer.  

3D Art Direct asked Luca for a few of his own questions about Peter and his work. 

http://www.innovari.it/peter%20elson%201.htm 

http://www.innovari.it/peter%20elson%201.htm
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director quickly spotted it though and Peter had to paint 

it out!  He was also great at pub night quizzes, having an 

eclectic mind that picked up all sorts of  information. 

Peter was painting fairground attractions on the day he 

died. This could be misconstrued that his illustration ca-

reer was over. Far from it. Peter enjoyed getting away 

with a bunch of other artists once a year to do this as it 

made a complete break from being in his studio.  For Pe-

ter, it was a welcome change.  

It was a pleasure to have known Peter as a friend and as 

an artist.  During the best years of the agency, you never 

knew what gems would appear when you unwrapped 

those large flat packages.   Pieces of wonder.  And these 

came from all the artists, not just Peter, but for me Peter's 

were always special.  

Spaceship Graveyard 

To Open the Sky The Rim of Space A Martian Odyssey 

Reach for the Stars 

Double Star 
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3DAD: Welcome to 3D Art Direct. Thank you for agreeing 

to visit with our readers. 

CH: Thanks a lot for having me!  

3DAD: Tell us a little bit about what it was like to grow up 

in old ‘East’ Germany. How did that experience later 

shape your art? 

CH: That's a good question and I just recently thought 

about it. I grew up in Bitterfeld. A town that was labeled 

as the most dirty town in Europe. It was a very industrial 

environment and things like pollution control or environ-

mental protection (what is so important nowadays) was 

pretty much non-existent. So I was thinking maybe grow-

ing up in an environment like that leads me to creating 

such mega city landscapes like my 'Phoenix Rising' or 

'Hadley's Hope'. Which have quite an industrial feel. I had 

a nice childhood there by the way and Bitterfeld today is 

a nice and clean town. A lot of things changed. 

3DAD: You have been a member of Deviant Art almost 

since the beginning. How has the DA community 

evolved and how has it influenced your development as 

a digital artist?  

CH: Yeah it's unbelievable. It's ten years now. Even 

though I'm less active nowadays I guess. Deviantart back 

then was a great place for people like me. A lot of folks 

there who were just exploring digital art without a specif-

ic goal. You had a lot of easy to find inspiration. And for 

people with the right amount of drive it kept you going 

and motivated. Deviantart now is a Facebook for Artists. 

It became quite a beast of a community. And I honestly 

must say that, the bigger it became, the less interested I 

got in it. It just takes too much time to cover everything 

they have to offer. Of course I'm active on my own user-

page but everything outside of it goes by without me no-

ticing anything. However Deviantart surely is the place to 

go for digital artists. 

3DAD: When visiting your DA page a visitor is first greeted 

with a vast array of Sci-Fi movies that have been part of 

 

Chris Hecker 

 

Christian HecKer can be found at Deviant Art as Tigaer or 

www.tigaer-design.com. Chris works as a freelancer in the field 

of digital art and illustration. Born in the former East Germany 

he moved to Nuremberg in 2001 and still resides there. 

He started digital art sometime around 2000. He began with 

Photoshop doing basic web design stuff. After a few years of 

self training in the arts, Chris began doing more illustration in 

the Sci-Fi, Fantasy and landscape creation areas.  He joined 

Deviant Art and GFXArtist.com and began to receive more 

inspiration to improve the craft. He started out with Terragen 

and ultimately Vue as his go-to 3D art creation tool. 

tigaer.deviantart.com 

http://www.tigaer-design.com/
http://tigaer.deviantart.com/
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your inspiration. What are your three biggest Sci-Fi influ-

ences and why? 

CH: Yes, I had a series of Journal entries this year, cover-

ing the Scifi Movies that really inspired me and should be 

seen by every Scifi Fan out there. The biggest influences 

in the field of Scifi are surely movies. Obvious candidates 

there are the Star Wars movies and of course, Blade Run-

ner. Then there are Books. 'The Forever War' is one of my 

all-time favourites. Arthur C. Clarke and Philip K. Dick are 

very good too. The third inspiration is the art created by 

other artists. 

3DAD: Your logo, the symbol at the top of your DA page. 

Tell us how that came about. 

CH: Every artist should have a Logo or a Signature. Now 

my handwriting is a mess! So I had to create me a nice 

 

PHOENIX RISING 
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logo. My first logo consisted of three circles, kind of lining 

up, like a rising planet. I had that for quite some time. But 

it never exactly fitted my 'Tigaer...' name. I liked it a lot 

though. Over time I kept looking for a different idea and 

one day I was playing around with a picture of a Tiger. 

After running some filters in Photoshop I got this shape out 

of the picture. I immediately fell in love with it and took 

some time create a vector of the logo and used that to 

create a 3d version of it. 

3DAD: Who have been your biggest influences as you 

transitioned from 2D Photoshop art to 3D images? 

CH: I would consider myself a mixed media artist. Even 

though I heavily use Vue for my first approach, I invest a 

huge amount of time in Photoshop to clean the render 

up, to add more details and atmosphere. The reason I 

INTERVIEW: Chris Hecker 
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use 3d comes down to the fact that I'm not the most ver-

satile person. I always need a plate to work from. May it 

be a photo or a 3d render. Now a photo is pretty static. 

In a 3d software you can instantly and freely change the 

whole composition and feel. I can do a lot of things with 

Vue I thought were impossible for me to do 5 years ago. 

So the basic reason I use 3d simply is creative freedom. 

3DAD: Your key software tools are Vue, Terragen, and 

Photoshop. Assume you were asked by the programmers 

to add one new feature to each of those packages. 

What would you choose? 

CH: What still bugs me is the 'Resume Render' option in 

Vue. It has certain restrictions that come in play when 

working in print size (4000px/6000px) you add lots of multi-

pass layers. I guess the file just gets too big. It would be 

nice if you could set a certain folder for Vue to save all 

render progress into. When you later want to continue 

that render, Vue could easily access that folder, check 

the progress and resume the render from where it ended 

last time. Well... I use the 'Resume' function a lot and it 

would be extremely useful to be able to save even large 

size renders without always thinking about file sizes and if 

the resume option can handle it. The alternative is to re-

render the same pic again. And that just takes far too 

much time. Especially when you're working with a single 

machine. Anyway... I'm nonetheless thankful for an op-

tion that allows me to resume a render later. It just re-

quires quite some planning before you go for the final 

render. 

3DAD: Talk about your involvement at the Luminarium. 

What does it mean to be a part of that project? 

CH: It's basically an art group. Every now and then they 

give out topics for an exhibit. You can submit your work 

and it gets voted for inclusion. To be part of the group 

you have to send them your application and they then 

decide if you would be a nice addition to the group. It's 

an exclusive little community on their own. To be a part 

of that surely is a nice thing since the exhibits give you 

some nice exposure if your work makes it into it. 

3DAD: A marvelous image from your gallery is, PHOENIX 

RISING. There is a breathtaking scope to this piece. Talk 

about how you put this one together. 

CH: Holy moly. I could write an entire book about that 

picture. But I'll try to shorten it here. This picture falls into 

my 'Benchmark Project' category. I take these pictures to 

basically deepen my knowledge about certain things. In 

that case I wanted to put my Vue skills to a test. 

I started thinking about that projects month before. Initial 

ideas were futuristic cityscapes but quite different to the 

end result. I also had to think about my hardware and 

what it allows me to do. For the creation I used a similar 

technique I used for my Gates To Elysium project. Took 

models I separated from the Dystopia City Block packs. I 

reorganized these models to create entire new and more 

complex buildings. Quite some time went into this. As well 

as creating the scene in Vue. 

The scene file was so loaded that it became quite a task 

to work with it. Everything got so slow. So it was also a pa-

tience training. The final render was done in different 

passes. One had the complete city. Another one the at-

mosphere and clouds (a very long render). And another 

one with the air traffic and ships. 

Then in Photoshop was a lot of composing happening. 

Making all the different passes sit together well. Also ad-
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justing atmosphere, adding textures, lighting and a gen-

eral load of details. It sure felt great seeing this monster 

coming together. It was worth the work and I learned a 

lot with it that helped me with recent projects like 

'Skyhigh'. 

3DAD: You also turned to animation tools like the camera 

mapping and motion tracking features built into Vue. The 

final result was an absolutely stunning video. Tell us what 

it was like getting through that lengthy process. 

CH: Yes. As if creating that 'Phoenix Rising' picture wasn't 

enough. I was crazy enough to try a camera mapping 

animation with it. This took me surely another month. I 

had to paint and re-render entire new areas in the pic to 

make the projection work. Also doing all the hundreds of 

frames, again rendering different passes for the city and 

animated ships zipping through the scene. After Effects, 

not known to be the most stable tool, was a task too. A 

lot of crashes. But I knew I had to finish this. So much time 

went into that one, that any additional hour did not mat-
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ter anymore. Things learned in this project helped me 

again in a recent short animation I created. Hope to get 

that online soon. 

3DAD: There is a certain element of ‘work’ in digital art. 

When you invest so much time on any one image what 

drives you through the drudgery of image creation?  

CH: The creation process is always 'work' for me. But it's a 

certain kind of work. It's rewarding for me. That reward 

can be the fact that I have the feeling to really explore 

the worlds I'm creating or it can be the appreciation from 

other people who are inspired by my work. Often it's the 

simple feeling you can get when you feel that something 

is coming together and starts to work. Especially when 

you started with a plate render that looked pretty much 

like nothing. It can be Interviews like this one where peo-

ple are interested to know more about the work or a cer-

tain picture. Just recently I sold licenses for pictures to a 

Nightclub in Singapore. They have an entire wall with 4 of 

my pics. That's amazing. Never dreamed of something 

like this. That's the kind of appreciation that drives and 

motivates me. 

3DAD: Another fantastic image is GATES TO ELYSIUM. You 

talk about taking apart the models and rearranging the 

elements to suit your needs. How much does this expand 

your creative control and how much better is the final 

product because of it. 

CH: I'm not really a 3d modeling expert. Therefore I tend 

to use existing models and take them apart to rearrange 

them to create entire new buildings or objects that suit 

my needs. Gates To Elysium was the first project where I 

used that process. It's a little like playing with LEGO. Or 

like the practical modeling experts on the '77 Star Wars... 

using parts of old battleship model kits to create all the 

different space ships. It's work but also fun. Spawns a lot 

of ideas. 

You might argue that it limits your creativity using already 

existing things. And a part of me agrees. On the other 

hand it's a way for me to realize some of my ideas more 

easily than ever before. And Photoshop helps to add so 

many new details. And Photoshop always plays a big 

role in my work. I never publish a pic where there was no 

Photoshop involved. 

3DAD: What is your creative process? Do you map out 

the steps along the way with a vision of what the final 

image should look like, or do you tend to be a little more 

fluid than that, letting the image unfold as it develops? 

CH: A lot of artists do their preparation with creating 

sketches and rough concepts. That's not exactly my ap-

proach. That phase, for me, happens in Vue with quite 

some test renders. Adjusting atmosphere and getting to-

gether a good composition and depth. So 50% of the 

creative process happens in Vue. The other 50% then 

happens in Photoshop where I tend to change a lot of 

details from the rendered plate. Even the overall lighting 

and atmosphere can change in Photoshop. So I guess 

my with fully unfolds within development. At lest on my 

personal projects. Commissions often demand a different 

approach. 

3DAD: Looking at your HADES project (Saevitia and Val-

iant). The depth of color and detail in both of these is 

INTERVIEW: Chris Hecker 
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outstanding. Where did the inspiration for these came 

about? Did you achieve what you were looking for? 

CH: The inspiration for this one was a pc game from the 

90s called 'Privateer 2'. It was a space action game with 

quite some nice video sequences that drove the story. 

The cast was amazing. Clive Owen, Christopher Walken 

and John Hurt. Some big names. The game had a world 

called 'Hades'. You never really saw much of it in the 

game but what you got to see gave you the impression 

of a very hazardous and dangerous environment. I basi-

cally nailed my idea with the pics. But I'm thinking that 

they look a little too friendly/inviting. I may revisit the idea 

again and create a more crazy/dangerous atmosphere 

for that. I may call that 'Hades – Bad Day' then or so. 

3DAD: One image that is more of a mixed medium piece 

than standard 3D is BACK TO THE FUTURE. This piece shows 

a lot of skill with Photoshop and digital matte painting. I 

like how you’ve pulled the photo image into the digital 

world. What kinds of thought processes do you go 

through to determine whether an image is going to be 

2D or 3D? 

 
HADES: SAEVITIA 

HADES: VALIANT 
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CH: That was one the first pics that made me think 'yeah, 

you can really create something cool with your skills'. 

When I created this one I neither had the right 3d tools or 

skills. So at that time the only way to go was through 

painting and manipulation. But to answer your question I 

must say that it completely depends on the idea and the 

plate I can work with. If the photo is perfectly fine then I'll 

work off of this. But right now I pretty much always try to 

work out my ideas with Vue first. 

3DAD: One of my favorites from your gallery is MISTRAL 

COAST. A beach scene is not that common in Sci-Fi art so 

this image has a unique look from the texture of the sand 

to the background monoliths fading away in the dis-

tance.  Tell us how you put this together using Vue and 

Photoshop. 

CH: This is an example of where a simple photo inspired 

me to do something with it. I wanted to use that photo 

trying to implement 3d rendered elements into it. So the-

se large floating rocks and the most of the palm trees 

were rendered in Vue and added to the scene via Pho-

toshop. The results works pretty good and the project 

helped me to understand what I still had to refine in my 

Vue skillset at the time. 

3DAD: What do you see as your greatest strength as a 3D 

artist? Weakness? 

CH: My weakness clearly is my limited understanding of 

3d modeling. I can be the most patient person when it 

comes to my pictures but something like modeling really 

gets me on my knees. That's why I frequently roam web-

sites that offer free to use 3d models. That gives me a 

base to work with. I seem to always need a base before I 

can start something. My strength then would be my crea-

tivity to create new things from things that were already 

there in one shape or another. Some would surely say it's 

cheating. But my standpoint is, if you're allowed to use 

it... use it! As long as your result works and you get your 

idea realized... everyone is happy. 

3DAD: You have been using Wacom tablet in your work 

for a while. How has your work improved by evolving 

away from the mouse? 

CH: I can't use Photoshop with a mouse anymore. It just 

feels wrong. If you're strictly working in 3d then I can im-

agine that mouse alone can still work. But the Photoshop 

environment feels so much more organic with the pen 

and pressure sensitivity. I can only recommend it. It's 

worth the money. And yes, it requires some time to get 

used to it. But it will definitely pay off. 

3DAD: Describe your workspace. What hardware plat-

INTERVIEW: Chris Hecker 

The creation process is always 'work' 

for me. But it's a certain kind of work. 

It's rewarding for me. That reward can 

be the fact that I have the feeling to 

really explore the worlds I'm creating 

or it can be the appreciation from other 

people who are inspired by my work.  
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form do you use now? Have you developed any habits 

or specific music you like to listen to when you create? 

CH: My working environment is a mess. I have four zebra 

finches in a cage on my right, constantly active. One 

Parakeet directly on my desk. He's my buddy. Sometimes 

a little distracting though. =D If I'm working in Photoshop 

then normally there is music involved. Mostly Rock/

Alternative stuff. 

When it comes to hardware then I invested quite a load 

of cash two years ago. I built this machine myself with 

buying all the different components separately and with 

a serious thinking process involved. I wanted to get a ma-

chine that will dependably do the job I'm giving it. It's the 

most reliable setup I ever had. 920 i7 2800gh, 12gig ram, 

1750gb hdd space. Just recently added a GF560 GTX Ti 

2gb. Really needed something for Battlefield 3. And the 

2gb memory boost the speed in Vue too. 

3DAD: Considering the accelerated improvements in 

software and computer power, where do you see the 

digital art field being in ten years? 

CH: Hopefully with me still working in it! Over the past 5 

years tools of all kinds became much more accessible 

already. So I can imagine that it will get better and easier 

for new folks to find foot. Especially when it comes to sta-

bility and speed. I can remember a lot a lot of crashes 

that drove me crazy over the last years. That began to 

change already. Vue is much more stable than it used to 

be. It will be very interesting to see what happens in that 

specific field. 

3DAD: Finally, what three tips would you have for those 

involved in model creation and/or digital artwork? 

CH: Can't say much about the model creation but when 

it comes to creating artworks I can only recommend to 

check out work by other artists. May it be the old masters 

or people who currently work in the industry. Get your 

inspiration and motivation from these amazing artworks. I 

learned all my skills by myself with some tutorials and 

walkthrough videos. That way I had full control about 

what I learned. Learned only the things I needed at that 

certain point. You can also try art schools, sure. 

What doesn't work is a one day to another decision 

where you say 'I want to be an artist!'. You really need a 

basic interest and drive to become an artist. You also 

need patience. You must be open for criticism. Which 

isn't always easy. But you must be able to handle it and 

know how to use is to your advantage. If that's you... 

then go for it! 

INTERVIEW: Chris Hecker 
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and Arthur Dorety comment 

on their entries and reveal 
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best about their creations. 
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Communing with the Gods 

This image was inspired mostly by Native Americans and 

their close ties to the world around them. Of course I 

added a fantasy twist to it, though I kept the setting more 

of a natural environment. In my mind, this is a shamaness, 

communing with their gods of nature, but I never define 

my images that clearly in words. I always leave it up to 

the viewer. 

I always learn a little bit more about Vue each time I use 

it. In this case, the atmosphere and lighting were my own 

creations. 

I love how the lighting turned out. I also love the feeling 

of peace coming from the woman. 

 The Falconer 

This one came about last winter. We’ve had a few wick-

ed winters lately here where I live in Pennsylvania. I was 

walking my dog in the woods, thinking about how much 

snow we might get, and I saw this gorgeous hawk fly past 

overhead. There are a lot of mountains here, including 

one that is a bird of prey sanctuary (Hawk Mountain 

Sanctuary close by) and we have hawks, falcons, eagles, 

numerous vultures, etc. I walk the dog every day on the 

mountain behind my house, so we see them daily. My 

mind just clicked with the thoughts of the snow on the 

ground, the hawk overhead, and the cold. It just popped 

into my head. 

One thing I learned with this image is how much a lighter 

background can make the foreground truly pop. Origi-

nally, I had less snow on the mountain behind her. On a 

lark, I added more snow, and she just popped out.  

In this image, I love how soft looking the material on her 

outfit is, and I love the lighting. It’s that pale winter light I 

managed to capture here. The mountain background 

was made in Vue, but the girl and the falcon were done 

in Poser, with the whole thing merged in Photoshop. So 

the lighting was rather a challenge, and I was very hap-

py with it. 

  

Melissa Krauss has been involved with the internet from the beginning. Her specialty has been creating 

artwork that features well defined and striking female characters. Her artwork influences include text based role-

playing games and the natural environment of the forest. 

The Falconer 
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Dangerous Times 

I watch a lot of medieval, fantasy based shows, like Mer-

lin, Game of Thrones, and the one season of Camelot. I 

also watch a lot of that sort of movie, and read those 

kinds of books. My RPG days were deeply rooted in that 

as well. Knights, basically warriors of any kind, have al-

ways inspired me greatly. Not the battles so much as the 

emotions they hide from everyone else, the ones they 

must hide. Fear. Regret. Remorse. Sorrow and so many 

more. I tried with this one to capture a sense of quiet de-

termination, an unyielding warrior determined to prevail 

in dangerous times.  This one I’d like to go back and ex-

plore more. 

With this image, I fiddled around with some settings in 

Poser to some degree, because I had to use a strong 

light source coming from the one side in order to match 

the background. Again, the background created and 

rendered in Vue and the foreground rendered in Poser. It 

was a bit tricky getting that sheen softer, without losing 

the harshness of the lighting. 

I like the resolute expression on her face, and yet, you 

can sense the thoughts and emotions beneath the sur-

face, the ones she does not want to show. That was diffi-

cult to capture without being able to tweak her facial 

expressions in another program like Zbrush. But I was hap-

py with the end result. 

 

Caves of Tau Ceti 

I find especially captivating the idea of human colonies 

in other worlds. That's always a strong source of inspira-

tion for me. Maybe it has something to do with my Portu-

guese roots. The history of Portugal is particularly rich with 

the pioneering maritime expansion in the 15th and 16th 

centuries. In these centuries, all those new uncharted is-

lands and territories that they colonized, all over the 

world, were almost as new planets for them.  

One important characteristic of colonizing a new land or 

world is how we change it. In this image I created a cool 

swimming pool in the middle of a desert. Imagine yourself 

in that pool... isn't it just wonderful to be in that cool envi-

ronment in the middle of a hot desert overlooking a glori-

 

Artur Rosa Artur Rosa 

hails from Portugal. His 

background is originally 

engineering, but found a 

passion for 3D digital art 

since 2006. We’ve all 

probably heard of SimCity—

a classic 3D game that 

piqued his interest and led 

him eventually to using E-

on’s Vue software.  

Dangerous Times 
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ous ringed planet? I would love to be there... 

This planet was tough to make, I had to learn a bit to 

achieve that. I wanted something earth-like and as 

much realistic as possible, to make the overall scene be-

lievable and because it takes so much of screen space. 

It's purely 3D, made with several layers. There are five lay-

ers: two for clouds, one for the water, one for the land, 

one for the atmosphere. Plus, of course, the rings. 

 

What do I like best about the image? From the concep-

tual point of view, I really like the contrast between hot 

and cool. From the technical point of view, the planet. 

 

My Beach in a Moon Crater 

First of all, as a kid I always dreamed of going to the 

moon. Secondly, there's a famous image by Michael 

Whelan where a little girl is playing with some beach toys 

in the moon, wearing a space suit. I always loved that 

concept, but I never really liked the idea that the girl was 

"locked up" inside a spacesuit. It seemed too restrictive 

for me. So, I imagined that a moon crater was protected 

by a dome and the boy was completely free to play in 

his own private beach in a crater in the moon... I would 

love to be that boy. 

 

If you notice, you'll see that near the ground level there's 

an atmosphere but at the top there's none. I also wanted 

the feeling that this was a comfortable and warm place 

for the boy but cold and dark outside. I had to create 

that very special atmosphere so that the render engine 

would interpret it and render it correctly. That was a bit of 

a challenge but I'm really happy with the res 

Solstice 

I don't often do images with snow and ice. To be honest, 

I don't like snow and ice. I don't have it where I live, I'm 

not used to it and I find the white of a snow covered 

landscape boring, cold and dead. Not appealing at all 

to me. But I love the bluish hue that cold environments 

usually have. I wanted to use that hue and I wanted to 

try to make a snow covered landscape that wasn't bor-

ing. 

I also find intriguing how some ancient cultures aligned 

their architecture with the surrounding environment and 

with natural phenomena that happened only once in a 

year. So, I imagined a construct that would be aligned 

only once in a year. In this example I construed that the 

only time of year that the sun is exactly aligned with the 

building and the cliffs, as seen from the cave, is during 

the summer solstice. 

In this image I improved my skills at making snow and ice, 

of which I have no experience. 

My favorite detail in this work, is one that I intentionally 

left almost hidden. Most people don't notice it, or not 

right way. Look at the entrance of the passage, half bur-

ied in the ground, half covered with snow, on the left side 

of the river. See that huge head statue there? It's a bonus 

for the viewers that spend a little more time looking at 

the image!  

 
Solstice 
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Highbridge 

This image started as a way of me 

forcing my muse. I was out of ideas 

so I picked a bridge prop and be-

gan creating terrains to fit. Soon 

came the dock, the ship and the 

town on either side of the river. Even-

tually this ended up helping to de-

velop a sagging storyline in my Saga  

of Erath story.  

This was an exercise in use of the 

function editor and terrain editing as 

well  as lots of atmosphere and light-

ing experiments. I was very happy 

with the outcome considering I start-

ed with no idea. 

The Regent of Gotodonia 

Fantasy characters are among the 

things I like to illustrate and the Poser 

characters and  their outfits rendered 

really well in Vue. I tweaked all the 

Poser materials for this and I spent A 

LOT of time experimenting with the 

light and atmosphere. This was the 

first image I did after reading Dax Pandhi's book "Realism 

in Vue". While this is not especiall realistic I learned a 

great deal on how to manipulate the light and atmos-

phere and gained a better understanding of all the con-

trols for that. This was sort of a plateau ascending image 

for  me. 

                                                           Reunions 

This was more of a test for my com-

puter. Some high res materials and 

all the figures and architecture 

props were taxing on the comput-

er. I re-did the image twice be-

cause the first  try could not render. 

After the second try and no luck, I 

tried increasing the virtual memory 

of the computer and that worked. 

It took two days to render! GADS! 

But I was happy with the outcome. 

Materials and atmosphere experi-

menting were the main focus here. 

Arthur Dorety Art’s life 

revolves around art and 

music. Born in New Jersey, he 

went to the University of the 

Arts in Philadelphia. He enjoys 

art for art’s sake. 

Highbridge 

Reunions 

The Regent of Gotodonia 
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 Susanne Korff-Knoblauch 

Susanne Korff-Knoblauch, a.k.a. kaanamoonshadow at deviantArt, is 

actually a studied geologist who started to take her love for art to a 

more professional level back in 2007.  

Fuelled by her love for fantasy literature and weekly pen-and-paper 

roleplaying sessions with her friends back in high school, Susanne start-

ed doodling with pencils already as a teenager. Never quite satisfied 

with her own drawings, she discovered rendered 3D artworks back in 

2006 and immediately got hooked by the lifelike look of the charac-

ters, finally finding the perfect vessel to express her creativity. 

Starting her career in 3D art with Poser 7, Susanne is currently working 

with Carrara 8 Pro and Photoshop CS5, combining and enhancing her 

3D works with digitally painted elements. Under her new label art bun-

ny creations, Susanne specialises in conceptual character design and 

the creation of character-driven artworks with a strong focus on the 

fantasy and science fiction genre. She also has a keen interest in ac-

tual 3D modelling, currently wetting her feet with Zbrush 4R2 to be 

able to create her own models in the near future. 

Besides creating art, Susanne is a passionate video gamer and writer 

and enjoys her life with her husband and two rabbits in the Ruhr Val-

ley, Germany.         

kaanamoonshadow.deviantart.com  

YOUR FAITHFUL SERVANT 

THE TEASE 

http://kaanamoonshadow.deviantart.com/
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3DAD: First let me welcome you to the pages of 3D Art 

Direct and agreeing to share your art with our readers. 

I’m curious how you got from geologist to such a brilliant 

3D artist? 

SK: Thank you! It’s always a wonderful compliment for an 

artist when her work is appreciated, and I’m happy that 

you have invited me here to talk about it. 

Personally, I think the step from being a geologist to be-

coming an artist is not that much of a leap as you might 

think. There’s the rumour that a good geologist needs her 

own share of creativity and imagination to do her job 

right, so I guess the basics were always there even in the 

beginning. 

At first, creating 3D art was just a hobby that I did in the 

evenings to relax after a hard day’s work. It took maybe 

a month or two, and suddenly I was spending most of my 

free time to give shape to the images in my head. I actu-

ally started to spend so much time with my art that it 

practically became a full-time job next to my actual full-

time job. At one point, I suddenly realised that I’d never 

be able to develop the artistic skill level I was hoping for 

as long as I was dividing my time between two jobs, so I 

decided to pick up geology as a hobby again and to 

focus on my artistic endeavours as a professional free-

lance artist in the future.   

3DAD: It doesn’t appear that you just woke one day and 

said, ‘I want to be an artist.’ Like so many others you 

were always drawn to draw. Even when you were study-

ing to be a geologist what kinds of stuff were you 

‘doodling’? 

SK: By the time where I was still doodling, I mainly used 

pencils and coloured pencils for my drawings. Back in 

these days, I was heavily influenced by the comic books I 

was reading. A great influence for example has been 

Michael Turner, the artist of the Fathom series and the 

early Witchblade comics, or Joe Madureira, who did 

draw for the X-Men at that time. 

My images already had a heavy fantasy influence back 

then and mostly centred around character artworks of 

various pen & paper alter egos that I drew for me and 

my friends, but I was never really satisfied with the images 

I made. Today I think that’s because pencils simply were-

n’t the right medium for me, and so it felt like some kind 

of revelation when I came across my first 3D images. I 

immediately felt a connection, the conviction that this 

was the kind of style I could use to make these images in 

my mind come to life, and I had to learn more about it.  

3DAD: Thinking back to when you first started dabbling 

with 3D software, who are some of the artists that inspired 

you along the way? Whose art did you see and say, “I 

want to do that!”? 

SK: There are many 3D artists that I admire, but the first 

who comes to mind is Melissa Krauss, a.k.a. darkermus-

ings over at deviantArt. Her gallery was one of the first I 

discovered after joining dA, and her wonderful fantasy 

works left a great impact on the Poser “noob” that was 

me. I looked at her images and thought, “Wow. THIS can 

be created with Poser?” leading to a true “I want that, 

too!” moment that spurred me on to constantly work on 

my techniques to reach the level of skill I have today. 
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As of today, I find Jose Alves Silva to be a true inspiration 

for someone who wants to create her own models in 

Zbrush one day. His characters are wonderfully detailed 

and refreshingly different, and I admire that in character 

artworks. 

3DAD: Where do you find most of your inspiration? 

SK: My sources of inspiration are numerous and literally 

everywhere. The books I read, the movies I watch, the 

video games I play, from the billboards I see on my way 

to work right down to a conversation with friends about 

something completely mundane. I get new ideas for art 

every day from the strangest of sources, and I find that 

exciting!  

3DAD: It’s apparent there is a heavy fantasy influence in 

your work.  What is the major attraction to the fantasy 

genre? 

SK: It’s true that most of my works take place in a fantasy 

setting, and I love that genre for the freedom it brings. I 

also have a strong love for other settings, like SciFi or 

Steampunk, but they come with a much tighter corset of 

what you can do with your art and where you can take 

it. When you work within your own fantasy setting, how-
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ever, the only limit for your art is your imagination!  

It hands me the great opportunity to try out new tech-

niques and different styles on a regular basis, and I love it 

for that.  

3DAD: Back in 2006 when you first engaged with Poser, 

what was that experience like? Talk about working 

through the initial learning curve and what it was like to 

get those early images created. 

SK: To be honest, my first day with Poser 7 was a total dis-

aster. I was so happy when the package with the soft-

ware arrived, and had to install it right away, only to get 

completely lost among the various menus and countless 

buttons, up to the point where I was so frustrated that I 

wanted to de-install it all, never to be touched again. 

So – don’t let Poser or any other software intimidate you! 

Even for all its general user-friendliness, it is still a complex 

software and I was completely new to the whole 3D art 

business. It’s normal to get lost. fortunately, I found a 

good beginner tutorial on the internet which described 
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all the basics – posing a figure, setting up a scene, add-

ing the lighting and positioning the camera – in great de-

tail. I spent a whole day working my way through it, and 

after that Poser worked like a charm! 

Creating my first full-fledged image at the end of that 

day was very satisfying, although these first images were 

of course very basic compared to what I do now. But I 

always found the learning curve with Poser (or 3D soft-

ware in general) to be very steep – I learned a new trick 

with every piece of art, so the whole process of getting 

to know Poser was actually very rewarding. 

3DAD: As you grew as a digital artist and joined Deviant 

Art, how did being a part of that community help you 

evolve and improve your work. 

SK: Joining deviantArt helped a lot to improve my work 

and to evolve as an artist. The 3D community there is ac-

tually a comparatively small part of the huge group that 

is DA, so it is a pretty tight bunch of people that has a 

distinct familial feel to it. After a few years, you get to 

know a lot of the people very well and many of them are 

incredibly talented and very supportive, even the very 

experienced ones.  

For a 3D artist as myself, dA has always been a good 

place to get constructive feedback but also support and 

encouragement from fellow artists. That can do wonders 

to your self-esteem and the way you perceive yourself as 

an artist!   

You also find a lot of people there who share your hob-

bies, like the love for certain games and fandoms, so it’s 

also a great place for making friends and chatting about 

other things you enjoy, not only art. 

3DAD: You have a very active fan-base of commenters 

at your Deviant Art gallery. It’s very apparent that your 

work resonates with the viewers. What kind of motivation 

do you get from fans? Do you find that people’s com-

ments will sometime influence how you develop a 

piece? 

SK: Absolutely!  

Feedback is an essential part of creating art, at least for 

me, so I’m always grateful if someone takes their time to 

leave a comment on one of my works – what they liked, 

what could be improved, what they’d like to see me try 

in the future.  

I feel very fortunate that so many wonderful people have 

decided to watch my account and comment on my 

works so regularly. Some of these people I have known 

for years and have watched them grow as artists just as 

they have watched my own endeavours, and I truly val-

ue their opinion. I rarely change an image after it is com-

plete, but I take all the replies and constructive criticism 

to heart to let them help me improve my future works.  

3DAD: Think back to when you got your first ‘Daily Devia-

tion’ at DA. What was that experience like? 

SK: Truth be told, it was pretty surreal. When I got my first 
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‘Daily Deviation’, I had been a part of dA for about five 

months. I had just started to make some contacts and 

posted the first of my works, but traffic on my account 

was still pretty low. I remember that one day I was log-

ging in on my account, and it was flooded with messag-

es! At first, I didn’t quite understand what was going on, 

but when I finally did, I felt extremely happy and even a 

bit floored that a relatively young 3D artist like me had 

been chosen for this special feature. 

At this early stage of my career, I still carried a lot of inse-

curities about my art – aren’t you wasting your time? Can 

you actually achieve your artistic goals one day? Should-

n’t you just stop and do something more worthwhile? This 

first ‘Daily Deviation’ made me feel like I still had a long 

way to go, but I would get there eventually, so it definite-

ly was a great boost for morale!  

3DAD: Speaking of Daily Deviations, one of your images is 

a piece titled, “…the greatest adventure…” This is a mar-

vellous creation with a host of subtle components. 

There’s just a lot going on but at the same time, it has a 

magical lightness to it. How did this one come about? 

SK: “…the greatest adventure…” is actually a very per-

sonal piece. It all started many years ago with a good 

friend of mine who looked at me one day and said: “I 

don’t know how you do it. Where are you getting all the-

se ideas for your artworks?”, and I replied: “I don’t know, 

they just breed like bunnies!” 

This was actually when the term ‘art bunny’ was born, 

and I have used it ever since as a synonym for my ideas. 

With this piece, I wanted to show that in my opinion, us-

ing your imagination is the greatest adventure of all. 

There’s nothing you can’t do, there’s no place you can-

not go… and all you need for that is your own mind! 

I think creativity is a great gift and a constant source of 

joy and recreation for me, and I wanted to portray this 

wonderful experience in an artwork. So what you can 

see here is an imaginary me, going with her art bunny 

companions on another trip towards inspiration, looking 

forward to see what’s waiting for them behind the hori-

zon. 

I wanted it to be sweet, dreamlike and magical, so I used 

lots of fluffy clouds and a sunset setting to get the soft 

colours matching the light, playful note of the image. I 

put a lot of work into this, so it was great to get a lot of 

positive feedback for it!  

3DAD: Another of your strong redheads is Hawke. I notice 

a lot of your work features strong women with red hair. Is 

this intentional and where does the motivation come 

from? 

INTERVIEW: Susanne Korff-Knoblauch 
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SK: That many of my works feature strong women is defi-

nitely intentional. Most of the women I portray are the 

heroes in my stories or my original characters from the 

games I’m playing, and because most of these stories 

take place in a fantasy setting, these women often are 

mages or adventurers and actually live a life not for the 

faint of heart. Women in fantasy stories don’t have to be 

damsels in distress in desperate need of rescuing, and I’m 

glad my characters don’t appear as such. 

Regarding the significant amount of red haired charac-

ters in my gallery, that has actually two reasons: 

First, red is a colour that I associate with fierce and fiery 

personalities, which usually works well with my characters. 

It also contrasts nicely with other colours like blue or pur-

ple, and I use these colour schemes a lot to draw atten-

tion to the figures. 

And second – I simply happen to love red hair, so most of 

my characters have it! 

3DAD: Two things that really stand out to me in all your 

character work – skin tone and hair. You seem to be able 

to give your characters a very natural look. What’s your 

INTERVIEW: Susanne Korff-Knoblauch 
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technique for achieving that kind of quality? 

SK: The same techniques that make everything look 

good in a scene – good lighting, high quality textures 

and a bit of postwork magic in Photoshop. I really like it 

when a 3D character looks almost lifelike, but you can still 

tell it’s 3D when you know what you’re looking for. 

If you do that right, your character looks great. If not, 

they look more like plastic dolls rather than humans, and 

this is something that I really want to avoid. I like to have 

my characters look as realistic as I can while still keeping 

that 3D look, which can sometimes be a true challenge. 

It’s always the greatest compliment when people com-

ment on one of my works that they thought it was a pho-

tograph until they read my comment about creating it in 

3D. If I get such comments, I know I’ve done it right. 

3DAD: One of your redhead images, Strawberries and 

Cream, is very natural looking. Step us through how you 

created this composition. 

SK: Strawberries and Cream is actually one of my more 

conceptual artworks. That means that I wanted to try my 

hands on a certain style rather than telling a story or cre-

ating a specific character. I wanted to see if I was able 

to create a close-up of a pretty young lady with as much 

RED 
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realism for the character as possible.  

So of course the lighting became a real challenge, as 

well as the skin and hair. I wanted the lady to really 

catch the eye, so I once again worked with a white and 

red colour scheme to make her stand out while her violet 

eyes added a nice additional colour to the mix. 

I liked her flirty expression, so I enhanced that playful note 

by adding the wings and swirls and dressing her in a 

piece of cloth that looks like it was made of cream. It’s 

one of my simpler conceptual works, but I learned a lot 

of useful things during the creative process. 

3DAD: Another aspect of a lot of your work is your ability 

to strategically use a soft focus effect for impact. Dragon 

Art Nouveau is a prime example. The compositional ele-

ments here are very balanced with the focus and soft 

colours. Describe how you go about achieving this kind 

of compositional balance. 

SK: A lot of different aspects play into the balance of an 

artwork. Usually, it starts with a basic idea in my head that 

I want to capture in an artwork. Here, I wanted to create 

a rather simple female portrait in an Art Nouveau style 

that also had a notable fantasy touch, which is why I 

added that small miniature dragon. I wanted it to be 

cute and sexy, but in a tasteful way. I like working with 

soft colours when it fits the mood of the overall image. 

Here, they worked well to underline the smooth curves 

and general softness of the characters and curtains. 

The soft colours also helped to make the red hair and 

purple colours of her clothes and the dragon truly pop 

out and catch the eye, helping to further direct the focus 

of the observer towards the characters. 

Much of the final balancing of a piece is actually trial 

and error. Do I use just one curtain at the front, or sever-

al? Should it swing from left to right, or should it even 

swing at all? This is where Photoshop comes in handy. It 

gives you a lot of freedom to try out different things, es-

pecially when you’re working with several layers. I always 

use a lot of layers in my work because I want to have the 

flexibility to change every single aspect of my artwork 

separately while trying to find the perfect balance. 

It has worked very well for me in the past, and I can truly 

recommend that approach. 

3DAD: Your Faithful Servant  seems to be a departure 

from your typical fantasy art. It has a minimalistic Sci-Fi 

look to it. What was your inspiration here and did you 

achieve the look you were aiming for? 

INTERVIEW: Susanne Korff-Knoblauch 
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SK: I really enjoy to create artworks that have some kind 

of visual catch, where people take a look at it and think 

“Oh, this is pretty… wait, WHAT?!” My mage artwork Red 

is another good example for that. I cannot remember 

where the actual inspiration for this piece came from, 

but I know I wanted to work with this beautiful robot fig-

ure while giving the artwork a twist by playing with the 

SciFi trope of robots running amok and killing their mas-

ters due to an unfortunate mistake in their programming.  

I deliberately chose a more minimalistic colour scheme 

to let the white offer a nice contrast for all the red and 

the robot’s bright eyes, and I was very pleased with the 

result. 

3DAD: The Grey Lady is an image where you strike a bril-

liant balance between colour and texture. The model is 

spot-on for the scene. What’s your inspiration here and 

how did this one come about? 

SK: This artwork was actually inspired by the season. We 

were just a few weeks away from Christmas, and I want-

ed to create a fluffy, wintry piece that could be used as 

a Christmas card for friends and family. So at first, the 

character had been created with a very strong Christ-

mas colour scheme in mind showing lots of bright reds 

and greens – unfortunately, that simply looked awful and 

didn’t work at all with the soft winter lighting and atmos-

phere. 

I therefore decided to tone it all down a bit and to use 

soft, grey colours instead that would blend in better with 

the background and falling snow, and wouldn’t distract 

the eye from the magical orbs that I wanted to add to 

the scene. I was very pleased with the final result, and it 

made for a very pretty greeting card. 

3DAD: You work with a lot of strong women in your imag-

es but you also have some strong male characters in 

your gallery as well. I, Mengsk, is a character you brought 

to life using Carrara 8. Talk about this image. How did it 

come to be? 

SK: I, Mengsk is an artwork in a recent series where I’m 

trying to combine digitally drawn characters with 3D ele-

ments. Valerian Mengsk is actually a character from the 

game Starcraft 2. He is the crown prince of the Terran 

Dominion and is described as a very handsome, brilliant 

and arrogant young man, and I wanted to capture that 

aura of power and arrogance in my work.  

I used a brilliant piece of conceptual art as reference for 

Valerian’s pose and actually painted the complete char-

acter in Photoshop while I worked with Carrara to create 

all the other characters (Valerian’s personal guard and 

the elite troops in the background) and buildings in the 

scene and set up the general lighting, so that I knew how 

to integrate my painted interpretation of Valerian into 

the 3D scene.   

I really like to mix 3D and digital painting techniques in 

my art, and I plan to further develop this particular style in 

the future. 

3DAD: You primarily use Poser and Carrara as your char-

acter tools. What are the best features of both? Where 

could each be improved? 

SK: It has been a while since I’ve worked with Poser, be-

cause I mainly use Carrara nowadays. I also only used 

Poser 7, so I cannot comment on the recent software de-

velopments, and it’s possible that Poser has evolved 

since I last used it. 

I think Poser in general is a great tool to start working with 

3D render software – it’s comparatively cheap, easy to 

learn and offers some great tools with its dynamic cloth 

simulation and the material room. I feel its greatest disad-

vantage is that it’s mainly for “simpler” character portraits 

– huge scenes with complex landscapes or settings bring 

it to its knees pretty easily. 

That’s why I decided to switch to Carrara 8 Pro a while 

ago, and it was a very good decision. Carrara has many 

great tools and features that I just love to use for my 

works – the extensive Shader tree, the possibility to create 

vast landscapes with its surface replicators and volumet-

ric clouds generator, its great lighting tools… and you 

can connect your Poser Runtime library directly with Car-

rara, which is incredibly practical. 

On the downside, it doesn’t have dynamic clothing - and 

its own modelling options take a lot of time to get used 

to. It’s also a shame that Carrara 8 is still a semi-beta ver-

sion, and that there’s no true manual for the software. 

But Carrara has developed nicely over the past few 

years, and I can only highly recommend it!  

3DAD: You also mention you want to learn Zbrush for 

modelling. How’s that going? 

SK: In small baby steps. I participated in a one-day crash 

course this summer and have been working with it ever 

since, but other obligations kept me from spending as 

much time with it as I should have to really learn and un-

derstand the software.  

But I think that Zbrush is a great and very versatile tool, 

especially after the new 4R2 release, and learning how to 

use it properly is one of my main goals for 2012! 

3DAD: What’s your typical workflow process for an image 

from concept to completion? 
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SK: Once I’ve found a new art bunny I want to work on, I 

usually sit down and start developing the scene directly 

in Carrara. If the setting is pretty complex, I tend to make 

a quick sketch of the scene to help me visualize all the 

different components. These sketches usually have the 

size of a large post-it, and are only rough layouts to help 

me find the best composition for a scene, or where the 

light and dark areas should be to achieve the most dra-

matic effect. 

After that, the process can go two ways – I start setting 

up the scene with Carrara, and my original idea works 

perfectly. Then I’ll spend a lot of time tweaking the light-

ing and adding all the details, and then the rendered 

base image gets imported to CS5 where I paint all the 

missing details and work a bit of postwork magic. During 

the creative process I spend at least half of my time in 

Photoshop, although roughly 75% of each artwork is 

based on rendered 3D objects. 

On some occasions, however, I start working on setting 

up my original idea in Carrara; and it just won’t work. 

Hawke is a brilliant example for that. I really wanted her 

to get an iconic portrait with an intriguing pose and per-

spective, but all my first test renders were a disaster. It 

took me three days of constant trial and error just to final-

ly get the pose and point of view I had been looking for. 

This can be a bit frustrating, but since the finished work 

was well received I think it was well worth the trouble! 

3DAD: What hardware are you working with these days? 

SK: It’s funny you’re asking me that, because I just up-

graded my specialist equipment. A few weeks ago, I was 

still working with a 32 bit system. It drove me nuts, be-

cause the lack of RAM forced me to get really creative in 

order to get my renders done in the resolution and quali-

ty I wanted. 

I am working with Windows 7 64 bit with12 GB RAM now, 

and it feels like I’ve entered a whole new world of 3D ren-

dering options! Add an Intel i7@ 3.20 GHz processor with 

8 cores to the mix, and my workflow process has im-

proved by 500 percent.  

3DAD: Finally, what three tips would you have for those 

involved in model creation and/or digital artwork? 

SK: First, don’t be afraid to experiment! Try to keep your 

imagination on its toes, step outside your comfort zone 

once in a while. I’ve made the experience that you learn 

the most when you do something different, and I feel like 

I’ve improved a lot because of it. 

Second, if you are serious about model creation or creat-

ing digital art, don’t forget the basics! Learn about anat-

omy, about all the old school ways of lighting a scene 

and how to balance it. You don’t have to stick to these 

rules all the time, but your work will benefit greatly from 

the knowledge alone. 

Third – don’t give up, even when you’re frustrated with 

your art once in a while. Take a deep breath, go for a 

walk… and then keep creating! It’s actually not so much 

about talent rather than being willing to learn and to 

train and to improve every single day, with every single 

one of your works. Keep in mind that all professional art-

ists began their careers as hobbyists, many years ago. If 

they could do it – why shouldn’t you?  
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