Environment artist's work-flow and pipeline

The environments artist's work-flow commonly starts with an inquiry as to what asset it is we are required to create. Regardless of whether if it's a villa, an apartment complex or a trash-container we are supposed to make, we go hunting for references. Google image-search is a critical tool to help us find reference photographs. CGTextures.com has also proven itself as an outstanding website to find reference images. I should also mention here Youtube.com, another Google subsidiary that's highly helpful in our initial search.

When we have found references that we are pleased with, we go on and draw a very rough sketch, a concept if you like, to help us think. It's a very rough sketch meant for our eyes only, but it's a vital step in the way of creating an asset.

The next step in this process is modelling. We usually set up a scene with the correct unit measurement and dimensions first. We decided early on to use the measurement of one Maya unit equals one centimetre. It is a fairly large scale we're working with to say the least. Then we proceed with the modelling, but at the same time, we keep a thought on how we should UV-map the model. That is, we more or less UV-map the major parts of the model in question at the same time we're modelling it. Sometimes during the modelling when we feel it becomes necessary, we also plan out the UV-map on paper as to how the final map should look like.

We then UV-map the minor things that we didn't do during the previous phase, when the modelling is done, The constant minding of the UV during the modelling phase has the effect that the minor parts of the model normally takes a few hours to map.

Now the texturing phase commences. During this part, CGTextures.com is truly an indispensable website. Here we can pick among thousands of images to find the textures suitable for our needs. When we have picked out the images appropriate for what we want, the job remains to make them tile if needs be. This is work we prefer to do in Adobe Photoshop, with some clever use of the “offset” filter and the eraser tool.

During this phase, we create an alternate UV-set with the “automatic mapping”-tool in Maya. This UV-set is utilised for an ambient occlusion texture that we bake with mental ray in Maya. We do not light-map in our game as all our shadows are in real time; however, we have come to the conclusion that a baked ambient occlusion texture on an alternate UV-set will help break up tiling textures on our models and make them look far better with contact shadows and the lovely effect of ambient occlusion. For the baking we normally create a new render layer and assign it the preset “occlusion” and add the objects we want a map baked to into the render layer. We do a few test-renders and when we are satisfied we proceed to use the “Batch Bake (mental ray)” tool in Maya and bake out an occlusion texture.

When we are content with our textures, we take some time to run the diffuse texture map through the fantastic application CrazyBump. With it we can create a normal map and a specular map. After some tinkering with them in Adobe Photoshop, we save everything. The diffuse texture, the baked ambient occlusion, the normal map and the specular map in DDS format with the NVIDIA Photoshop plug-in. We utilise the DXT5 algorithm for compression as any other of the options do not meet our requirements.

Finally, we export the model mesh with the Ogre Exporter plug-in for Maya. Usually, this is done with assistance of Martin Andersson as some of the options and check-boxes are beyond our comprehension. Then Andersson tries to put the asset into the engine and we try to find faults that have occurred during the process. If there are any errors, we try to rectify them. If there are not any errors that we can identify, we are finished with one asset and we may begin the process anew.

This entire process usually takes a week for the major objects such as the buildings, to a day or two for minor objects such as lamp-posts and fire hydrants.

