Skybox tutorial

Intro

So you want to make a skybox. It is much easier than it seems. Within a day I managed to make the skybox below from scratch and with absolutely zero experience in skybox making.
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A skybox can be made in many 3d programs, but I will focus on truespace 4.2. You will also need an image editor, such as photoshop or paint shop pro. Most of the work is done in the modeling program, so you need not use an ultra powerful image editor. You will mostly just be using it to convert file formats, but if you are using an older version of truespace you may need to tweak your images for your box too look right.
Step 1: create a scene

The first thing you want to do is to create a scene. Usually it’s going to be space. I’ve seen a lot of atmospheric skyboxes, but im no good with landscapes. You can get plug-ins that will allow you to generate terrain from a bitmap, but as of this writing I can’t name any. The good news is that you really don’t need to do much point editing. You can make an interesting scene with simple primitives. You do not need to convert anything to pof yet. So splurge on your polycount as much as possible
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Were going to do an up close to a planet skybox.

The first thing you want to do is to run truespace and start a new scene. Truespace defaults the render backdrop to grey, to make it black (the normal color of space), right click on the render button [image: image3.emf]

 this should pop up:

[image: image4.emf]


Right click on color and set it to black. The background should follow suit.
Now go to your primitive’s window and pull up the sphere icon. Right-Click on it and enter some high numbers into the boxes, for most planets 64x64 is ok. Click on it to create your sphere.
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To make things even easier im going to introduce you to a little friend of mine: the axion planet shadier. This creates random planet features and lets you define a planet’s colors. As you can see below I used it in combination with plain transparency to create a planets atmosphere. Using this shadier can save you lots of time. If you don’t like anything it generates or you don’t have it, feel free to use whatever textures you want. To gain axes to it right click on the paint button[image: image7.emf]

, then click on the upper right sphere in the material editor, select axion planet shadier from the list. Right click on the sphere to open the shadier options.
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Click on various colors, a color selector will pop up. Defining different colors will create different looking planets. You can adjust the various sliders to alter the texture appearance. When you are satisfied you can hit the paint [image: image9.emf]

 button.
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Congratulations, you created a planet. 
But if you want to add an atmosphere, hit control+c to copy your sphere then right click on the arrow button
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Change the 2.000 to 2.100 in all three size axes boxes. 
You can use the clouds shader along with filter transparency you can select the clouds shader in the same manner you got into the planet shader. The upper right sphere controls transparency right click on it and select filter
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I find that if you set the filter color to black and the back color of the clouds to black, you get a nice transparent cloud cover. When everything is to your liking, use paint to apply the texture to the outer sphere. 
In the render group bull down the render scene button[image: image13.emf]

, you should get this.
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Now the inhabitants of your planet can breathe. 
Play around with various stuff, you can add rings and background nebulas and distant asteroid belts, but im not going to go into that in too much detail. Realistically you will want to make an elaborate scene. This was just a planet demo.
Step 2: setup for render

Now somewhere in the scene pick a location you want to view from. I like to use the middle because that’s where the cameras will spawn by default. Create 6 cameras[image: image15.emf]

, that’s right, 6. One for each side of the box. You must arrange the cameras so that one points in each direction.

In the key-in window, change the z axis (the last one) value to 0.400.

[image: image16.emf]


This is the zoom factor. I played around with several different factors but 0.400 seems to render a flawless lignup. At least it did for me. Your mangled mass of cameras should look like this:
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Step 3: rendition

Get back into the render options
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For best results quality should be high, racast visibility, raytrace should be enabled, and I usually set anti alias to adaptive.

Select a camera. Then is the view group (right of the render group) click on view from object [image: image19.emf]

 (note: don’t confuse this with the add camera button). You should be looking through the camera.
 Click render scene to file[image: image20.emf]

, you should get this:
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I like to render to a .tga file. If you use .tga be sure you render to a 24 bit uncompressed image. 32 bit tga files include an alpha channel for transparency. Freespace 2 open will use additive transparency to render stars and suns, so you need not make a bigger file. Im not sure if Freespace yet supports compressed tga files, but it worked for me without them.
Repeat this until each camera view has been rendered to a different file.
Part 4: making a box.

In a new scene, create a cube [image: image22.emf]

 with a 1x1 resolution. Do a cubic UV map by clicking UV map object, then the cube. Before you hit apply scale the map up to about 2.003 on all axes, this eliminates the ugly little lines that appear at the corners of the box. Hit apply.
[image: image23.emf]


This is open for tweaking scaling the UV map up too much would render wrong, too little and you end up with lines.
Flip the normals[image: image24.emf]

. Right click paint [image: image25.emf]

 to get to the material editor, click the top left ball and select texture map, right click that same ball and you should get this:
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Click on the box next to the orange and white ball and you will be prompted for an image file. Pick one of the 6 rendered images you made. Use the paint face tool [image: image27.emf]

 in the material group to paint one side of the box.  Do that with each texture so that they line up. The top and bottom, depending on how you had your cameras rotated, may be rotated wrong, this can be fixed by rotating the top and bottom textures in a paint program, or with the preface UV map tool, but doing it from the paint program is easier. 

Scale the box up to about 1400 meters cubed, glue it to a light and save as a .scn file. Convert it with pcs (use a scale factor of 20) and you are done. Put your pof file in the models dir, your tga textures in the maps dir. Edit a mission in fred2 and run fso with the proper options. 
