
      
ith Turtle, lluminate Labs 

has created a powerful and 

super-effi cient rendering 

plug-in, which has already 

established itself as the high-speed 

alternative to Maya’s built-in software 

and mental ray renderers for a variety of 

market sectors. But for the latest version 

of the plug-in, Illuminate Labs has 

worked closely with computer games 

professionals to incorporate a set of tools 

that can quickly and accurately create 

the texture assets necessary for the 

development of next-gen computer 

games and real-time applications.

Like its previous versions, Turtle 

integrates seamlessly into Maya. The layout 

of the interface is concise, with its ‘baking’ 

functions arranged in three tabs, for Texture 

Bake, Vertex Bake and Surface Transfer. 

In an initial test to create normal maps, 

Turtle proved its ability to render at high 

speed without a compromise in quality. As 

with Maya’s native tools, it was easy to 

specify source and target surfaces, and 

adjust texture size and sampling settings. 

But while rendering, Turtle showed a major 

advantage. The image is built up in the 

Render View, giving an instant visual 

representation of how the normal map is 

created. Maya’s internal Surface Transfer, on 

the other hand, appears to freeze the app 

until it fi nishes its calculations, which can 

take a considerable amount of time. Maya 

created the normal map shown below in 

129 seconds, while Turtle transferred the 

same surface in a staggering 14 seconds. 

Furthermore, it outputs an alpha channel 

with the image, which can be easily 

transferred to the transparency layer of the 

low-resolution object’s material. 

Turtle’s ability to create ambient 

occlusion maps once again demonstrated 
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DETAILS
PRICE
Workstation licence
•  £649* / $1,199 / €938*
Renderfarm licence 
•  Varies: see website
*Currency conversion

PLATFORM
PC / Mac / Linux

RECOMMENDED SYSTEM
•  Any system capable 

of running Maya 6.5+

MAIN FEATURES 
•  Toolset for creating 

texture assets
•  Fast rendering engine
•  Create texture 

maps effi ciently
•  Additional UV, animation 

and modelling tools 
•  Good documentation 

and tutorials 

DEVELOPER
Illuminate Labs

WEBSITE
www.illuminatelabs.com

 
VERDICT
PROS
•  Fast, high-quality output 
•  Extremely useful tool for 

games development
CONS
•  Steep learning curve
•  Maya already has built-in tools

RANGE OF FEATURES 9
VALUE FOR MONEY 8
OVERALL 9

● Ambient occlusion maps for the tyre shown 
at the top of the page: rendered with Turtle in 
13 seconds (left) and mental ray in 174 seconds 

● An image from Heavenly Sword, created by Cambridge-based games studio Ninja Theory. The 
company’s environment team uses Turtle for detailed normal map and occlusion map generation

● An object with 1,200 triangles (left) reduced 
from 15,000 triangles (right) with Turtle’s 
normal map and ambient occlusion map applied

RELATED PRODUCTS
•  RenderMan for Maya
Reviewed: Issue 70
•  mental ray
Not recently reviewed 
www.mentalimages.com

the speed of Illuminate Labs’ software: after 

adjusting a few settings, Turtle created the 

ambient occlusion map in 13 seconds, 

compared to 174 seconds with mental ray.

On a more complex object (not pictured 

on this page) Turtle again won the race with 

58 seconds, leaving mental ray way behind 

at more than 10 minutes. Not only was 

Turtle faster, the quality of the image 

appeared less grainy and higher in contrast.

In addition, selecting multiple objects 

will output conveniently named multiple 

fi les, and a feature called Edge Dilation will 

automatically stretch texture edges to 

prevent bleeding problems. Other functions, 

such as the ability to bake vertex colours, 

create polynomial texture maps, 

displacement maps and cube maps have 

also been included.

GETTING STARTED
There is, however, a rather steep learning 

curve. A simple texture bake, for example, 

will require sifting through three tabs and 

adjusting variables in multiple categories, 

while also making sure the Render Type is 

set correctly. Setting up ambient occlusion 

isn’t quite as straightforward as mental ray’s 

baking function, either: instead of simply 

selecting an object and hitting a button, a 

number of steps are required before 

rendering can be started.

Learning curve aside (Illuminate Labs’ 

documentation and tutorials are very good), 

Turtle is a tool that any games development 

team should seriously consider, and will 

certainly come to appreciate. Its powerful 

functions for creating and editing texture 

assets, combined with speed and accuracy, 

can encourage experimentation during a 

project and will also streamline production. 

In a race, Turtle may well give you the head 

start you need. ●

● Normal maps transferred from an object with 
3,800 triangles to one with 400. Left: Turtle in 
14 seconds. Right: Maya in 129 seconds
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