
 

     
or some time now, artists 

on next-gen games have 

kept a watchful eye on 

Turtle, Illuminate Labs’ 

add-on renderer for Maya. This latest 

release takes its already impressive 

toolset a few steps further. Since we 

didn’t cover version 4.0 when it was 

released earlier this year, in this review, 

we’ll also be looking at features that 

have been added since we last covered 

the software, back on version 3.0. 

Turtle is really two toolsets in one: a 

robust, powerful renderer and an equally 

useful, fast render-baking tool. The icing on 

the cake is that both the rendering and 

the baking functions are part of the core of 

the application. The result is that whether 

users need to render or bake, the workfl ow 

is familiar and the results can use all of 

Turtle’s features. 

Turtle 4.1 features a brand new global 

illumination UI. This enables users to choose 

multiple global illumination solvers and then 

make adjustments to create precision 

results. The workfl ow is straightforward, 

fi tting in with the rest of the direct and 

highly functional Turtle UI.

One of the best features in Turtle is 

viewport baking. Many functions that were 

previously available only at render time are 

now available right in the Maya viewport, 

for instant visual feedback. This includes the 

ability to region bake and super-sample in 

the viewport, as well as the ability to use 

all other features of the Turtle renderer for 

baking. Turtle 4 also includes the Surface 

Transfer feature, enabling artists to create 

normal maps with a simplifi ed workfl ow. The 
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DETAILS
PRICE
Workstation licence
•  £737* / $1,499 / €1,057*
Rendernode licences
• See website for pricing
*Currency conversion

PLATFORM
PC / Mac / Linux

RECOMMENDED SYSTEM
PC / Mac / Linux
•  Any system capable of 

running Maya 8.0+ 

MAIN FEATURES 
•  Advanced pass system
•  Renders individual shaders 

in separate passes
•  Works with directly with 

ZBrush for displacement 
and normal mapping

•  Ability to use custom 
shaders for baking

•  HDRI and Image Based 
Lighting

•  3D motion blur 

DEVELOPER
Illuminate Labs

WEBSITE
www.illuminatelabs.com

VERDICT
PROS
•  Unifi ed rendering and baking 
•  Uniquely focused tool for 

next-gen games artists
CONS
•  Maya only (no 3ds Max version)

RANGE OF FEATURES 9
VALUE FOR MONEY 8
OVERALL 9

● Turtle has been used throughout the whole 
asset pipeline of the upcoming FPS Killzone 2; 
environments, characters, vehicles, and 
lighting all get the Turtle treatment

alternatives, such as trying to work between 

multiple apps, are much less appealing. 

SCRIPTING AND SPEED
The new release also features a revised 

baking system, which can also be controlled 

via Lua scripting. The system is fl exible, 

allowing for programmer-controlled output, 

but there are also some predefi ned outputs 

for artists who fear having to delve too 

deeply into the code.

The fi nal piece of the puzzle is speed. 

On our admittedly outdated test machine 

(one on a par with many games artists’ rigs) 

Turtle performed well. The test scene on the 

left consists of a polygonal box with a set of 

extruded faces. The lighting consists of a 

single spotlight, using raytraced shadows. 

On our test rig, a 3.2GHz Pentium 4 machine 

with 2GB RAM running Windows XP, Turtle 

initially rendered it in 54 seconds. Subsequent 

tweaking reduced the time to 23 seconds, 

improving render quality. This tweaking 

would have been impossible in other render 

engines, so we were unable to carry out an 

exact comparative test, but you can 

download the scene fi le from http://tinyurl.
com/2h9g8t. Although not the most 

complex scene one could imagine, it does 

provide some challenges for the renderer, 

including colour and lighting detail that would 

be problematic otherwise.

Turtle 4.1 remains a unique product in its 

approach to rendering and baking. No rival 

products offer its direct, useful functionality. 

Previous versions were very popular with 

Maya-based games artists, and this latest 

revision will no doubt be another notch in the 

belt for Illuminate Labs. ●

RELATED 
PRODUCTS
•  fi nalRender Stage-2
Not recently reviewed – visit: 
www.fi nalrender.com
•  mental ray
Not recently reviewed – visit: 
www.mentalimages.com
•  RenderMan for Maya 2.0
Reviewed: Issue 94
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● Turtle’s render 
settings dialog box 
provides access to 
the heart of the 
plug-in, without 
confusing users

● Turtle is being used on 
Mass Effect, helping 

BioWare to deliver an 
incredible next-gen game

● Our test scene for the review (see main text), 
allowing the Turtle renderer to show off some 
of what it does best, especially GI
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