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If you are a designer in the architecture industry, you are probably familiar with Trimble SketchUp™. 
However, that software can only take you so far, and you really need images that will sell to your clients. 
This class can help you transition into using Autodesk 3ds Max software. The class shows you how to 
set up your 3D files for importing into 3ds Max. You learn how to enhance your amateur images and turn 
them into professional-looking renderings using mental ray® within 3ds Max. We also discuss efficient 
workflows and processes for 3D rendering. 

Learning Objectives 
At the end of this class, you will be able to: 

 Import models into 3dsmax 

 Create realistic materials 

 Add realistic lighting quickly into a model 

 Create realistic renderings in minutes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

About the Speaker 

Ramy Hanna is a partner and 3D artist at TILTPIXEL. He has been in the arch-viz industry for 

the last decade creating mostly architectural renderings and animations. He is familiar with 

various 3D software and a variety of rendering engines. He also dabbles in architectural 

photography and has had the privilege to win several design awards including AIA Design 

Awards. He has also spoken at several speaking engagements such as Autodesk University, 

RTC, and VisDay. Ramy is an online instructor for The Gnomon Workshop and 

Blackspectacles.com. Since 2009 He has helped the 3dsmax team providing input into the 

design of 3ds Max software. In 2003 He was involved in an animated short nominated at 

SIGGRAPH, and in 2006 his animated short played in AMC movie theatres nationwide. 
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Setting up your SketchUp file 
It is very important to clean up your SketchUp file prior to importing into 3dsmax.  This can be done by 

looking at the following windows: 

-Layers 

-Components 

-Materials 

If you can clean these up properly then it will make things a lot easier when importing into 3dsmax.  The 

easiest way to clean up these windows is through the purge tool.  This is the same tool that can be found 

for all three windows (Layers, Components, & Materials). 

 

 

 

 

Note that it is very important to purge 

Components 1
st

, before purging Layers or 

Materials.  This is because Components have 

Layer and Material properties…so as long as the 

Component exists, it’s Layers and Materials cannot 

be purged.  Once Components are purged the 

order between Layers and materials are not 

important as they don’t relate to each other. 

 

Once Components are purged, you will notice that some of the materials will 

be missing a little triangle in the bottom right corner of the swatches.  This 

simply means that the material is not being used in the scene, and if Materials 

are purged, these swatches will go away. 

Before you export, be sure to also turn off un-needed layers that will not be 

needed in the renderings.  This will simply de-clutter your user viewport and 

help with navigation. 
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Double Check the normals 

 

In SketchUp you are allowed to have 2 

different textures on each side of a face.  

3dsmax does not work this way, so when 

you import your SketchUp model into 

3dsmax, the importer will select textures 

that are only on the white faces.To make 

sure you are importing the correct faces, 

use the Styles Toolbar (not to be confused 

with the Styles Window) to double check. 

Turn on the last box, “Monochrome”, and 

double check your model.  It is very 

important that all of the white faces are on 

the outside of the model.  If not, and there 

are purple faces that have textures applied 

to them, when you import into 3dsmax, 

that face will inherit the texture on the 

inside of the face.  This can cause for very 

confusing materials in 3dsmax. 

 

Lastly be sure to save your SketchUp 

model down to version 8 if you are 

using SketchUp 2013.  Currently Max 

2014 doesn’t support SketchUp 2013.  

 

Importing SketchUp into 3dsmax 
Ok.  Now we’re ready to import the .skp file straight into Max.  But first there are a few things to do in Max 

first.  Make sure your default renderer of choice is picked first.  Depending on which initial render engine 

you have picked, will determine the type of materials that will be imported for your SketchUp model.  For 

example, if v-ray is your default render engine, when you import your .skp file, the materials will come in 

as standard materials.  If mental ray is your default render engine, then they will come in as A&D 

materials.  Remembering to look at this before import will save you a lot of time and headache.  Once this 

is changed or set, 3dsmax must be restarted. 
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Ok now we’re ready to import.  Simply go to the top left jewel icon and choose Import->Import, or you can 

just click on Import itself. 

 

When you choose your .skp file a dialogue like this on 

the left pops up with these default settings. 

Skip Hidden Objects 

When this is off, any hidden objects or objects on layers 

that are turned off in SketchUp will not get imported. 

Cameras 

When this is on, any scene tabs from SketchUp get 

imported into 3dsmax as a camera 

Split Objects by Layer 

SketchUp handles layering differently than 3dsmax in that it can allow nested layers.  Currently 3dsmax 

doesn’t have this flexibility so to handle SketchUp’s methodology, when this is checked, 3dsmax will split 

the geometry based on the most nested layers. 

Daylight System 

If checked, this will create a mental ray Daylight System that corresponds to the lighting setup from the 

SketchUp file.  This takes into consideration the time and north orientation from SketchUp. 

Materials 

Lastly, set the path for the SketchUp maps to be saved to a specific folder.  Unlike SketchUp, 3dsmax 

does not embed textures into the file and has to have all assets placed somewhere on a network folder. 

For my process the only one that I ever check is the Camera option.  I don’t like splitting up the geometry, 

and I always adjust the sunlight in 3dsmax when I’m rendering. 
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Adjusting Cameras 
Often I will want to match my camera from SketchUp into 3dsmax.  Even though the importer does bring 

in the cameras in the correct location, you may notice that they don’t look the same.  There are several 

reasons for this, but can be corrected. 

  

The 2 things that need to be looked at are aspect ratio, and field of view (FOV). It is important that both of 

these from SketchUp and 3dsmax match to get a similar looking shot. 

 

 

First we have to adjust the aspect ratio.  To find 

out what the aspect ratio from SketchUp is, in 

SketchUp, go to File->Export 2D Graphic (Export 

type JPEG), and click on the options button on 

the left.  This will give you a width and height in 

pixels.  SketchUp determines this aspect ratio 

solely based on the size of the viewport window 

of the software…not very consistent in my 

opinion, and I’ve found this to be a source of 

trouble for some projects….however, this is the 

ratio. 

 

 

Now in your 3dsmax render settings under the 

Common tab, set your width and height similarly.  If 

you have your camera selected while doing this, 

you will notice that changing the aspect ratio, also 

changes the FOV in the camera settings.  This is 

why we set the ratio first. 
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Now to determine the field of view in SketchUp, go to Camera->Field of View.  Then look at the bottom 

right corner to see what it says; usually something like “60.00 deg.”  With that number, enter the same 

number into your camera settings in the modifier tab under FOV.  That’s it, we have now adjusted the 

views to match. 

 

 

 

Now that we have our cameras correct, I always like to lock them so I 

don’t mistakenly move them.  To do this, select your cameras and your 

targets, go to the hierarchy tab, and choose the Link Info button.  Then 

under Locks, check X,Y,Z for all move, rotate, and scale.  This will save 

you heartache in the future, especially if you’re using a 3d mouse such 

as a Space Navigator. 

 

Materials 
Now that our cameras are set, and our geometry is ready, we can simply tweak the materials.  In this 

case, I’m rendering with mental ray, so I set my default renderer to mental ray, so when I imported my 

.skp file all of the materials came in as A&D materials.  I will go over a couple types of materials that 

should cover most features. 

A couple of general notes about materials:  I don’t ever create a pure white or pure black material.  This is 

because renderers cannot add proper lighting or shadows to materials that don’t have a “value” to them.  

This should apply to all rendering engines.  Also, if I have supporting greyscale maps such as a bump or 

reflection map, I try to base it off of the diffuse map so I don’t have to adjust the values in all of my maps. 
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In this stone material for example, you 

will see that the reflection and bump 

are based off the diffuse map.  So in 

this situation, if I want to adjust the 

scale of the diffuse map, all of the 

other maps values get propagated and 

follow the diffuse map.  This also 

prevents me from creating several 

maps in my folders.  This way I can 

rely on the Output, Tint, and Color 

Correction Maps that are native to 

3dsmax. 

 

 

 

For fabrics, I use a Fresnel map that 

has a lighter side color than the front 

color.  I also adjust the roughness 

down to 85%. 

 

 

 

 

In mental ray I usually do 2 different types of glass.  I have a thin 

glass, and a thick glass.  I use the thin glass as much as possible, 

unless I see the edges of the glass.  So for windows with frames 

or storefront glass, it’s typically thin glass.  For glass coffee tables 

or butt-glazing, I use thick glass.  They have exactly the same 

settings except for the  
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The only difference between my thin and thick glass is the 

setting under Advanced Transparency Options.  They’re fairly 

self-explanatory, but if not correct, you will get really weird 

index of refractions for both thick and thin glass. 

 

Lighting 
Lighting in mental ray has continued to change over time.  I have broken it down into 3 ways to light a 

scene: 

1. Global Illumination (GI) + Final Gather (FG) 

2. FG + Sky Portal 

3. FG + Sky Portal + Image Based Lighting (IBL) 

None of these are anything ground breaking or new, but just recently the 3dsmax has added user-

interface support for IBL.  Honestly method 3 will give you really good results with the default settings, 

and it has become easier than ever to create stunning images.  Method 3 is the one that I will elaborate 

on. 

 

This is FG alone with the default settings.  It’s 

nothing to clap about, but it doesn’t take much to 

improve it. 
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I changed the Noise filtering from “Standard” to 

“None”, and it has already brightened the render 

up.  Note this is all with the default settings. 

 

Now we’ve increased the Diffuse Bounces from 0 

to 4.  This make the render much brighter and more 

accurate. 

 

Now we’ve added 3 Sky portals in the windows, 

and turned on IBL.  Aside from adjusting materials 

this rendering is pretty much done. 

 

The great thing about this process from SketchUp to 3dsmax is that you can take advantage of the 3d 

warehouse and use others SketchUp models to bring into 3dsmax.  Just be careful to check the integrity 

of the model ( normals, textures, scale, geometry). 

 

I also leave quite a bit 

of room for color 

correction in 

Photoshop to really 

make the renders sing.  

If you’d like to see 

more of my post 

process, check out my 

post process video: 

http://tinyurl.com/k8rlpcj 

http://tinyurl.com/k8rlpcj
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Resources 
There are many resources for the arch/viz community, and knowing where to go can be the key to giving 

you an edge: 

 

evermotion.org 

peterguthrie.net 

area.autodesk.com 

jeffpatton.net 

ronenbekerman.com 

bertrand-benoit.com 

 

You can also follow me at: 

ramyhanna.com 

twitter: @ramy3d 

tiltpixel.com 

If you ever have any questions, feel free to contact, me and I almost always reply  

http://www.evermotion.org/
http://peterguthrie.net/
http://area.autodesk.com/
http://www.jeffpatton.net/
http://www.jeffpatton.net/
http://www.ronenbekerman.com/
http://bertrand-benoit.com/blog/
http://ramyhanna.com/
http://twitter.com/ramy3d
http://tiltpixel.com/

