VFXexporter for 3ds Max 4.x

Installation:

This plugin requires 3DStudio MAX 4.x.

1. Copy “vfx_exporter.dle” into a plugin directory for Max 4.  Example:  “\3dsmax4\plugins\”

2. Make sure this directory is in your plugin paths for Max.  Check this in Max under Customize/Configue Paths/Plugins/

3. Restart Max

This Max4 plugin exports meshes, lights, and other supported objects into a VFX effects file for Red Faction PC.  VFX files are used for any visual effect that can’t be achieved through other means.  If you have non-VFX solutions to something you want to show, via RED, or through TBL-file manipulation, you should probably try that approach first.

VFX effects do provide some features not supported elsewhere.  An example of this is powerups.  Nearly all the powerups seen in multiplayer RF are static meshes, much like other items.  There are a few exceptions, like the flags in CTF games.  Since those use cloth-like deforming animation, we used VFX files instead of static V3D/V3M files.

Another example is “cutscene08”, which shows the shuttle lifting off in the single-player game.  Since it involved multiple, non-character objects moving along a path, a big VFX was definitely the way to go.

The Max files for both the flag and shuttle examples are included in this toolkit:

\MAX4-VFXexporter\example-shuttle\Cutscene08.max

\MAX4-VFXexporter\example-CTFflag\CTFflag-red.max

There’s no step-by-step instructions for these files, but a lot can be learned simply by looking at them.  Make sure to look at the User Defined Object Properties of the objects in those scene files.  The usage of flags there (as discussed below) are central to how VFX effects work.

The VFX system is pretty complicated, and this doc won’t cover everything.  It’s also possible these docs aren’t entirely accurate.
There’s four types of objects supported by the VFX system; static meshes, morphed meshes, lights, and particles.  First, here’s a bit about Materials and Textures:

Materials & Textures

Materials assigned to meshes or particle emitters need to have the texturemap assigned in the Diffuse Map channel for the game to recognize it.  This can be either a 24 or 32 bit TGA file, or a Volition VBM file.  The game engine does not support other bitmap types.

Multi-Subobject Materials are supported.

Blinn is the only Shader with VFX export support.  Other shaders may work, but it’s anyone’s guess.  (
Self-illumination and Opacity are both supported.  The two values in the Basic Parameters rollout will both be exported normally into the VFX.  Opacity, additionally, may be keyframe-animated with the standard Bezier Float controller.

Additive transparency is supported for bright objects like thruster glows, light coronas, etc.  To mark a material as additive, open its Extended Parameters rollout.  Under Advanced Transparency, there’s a Type radio with choices for Filter, Subtractive, and Additive.  Change it to Additive.  Filter is the “normal” opaque blending method.  Subtractive is not supported.

Any material parameters/animation not mentioned above are unsupported.

Static Meshes

These are non-deforming meshes like a spaceship, a rock, a vehicle.  Static meshes do not need any special flags or parameters to be exported into a VFX.  They do need mapping coordinates on all faces.

Any mesh with Position or Rotation animation keyframes will animate in the game, as expected.  Position must use the default Bezier Position controller, and Rotation must use the TCB Rotation controller.  Scale animation worked at one time, but I’m pretty sure it was removed for optimization reasons.

Hierarchy links are not directly supported by the VFX system.  If you export a mesh that’s linked to another mesh in a hierarchy, it is automatically treated as a “morphed mesh” (see below).  Morphed meshes are more expensive than static keyframed meshes, so be careful.

Static Mesh Flags

There are special exporter features that can only be used via the User Defined Object Properties in Max.  To view an object’s User Defined flags, right-click it and choose Properties.  Under the User Defined tab, there will be a list of any flags assigned to that object.  Flags must appear one-per-line in that text field.  Here’s what’s supported for Static Meshes:

fullbright

This tells the game to not apply darkening to this mesh.  Essentially the same as giving its material a 100% self-illumination value.

facing

This is used for “billboard” meshes.  Any glow or corona you want to face the camera all the time needs to have this flag.

Morphed Meshes

Any mesh that requires vertex-based animation (like waving flags, pools of churning lava, etc) need to be treated as morphed meshes, rather than static.  The waving team banners seen in some of the Volition-made CTF levels are morphed meshes.


Instead of having their vertices stored once in the VFX, with a simple list of animated position & rotation keyframes like static meshes do, morphed meshes store whole vertex sets inside the VFX file.  This is done at a variable framerate, depending on the user defined flags for that mesh.

In addition to making large VFX files, morphed meshes are very expensive for the game to process.  Only use these when absolutely necessary, and use them in moderation.

Animating the vertices for a VFX morphed mesh can be done using any tool available to you in Max.  This can include an animated FFD modifier, Max morphing, noise, SimCloth, basically anything.

Morphed Mesh Flags

There are special exporter features that can only be used via the User Defined Object Properties in Max.  To view an object’s User Defined flags, right-click it and choose Properties.  Under the User Defined tab, there will be a list of any flags assigned to that object.  Flags must appear one-per-line in that text field.  Here’s what’s supported for Morphed Meshes:

morph

This is the main flag, telling the exporter to treat this as a morphed mesh rather than a static one.  This parameter is automatically assumed if the mesh is linked to another.

fps=<value>

This tells the exporter how many samples-per-second to use when dumping out the morphed vertex positions for that mesh.  <value> must be an integer.  If no fps flag is present, it will assume 15, which can result in some pretty large VFX files.  Rarely do you need an fps value above 5-7.  Slower objects can tolerate much lower numbers.

Particles

In addition to the table-driven particle system used in RF PC, you can also use emitters inside VFX files.  You must use the VParticle Max plugin for this to work, however.  The VFX exporter won’t recognize any other particle emitter types.  VParticle is a seperate plugin, found in this toolkit.  Please see its seperate readme file for usage information.

Lights

Only Max lights of type “Omni” are supported.  The following Omni light parameters are supported for VFX export:

On/Off

Simple checkbox indicating the on/off status of the light.  Not animatable.

RGB channels

Determines intensity and color of the light.  I believe animation is supported for these.

Multiplier

A global brightness value, with animation support.  Only values from 0.0-1.0 are supported.

Far Attenuation

The Start and End values are both supported, if the “Use” checkbox is enabled.  It’s possible the VFX system assumes this is on.

All other Omni light parameters are unsupported and ignored when exporting.  Animated position for Omni lights is supported, however, just like a mesh.

Exporting

1. When you have all objects ready for export in Max, here is all you need to do:

2. Select all objects you wish to export (static/morphed meshes, lights, VParticle emitters).  Objects not selected will simply be ignored.

3. Under File, choose Export.

4. In the “Save as Type” drop-down, choose “VFX – V 4.6 (*.VFX)” filetype.

5. Save the VFX with a name of your choosing.

There are a number of error messages you may get during export.  They should provide basic information on any problems you have in your scene.

Unlike V3D and VCM files, VFX files do not need further processing through Ccrunch or any other utility.  They can be loaded directly by the game, assuming they’re located in the proper place.

NOTE:  Like any other RF model file, texturemaps (TGAs, VBMs, etc) are not stored in the VFX files.  These are referenced externally by the VFX files, and must be stored seperately.
If you have questions regarding this tool, email:

rftools@volition-inc.com

We don’t support these tools full-time, or completely, but we’re happy to answer questions as our schedules permit.










