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The RANCH RenderFarm User Guide
Part II –the RANCH for 3DS MAX

www.ranchcomputing.com

09-09-12 –September 12, 2009

Welcome to the RANCH automated rendering service, the super-powerful - and affordable -
supercomputer for all your 3ds Max / Mental Ray / V-Ray projects!

This document contains information specific to the use of 3ds Max, with or without V-Ray,
on the RANCH renderfarm. Before reading it, we highly recommend you read Part I first - the
General Guide - which includes everything not specifically related to 3ds Max.
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IMPORTANT NOTES

Summary of supported render engines

- The RANCH renders 3ds Max 2010 (x64) and 3ds Max 2009 (x64) projects.

- Animation support with the following engines:
V-Ray 1.50 SP3a, Mental Ray, Maxwell Render and Scanline renderer.

- High performance still image support for V-Ray 1.50 SP3a (Distributed Rendering at full
capacity): 128 nodes / 512 cores are working simultaneously on each high resolution image.
Please make sure that your scene has been tested and saved with V-Ray 1.50 SP3a version
before sending it: the RANCH will not accept scenes saved with older versions.

- High resolution still image rendering is also supported on 128 nodes with Mental Ray and
the Scanline renderer. For still image (cooperative) Maxwell Render projects, please see the
Maxwell-specific guide on the RANCH web site dedicated to Maxwell Render.

- We support Vue 7.x xStream (from e-on software) as a high-end natural environment
solution for 3ds Max projects which use Mental Ray or V-Ray as the main render engine.

- If your project needs specific external plugins, please contact us first to see if we can support
them (only 64-bit plugins for 3ds Max 2010 and 2009 will be compatible with the RANCH).

On the RANCH, you pay only for the render time!
The other phases (below) are FREE.

- A) The distribution process. During this phase, the project is checked and sent across the
entire renderfarm. It lasts a few minutes at most for big projects.
- B) The frames compression time (to save download time). For a 350 TIF frames sequence
at 1920 x 1080 HDTV (2 GB of data) it takes less than 2 minutes.

When you use the cost estimator on the RANCH site, the estimated time corresponds to the
render time itself. The time taken by the other processes vary with the file format chosen, the
X / Y resolution and the number of frames to process.

Warning about Global Illumination renders
If you plan to render Global Illumination projects with Mental Ray or V-Ray, please read the
instructions detailed in section #4 carefully to avoid unexpected problems in the renders.
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2) Scene preparation before sending the project to the RANCH

As the RANCH is entirely automated, you need to send your scene in a project archive which
contains all the files needed for your scene to be rendered correctly. Follow the steps below:

1) When your final .max scene is saved, use the ‘File / Archive’function to compact
your scene, along with all the texture maps, in a compressed project archive. If you
rather choose to compress your archive manually, know that the RANCH will
recognize only the .zip or .7z (7-zip) formats, so please do not use another format for
compression. If, for whatever reason, your scene needs other files than those gathered
by 3ds Max in the archive file (GI maps for instance), please include them in the
archive too. It is always a good idea to check the files in the archive and verify that
nothing is missing before submitting the project to the RANCH.

2) If you use a customized Gamma correction in your project, you must tell the RANCH
to take it into account, otherwise the renders might be too bright or too dark. To do
this, you must add to your project archive a simple text file named 'Gamma.txt'. This
text file must have only two lines, with the two Gamma values the RANCH needs to
know: Input Gamma and Output Gamma (you can find them in Customize /
Preferences / Gamma and LUT). In the example below they are both set to 1.8 (note
that the separators _must_ be dots '.', not commas ',' in the Gamma.txt file).

3) Rename your .zip or .7z project archive with the extension “.vu3”. For instance, if
your archive is ’MyScene.zip’, rename it to “MyScene.vu3”(NOT to
“MyScene.vu3.zip”–a common mistake). You must send a file with the “.vu3”
extension, it is essential for the automated renderfarm to detect the file as a 3ds Max
project. When it’s done, you are ready to upload your project to the RANCH.
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3) How to deal with missing content in your projects

If, for whatever reason, there is missing content in your project, the RANCH will remove it
from the queue and send you an e-mail detailing the problem, with an attached screenshot. In
the example below, there are three missing textures:

You have several ways to solve this problem. The simplest is to find and include the missing
files in a new .vu3 archive and resend it to the RANCH as a new project. It will work 24/7 as
the RANCH is fully automated.

However, if your project is very large and took a long time to upload to the RANCH, you may
not want to resend the entire archive. In that case you can send us the missing files by e-mail
(if they are not too big - a few megabytes at most). Do not forget to reference the project ID
and name in your message. If the missing content is too big for an attachment, send us an e-
mail simply describing the problem. We will then create for you a temporary ftp account to
upload the missing files. Then we will include them in the original project and submit it to the
queue. However, this procedure will have to be done manually, during our business hours. So
if you really are in a hurry and/or in a different time zone than the RANCH (GMT+1), it may
still be faster to repack the whole project and reupload it yourself.

Another "missing content" case is when some textures are still referenced in your scene, but
they are not needed as they are not actually used. The RANCH does not know that and will
still send an error message, so you will have to remove these references and resave your .max
scene. In that case, ilf you choose not to reupload the whole project, you can send us only the
.max scene.
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4) Important notes about Global Illumination renders with Mental Ray or V-Ray

Rendering Global Illumination (GI) projects on a renderfarm needs special attention. If you
want to ensure coherency of the computed GI solution across the network, we highly
recommend you render the GI solution on your system first and include it in your project
archive as one or several GI files. The precomputed GI solution will then be used by all our
nodes to avoid illumination discontinuities. Otherwise, each node would compute its own GI
solution, and the end result could be a ruined animation or still image with unwanted lighting
variations (see below).

On the left, each node computes its own GI solution --> visible strips.
On the right, using a precomputed GI file (.fgm) prevents this problem.

As the RANCH is 100% automated, you must be sure to specify a correct absolute path for
the GI files, or the RANCH won't be able to find them and they will not be used. To do so,
always use one of the two possible paths:

c:\3dsmax\currentjob if your project is a 3ds Max 2010 scene.

c:\3dsmax_2009\currentjob if your project is a 3ds Max 2009 scene.

It is essential that one of these paths be used and saved with your scene, as these paths are the
ones used by the automated RANCH. Following are Mental Ray and V-Ray examples.
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Mental Ray example (still image or animation)

In the example below, the .fgm Final Gather file has first been precomputed using the
Generate Final Gather Map File Now option. Please note that:

- the Read/Write File square is checked
- the Read Only (FG Freeze) option has also been checked before saving the scene.
- the path for the GI file is the correct c:\3dsmax_2009\currentjob (as indicated on the
previous page, it should be c:\3dsmax\currentjob for a 3ds Max 2010 scene).

3ds Max 2009 example - 'Indirect Illumination' tab of the 'Render Setup' options for Mental Ray

The requester is slightly different in 3ds Max 2010 but the principle is the same:

3ds Max 2010 example - the requester is different

The same recommendations apply to the Photon Map file (.pmap), if used.

Of course, do not forget to include the .fgm and/or .pmap files in the .vu3 project archive!
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V-Ray example

In the example below, the Irradiance Map and the Light Cache have been precomputed. The
From file mode is used with the correct c:\3dsmax_2009\currentjob path (as previously
indicated, it would have to be c:\3dsmax\currentjob for a 3ds Max 2010 scene). The.vrmap
and .vrlmap files must of course be included in the .vu3 archive.

3ds Max 2009 examples - 'Indirect Illumination' tab of the 'Render Setup' options for V- Ray

3ds Max 2009 - Irradiance map

3ds Max 2009 - Light cache

The same recommendations apply to a Photon Map file (.vrpmap), if used.

3ds Max 2009 - Photon map
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Special case: V-Ray Distributed still image rendering

If your project is a still image to be rendered with V-Ray, the RANCH is able to use V-Ray
Distributed Rendering system to distribute the Irradiance Map calculations across the
network.

However, the Light Cache and Global Photon Map calculations CANNOT be distributed:
therefore the RANCH will not be faster than one machine during Light cache or Photon map
calculations. If you intend to use a Light cache or Photon Map, we highly recommend you
render them on your system and include them as GI files in your .vu3 project (unless of
course the Light Cache and/or Photon Map are fast to render).

If you want to get back an Irradiance Map computed by the RANCH, along with the final
image, you must save your scene with the correct RANCH output C:\3dsmax\output (3ds
Max 2010) or C:\3dsmax_2009\output (3ds Max 2009) in the following requester (the 'On
render end / Auto save' option must be checked):

3ds Max 2009 example - saving the Irradiance map
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5) The cost / time estimator (for animations)

- When you are on this page, begin by entering your computer’s 3DSMark result in the
first field. To calculate your 3DSMark, follow these two simple steps:

o 1) Click on this link to download the Train benchmark scene, ready to render.
Render the first 10 frames (0 to 9) of this animation described in section #6
(Benchmarks) of this document with 3ds Max 2009, in 1920 x 1080 HDTV
resolution, and note the total render time in seconds.

o 2) divide 1 000 000 (one million) by this render time to obtain your 3DSMark.
For instance, if your system takes 832 s to run the benchmark, your 3DSMark
is 1 000 000 / 832 = 1202 (like a Core 2 Quad @ 3.0 GHz with 3ds Max 2009).

- In the second field, enter an estimation of the average time per frame, on your
hardware, for the project you want to send. You can render a few representative
frames across your entire sequence to have a good idea of the average time per frame.

- Then enter the number of frames of your animation.

- Finally, click on the ‘Estimate Cost’button. The approximate time and cost to run
your project on the farm will be displayed, based on the information you entered.

Please be aware that this is only an estimation, and that it has no legal value: the real cost of
your project will be higher or lower than this estimation.
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6) The Submit project form

In this form, you will have to enter:

- The pay per project formula you choose to render this project (Diamond, Ruby,
Emerald or Sapphire). If you are using a prepaid pack to run your project, the line with
the various formulas will not appear in the form.

- The X and Y resolution. The limits are 16000 pixels (wide and high). For higher
resolutions (for still image rendering), please contact us before sending the project.

- The Start frame and End frame. Enter "1" in both fields for a still image project.

- When all the fields are filled, click on ‘Validate’.

Please note that the values you enter here override those saved in the scene.


