
gmax —
The Possibilities

Do you remember the first time you played an arcade
game? How about the first time you played a computer

game at home? Do you remember the first adventure or sce-
nario-based game that you finished? How about the first one
you finished without cheating? Do you remember the first
game that you completed with all settings on the most diffi-
cult level? Do you remember the first time that you stopped
playing a game because no more levels were available? Do you
remember your joy of finding some additional levels online?
Have you ever thought of creating your own mod or levels? 

If you’ve answered yes to most of these questions, then you
truly are a gamer at heart. If you’ve answered yes to the last
question, then you’re about to embark on an interesting journey. 

gmax is a complex piece of software that makes creating cus-
tom game content and levels possible. Throughout the chap-
ters that follow, you’ll learn to use the exact tool that the
game developers use to create their games. Building game
mods isn’t for the faint at heart (as the thickness of this book
would indicate). It takes patience and skill, a little bit of study,
and a lot of practice, but the end result can be very rewarding.
There is nothing like challenging other players to a death-
match on a level you designed and built yourself. Talk about
home field advantage.

Before we dive into the details on gmax, this chapter gives
you a high-altitude view of gmax and its games. From this
viewpoint, you’ll be able to see how gmax fits into the gaming
industry and what options lie ahead of you as a gamer and a
game developer.
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4 Part I ✦ Attacking gmax Hard and Fast

Learning the History of gmax
At the Game Developer’s Conference (GDC) in 2001, Discreet dropped an announce-
ment on the gaming community that had generally had one of two different effects
on the listeners. Attendees were either rendered immobile from shock or set into a
frenzy of giddy excitement. Essentially, the announcement was that Discreet was
going to make an optimized version of 3ds max for gamers, and they were going to
give it away for free. At the time, this was an amazing bit of news, because 3ds max
sold for around $2,500 to $3,000.

The excitement for gamers was significant because 3ds max is the software package
that most game companies use to create their games, and now game content cre-
ators can use the same tool that the game companies use.

Once gmax appeared as a free download on the Discreet site, the number of down-
loads began to take off and entire Web sites sprang up overnight devoted to gmax
and custom game content. Today the total number of downloads of gmax is over a
half million. That’s a lot of game content creators.

Understanding the Relationship
Between gmax and 3ds max

To understand gmax, you first need to understand where it came from. gmax is
based on 3ds max, version 4, which just happens to be the best selling 3d modeling,
animation, and rendering package available. Combined with Character Studio, it’s
the product of choice for most gaming companies.

Even though 3ds max 5 is currently available, most of the functions found in gmax
are the same as those found in 3ds max 4. Version 5 includes many high-end
enhancements that wouldn’t be included in gmax anyway. Over time, some of
these improvements will find their way to gmax.

gmax actually comes in two flavors — regular and extra crunchy. The normal gmax
version is available for free from Discreet (or you can get it off the CD-ROM that
came with this book). Discreet also has a development version of gmax available,
affectionately called gmax dev. This later version enables game companies to create
game packs that ship with their games. If you’re looking to get your hands on gmax
dev, then be warned that it is very expensive (unless you own a game company),
but for most users, gmax is more than enough.

The latest version of gmax at the time of publishing, version 1.2, is included on the
book’s CD-ROM.

On the
CD-ROM

Note
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5Chapter 1 ✦ gmax — The Possibilities

gmax and the Gaming Industry
With gmax, the gaming companies have a way to give their game legs. The term
“legs” is used to define the length of time that the game remains on the shelves. For
these companies, the longer the game stays on the shelf, the more money it makes.
(Come to think of it, book publishing works the same way.)

Have you ever played a game and ripped through all the levels in a matter a days
and then felt jipped because it held your interest for only two weekends? Thank
heavens for mod builders who enabled gamers to create new and devious levels,
many of which were much better than the levels shipped with the game.

gmax lets mod creators use the same tool that was used to create the game in the
first place, along with all the customization needed to output the content to the for-
mat that the game uses.

So the game companies get a game that stays around longer, the game hobbyists
get an advanced mod builder, and the normal gamer gets more levels than he or she
can shake a joystick at. It’s a win-win-win situation.

Pursuing a Career in the Gaming Industry
If you speak of the gaming industry in Las Vegas, they will immediately think of
gambling games, but because you’re reading this book (even if you live in Las
Vegas), I assume that you aren’t interested in the odds of winning for a royal flush. I
frequently tempt my young son with a career in the gaming industry. I ask him,
“How would it be to play games for a living or even better, to make games for a liv-
ing?” His answer is always the same: “Ooh, yeah!”

If you’re anything like my son, then you were probably one of the first to download
gmax and probably know more tricks than anyone on your block for beating games.
If you’re considering getting a job in the gaming industry, then learning gmax (and
3ds max) is a good start.

Another good feather to have in your 3d cap is getting experience with the 3d pro-
gram called Maya. Alias/Wavefront has recently made a learning edition of Maya
available for free. You may want to check this tool out also. You can find details on
the Maya Personal Learning Edition at www.aliaswavefront.com.

Many positions are open to game developers. You can become a modeler, an anima-
tor, or an effects specialist. One of the nice things about using gmax is that you get
experience in all these areas. As you work with gmax to create a custom gaming
level, pay attention to which area of development you most look forward to.

Note
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6 Part I ✦ Attacking gmax Hard and Fast

When you begin interviewing with game companies, you’re going to need a port-
folio of your work, so as you build levels, be sure to save images of your best work
to show off later. Chances are the interviewer will not fire up Quake to see your 
custom level, but they will take time to look at your images. You can always take
screenshots of your game in progress using the Print Screen key on your keyboard.

Another avenue that leads to the game industry is to choose one of the many
schools that offer degrees in game development. You can find a good list of schools
that will prepare you for the gaming industry at www.gamedev.net.

Every year there are several conferences and events that bring the gaming industry
together. Attending these conferences gives you some valuable exposure to the
industry. For games, the big one to attend is the E3 Expo. This conference takes
place in the spring and is the place where all the new games are announced.
Another good conference that is more technical is the Game Developer’s
Conference (GDC). For computer graphics as a whole, the place to be is Siggraph.
You can usually volunteer as a student to get into conferences free of charge.

You can find out about these conferences online. E3 Expo is at www.e3expo.com,
GDC info can be found at www.gdconf.com, and Siggraph info is at 
www.siggraph.org.

gmax Enabled Games
Just because gmax is out there and available doesn’t mean you’ll be able to use it
with all the games that you want. Discreet is making money on gmax by licensing its
use to the game companies. These game companies need to pay Discreet for the
right to tie their game into gmax, so the list of games that you can use gmax on is
short, but growing.

As part of licensing the right to use gmax, the game companies can develop their
own interface pieces that work within gmax; these pieces are called game packs.
These game packs enable the stuff you create in gmax to be loaded and used within
the game.

Quake III Arena
When Quake was initially released by Id Software, it shook up the gaming market
and single-handedly defined the first-person shooter genre. As Discreet was looking
for a game to use to prototype gmax, Quake, which was up to version III by then,
was a natural fit.

The Discreet engineers created a Quake game pack for gmax by pushing and poking
all the functionality of gmax. The result was called Tempest, shown in Figure 1-1,
and it was released alongside gmax as a proof-of-concept.
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7Chapter 1 ✦ gmax — The Possibilities

You can find all the excruciating details on the Tempest game pack in Chapter 23,
“Making Worlds with Tempest for Quake III Arena.”

Figure 1-1: Tempest has its own toolbar full of commands that are unique to 
building Quake levels.

The Tempest game pack is still available for download at the Discreet site,
www.discreet.com/products/gmax.

If you look closely at Tempest, you’ll see the rough edges. Many Quake content cre-
ators use other tools to create their nightmares, but Tempest is still extremely use-
ful as a first look at gmax and provides a quick and easy way to get your feet wet.

Flight Simulator 2002 Professional Edition
When Microsoft released Flight Simulator 2002 Professional, it was heralded in the
burgeoning gmax community as the first gmax-compatible game. Flight Simulator
users were excited about the possibilities that gmax offered, but many of them ran
into a steep learning curve that sent them running back to their standby content
creation tools.

In the Flight Simulator arsenal of tools, gmax is just one of many unique SDKs that
enable customization. The integration with gmax consisted simply of an export fea-
ture that converted the gmax file into a format that Flight Simulator could use.

Cross-
Reference
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8 Part I ✦ Attacking gmax Hard and Fast

The Flight Simulator game pack didn’t push gmax as far as Tempest did, but it was a
good, important first step. Over time, Flight Simulator content creators have
accepted and used gmax happily.

Figure 1-2 shows an aircraft being updated in gmax for Flight Simulator.

Details on using the Flight Simulator game pack can be found in Chapter 24,
“Creating Custom Content for Flight Simulator 2002.”

Figure 1-2: The Flight Simulator game pack offers minimal changes to the gmax 
interface.

Trainz
As Flight Simulator was making its big splash in the gmax market, another simula-
tion game with a dedicated group of users appeared with a fairly robust implemen-
tation that relied on gmax. Trainz, created by Auran, is a simulator for trains.

With all the appropriate tools in place, the learning curve was manageable. Trainz
users now boast one of the largest online repositories of gmax custom content
available.

Figure 1-3 shows a sample engine created in gmax by Jean-Luc Benard.

Cross-
Reference
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