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3DS Max Unwrapping (Hard Surface) 

A Step by Step Tutorial 

By Jarlan Perez 

 

Objective 

In this tutorial we will go through the process of unwrapping in 3DS Max.  We’ll go through a 

method of unwrapping for hard surface objects that will make things simple while at the same 

time giving you full control over how you setup you UVs and obtaining high quality results. 

We’ll also go over the importance of keeping UVs clean and stretch free. 

 

 

Final Preview 

 

Getting Started 

In the download you will find a folder named “Max Scene.” Inside the folder are two Max files, 

the start and end file to this tutorial. You can follow along with the start file of with a model 

that you already have prepared yourself. 

Let’s get started. Go ahead and launch 3DS Max if you do not already have it up and open the 

“unwrap_Start.max” file. Inside you should see an unshaded wall shelf object (Figure 1). This 
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object is not super complex but it has enough faces and different shapes to get a good 

understanding of the techniques and how to apply them. 

 

 

Figure 1 

 

 

Setting Up a Checker Pattern 

A checker pattern? Why in the world do we need a checker pattern? This checker pattern that 

we make will become a very important part of our unwrapping process. With the checker 

pattern we can visually see where stretching is occurring in our unwrap and easily fix the 

problem. 

Go ahead and open the material editor by going to “Render > material Editor…” in the top 

menu of Max or by simply hitting the shortcut “M.”  

Once in the material editor, select a material slot (Figure 2, 1) to build you checker pattern on. 

Next under the “Blinn Basic Parameters” you’ll see three properties named Ambient, Diffuse, 

and Specular.  

We want to make this pattern in the “Diffuse” property. Click on the little square diffuse (Figure 

2, 2). 
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Figure 2 

Click that square will bring up the Material/Map Browser. From that list go ahead and double 

click on the “Checker” map (Figure 3) 

 

 

Figure 3 
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Now that the map is loaded into our material we want to setup some tiling coordinates so that 

we can better see where stretching will occur.  Under the Coordinates Section locate the U and 

V Tiling and change the 0 to a higher value like 20. (Figure 4)  

 

 

Figure 4 

 

Click and drag the material you just created over to your model. (Figure 5) 

 

 

Figure 5 
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Even though we dragged the material over to our model it still shows up grey. To have our 

material show up we have to activate it so it can be viewed in the viewport. With your material 

selected click the “Show Standard Map in Viewport” Button (Figure 5.1). The checker pattern 

should now be visible in the viewport. 

 

 

Figure 5.1 

Looking at our model we can see that there is very bad stretching going on. (Figure 6) We’re 

going to fix that. 

  

 

Figure 6 
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Unwrapping 

First and foremost we’re going to have to add an Unwrap modifier to our model. To do this, go 

to the modifier dropdown menu (Figure 7) and select the “Unwrap UVW” modifier (Figure 8). 

 

    

Figure 7    Figure 8 

 

Once you’ve selected the modifier we’re going to be able to edit the UVs of our model. In the 

Parameters section of the Unwrap modifier there’s a big button called “Edit…” (Figure 9) Go 

ahead and click that button to bring up the Edit UVW window. 

 

 

 

Figure 9 
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This window contains all you UV information for your model. As you can see the UV layout is all 

over the place and it’s very hard to tell what is what. (Figure 10) 

Trying to texture a layout like this will get you terrible results and bring lot of frustration. We’re 

going to be cleaning these up and setting them up in a way that you’ll be able to know exactly 

where everything is and make your texturing process a lot more simpler. 

3DS Max has a nice little way to automatically flatten every single face in your model and make 

a perfect starting point for laying out UVs for hard surface models. 

 

 

Figure 10 
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Flat Mapping 

To begin flat mapping is very simple. In your Unwrap modifier select “face” (Figure 11) from the 

drop down or hit the shortcut 3. 

 

Figure 11 

Once you’ve done that move over to your Edit UVW window and select everything in there 

either by click, drag, select or by simply using the shortcut ctrl + a. (Figure 12) 

 

 

Figure 12 
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Next go up to the top toolbar and click on Mapping > Flatten Mapping… (Figure 13) 

 

 

Figure 13 

 

This will bring up the Flatten mapping window. In this window you’ll a few properties. I tend to 

leave these at default when I use this method since I use this as a starting point. Go a ahead and 

leave the setting as is and click ok (Figure 14) 

 

 

Figure 14 

 

As you can see our UV layout is much cleaner that what it was previously.  (Figure 15) You can 

now identify specific areas of the model. It is still not perfect though and we still need to 

arrange thing better to take advantage of as much of the UV space as we can. 
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Figure 15 

 

Stitching 

Before we continue with our unwrapping let go ahead and set up a shortcut for the “Stitch 

Selected” command, this will make our lives easier during this process. In the top menu of Max 

Click on Customize > Customize User Interface… (Figure 16) 

 

 

Figure 16 
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In the Customize User Interface window locate “Stitch Selected” from the list (Figure17, 1). 

Once you find it we’re going assign a hotkey Shortcut to it. In the Hotkey field you can add 

whatever shortcut key you want to make it. I personally use the letter “S” just because it makes 

sense (Figure 17, 2). Once you’ve this click the Assign key to make it official (Figure 17, 3) 

 

 

Figure 17, 1, 2, 3 

To make sure that you shortcut has been assign locate Stitch in the list view again. The key that 

you selected should appear next to it (Figure 18) 

 

 

Figure 18 
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So what does this Stitch thing do? It’s simple. If you select the edge option in your unwrap 

modifier and select any edge of you object it will show what is connected to it by highlighting 

that edge in blue. (Figure 19) 

 

Figure 19 

Start selecting pieces that go together and stitch them together. Once you stitched enough 

pieces where you get to the last piece of that area you’ll see that the blue is highlighting the top 

most area of that piece. That’s when you know that it’s completely flt and you can move on to 

the next area. (Figure 20) 

 

Figure 20 
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Continue moving on from piece to piece stitching each edge to its partner edge. (Figure 21) 

 

Figure 21 

After going through the entire object and all your pieces are stitched you should end up with 

something similar to (Figure 22) 

 

Figure 22 
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Clean Up 

Looking at our model now it looks much better than it did before. There is however still some 

stretching going on in our UVs (Figure 23) but no worries this is a simple fix. 

 

Figure 23 

In the Edit UVW window toolbar we can find some scale tool. Figure 24, 1 scales everything 

uniformly in all direction. Figure 24, 2 scales your object horizontally. Figure 24, 3 scales your 

object vertically. 

 

Figure 24 

Go through your model and find the areas where stretching is happening and correct them with 

the scale tools. (Figure 25) 

 

Figure 25 
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Once you’re done your checkers should be as close to perfect squares as possible. Perfect 

square means that you’ll have the least amount of stretching in your textures. (Figure 26) 

 

 

Figure 26 

 

We’re almost finished. The only thing left is to organize your pieces inside the UV square in a 

way that you take advantage of all your available space. Right now our pieces are everywhere. 

(Figure 27) 

 

 

Figure 27 
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Use you scale tools if you need to and fit all your pieces in the UV as best as you can in the UV 

square. The UV square determines the border of your texture map so make sure all your piece 

fall within this square. 

 You can scale larger or smaller depending on your needs but make sure that your checker 

squares stay pretty close to the same size. This will insure that you have a nice and even 

distribution of quality when you texture your model. If one area takes up a lot more of the 

space than what it really needs, it will show up once you textured you model. Certain areas will 

look sharper than others.  

The thing here is consistency so try to keep them as close as possible as you can (Figure 28) 

 

 

Figure 28 

 

 

 

 

 

 



17 
 

Results 

 

Once you lay everything out you are all set and ready to texture your model. (Figure 29) 

 

 

Figure 29 

 

I hope this demonstration was helpful if you have any questions feel free to email me or check out 

site or artist blog all listed below. 

  

Website http://Jarlanperez.com 

Email: Jarlanperez@hotmail.com 

Artist Blog http://jarlanperez.com/?cat=10 
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