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Using mental mill® shaders
			   in Maya

This document describes how to export shading networks and shaders 
from mental mill so that they can be used right away in the viewport 
rendering in Maya. 
 
A basic knowledge of how to work with mental mill or Maya is as-
sumed. If you are not familiar with these tools, please take a look into 
the respective help documents of mental mill and Maya if you want to 
learn more about the applications themselves.

Preparing the shader in mental mill

1.	 Create your shading effect inside mental mill by building a shading net-
work that creates the look that you want to achieve.

Once satisfied with the result, go to 2.	 “Scene > Scene Settings…” and make 
sure that the following items are set correctly: 
 

 3.	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A guitar model using HW shaders generated by mental mill in Maya

A shader graph inside mental mill 
Before exporting make sure that the  root 
node is selected.

The “Scene Render Settings” dialog allows you to create 
instances of your light shaders, set the environment 
shader and the volume shader

In the “Add light…” dialog you select the 
light shader from which an instance 
will be created
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Set the required number of lights in your mental mill scene. Lights are 4.	
created by adding a light shader node to the “graph view”. This does not 
yet create a light source. An instance of the light source needs to be cre-
ated:

Go to 5.	 “Scene > Scene Settings…”, click “Add light” and select the light 
shader of your choice. You can create multiple light instances from one 
shader which will share the input data like color, falloff, etc… . (Note 
that parameter sharing happens only inside mental mill. Outside the 
application each light instance will have its own dedicated set of param-
eters)

If your shading network contains nodes that do reflections of any kind 6.	
(e.g. “Component_reflection”) you have to create an instance from an 
environment shader on the workspace. You must enable this environ-
ment shader by selecting it under “Scene > Scene Settings…” from the 
“Environment Shader” dropdown menu.

Before exporting, make sure that the root node (= final node) of your 7.	
network is selected.

Select 8.	 “File > Export…” and select “Maya” from the “Export Format” drop-
down list.

Choose a filename or folder where to write the exported shader to9.	

Note: When you forget to set a light or an environment shader for exporting a shader that 
requires at least one of these is to be set, a warning message appears

Finally click 10.	 “OK” to export your shader

Note: For Maya users it may seem unusual to set the number of lights in the shader itself 
before it is exported. The lights get baked into the exported shader code. There’s also 
newer approach using so called Interfaces which allows an arbitrary number lights with-
out the need of defining them, but that is not supported by Mayas CgFX Shader node yet.

Loading a shader exported from mental mill in Maya

The following steps are all done in Maya.

Enabling the CgFX plugin

By default, the cgFX shader plugin is not enabled. Select “Window > Settings 
/ Preferences > Plug-in Manager” and activate the cgfxShader plugin. It’s rec-
ommended to enable ‘Auto load’ as well.

Loading and viewing an exported mental mill shader

To be able to view mental mill shaders in the viewport you have to set 1.	
the shading mode for the viewport window to “Shaded and Textured” 
(hotkey: ‘6’)

Open Hypershade and create a CgFX Shader node. 2.	
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3.	 Open the Attribute Editor of the CgFX Shader node, click the folder 
icon and open your .cgfx file that you’ve exported.

The shader is loaded and the according UI controls are generated auto-4.	
matically. If you shader is using images, the according file clips are also 
created and connected.

Next select your object you want to apply the shader to, right-click it 5.	
and select “Assign Existing Material “ and choose your shader from the 
list. 
 

Linking light positions to your realtime shader

In order to make the CgFX shader’s lights use the light positions of your 
lights in Maya, these have to be linked to the shader:

1.	 Right-click on the “Light # Light_position” input field of the light source 
and select the according light from the popup menu.

The connection will be established immediately, as you will notice as 2.	
soon as you move your light source around.

Example of a UI generated in a CgFX shader 
node


