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For now, start Modeler and create a 1-km diameter cone on the Z-axis, using the following settings:  

T here will be one 40-sided polygon, which 
we don't need so delete that, then open the 

Surfaces Panel. Give this a surface name of Nebula, 
then activate the Double-sided and Smoothing 
options. Finally, save this object as NebulaPanel, then switch over to Layout.  

2: 
Load the NebulaPanel into Layout and open the Surface Panel. The first thing we'll add is a base 

color. Nebulae tend to be either red or light blue, with pastel shades of green and orange mixed in. We'll 
start with blue here so click the Surface Color button and enter RGB values of 20, 65, 120. This gives us 
a good medium blue that's not too harsh. Also, lower the Diffuse Level to 0% and raise the Luminosity to 
100%. Since nebulae are composed of high levels of glowing gases, we'll need to activate the Additive 
option here as well.  

3: 
To add some detail to this blue disk we just created, click the Texture button to open the Color 

Texture Panel. We could use a Fractal Noise texture here, but instead; we'll create a narrow nebula, 
complete with a dark dust band, similar to the famous Horsehead Nebula in the Orion constellation. To 
do this, we'll use the Marble procedural texture. The following settings will place a highly distorted 
horizontal vein through the center of this disk, which will become our glowing band of gas.  

 
Figure 1. A very flat cone is the 
starting point for an interstellar 
dust cloud.  

   Sides: 40 
Segments:  1 
  Bottom:  0 m 
     Top:  1 m 
 
  Center    Radii 
 X: 0 m     500 m 
 Y: 0 m     500 m 
 Z: 0 m       0 m 

 
Figure 2. A horizontal marble vein 
adds the first few details to the 
nebula.  
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horizontal vein through the center of this disk, which will become our glowing band of gas.  

H it F9 to create a test render to see the effects this texture had on the surface. (Figure 2) By 
using a Vein Spacing equal to the disk's diameter we keep the number of veins appearing to just 

one. The center point of the marble texture falls directly between two veins, so to get one of the veins to 
pass through the center of the disk, we need to offset the Texture Center by half of the Vein Spacing 
value, thus the Y Texture Center of 500 meters.  

4: 
We now have a marbled gradient that goes from a greenish blue to a dull blue. Now we want to add 

a more intense color and concentrate it near the center. Click the Add New Texture button and set up a 
second Marble texture. This time, the texture will have a higher Vein Sharpness, resulting in a thinner, 
more pronounced, vein running over the original texture. Once again, the following settings will position a 
single vein across this surface.  

H it F9 again and you will notice the 
surface is taking on a more gaseous appearance now. (Figure 3) By increasing the Vein 

Sharpness we're able to control the width of the veins somewhat. Since the marble texture is very similar 
to the first texture, our vein will closely follow the first one. If we layer progressively sharper textures in 
this fashion, we can add multiple colors that will all follow the same path, creating a striped vein effect.  

Note: Feel free to use the Texture Opacity to adjust the intensities of the textures. In figure 3, the 

Texture Size   Center 
  X: 50 m         0 m 
  Y: 50 m       500 m 
  Z: 50 m         0 m 
 
  Texture Axis:  Y axis 
 Texture Color:    65 100 120 
   Frequencies:    3 
    Turbulence:    0.2 
  Vein Spacing: 1000 
Vein Sharpness:    4 

 
Figure 3. A second marble layer 
enhances the look  of the nebula.  

Texture Size   Center 
  X: 60 m         0 m 
  Y: 60 m      -500 m 
  Z: 60 m         0 m 
 
  Texture Axis:  Y axis 
 Texture Color:  220 200 135 
   Frequencies:    6 
    Turbulence:    0.1 
  Vein Spacing: 1000 
Vein Sharpness:    6 
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second texture is applied with a 60% Texture Opacity to help blend the two textures together.  

5: 
The nebula is nearly finished. All that's left is to soften that hard edge somehow to allow the panel to 

blend into the background & look natural. Once again, we can use the marble texture for that. This time, 
we'll add it to the Luminosity channel.  

 

B efore these settings will be noticeable, 
we'll need to turn the base Luminosity back 

to 0%. We raised it in step 2 in order to see the 
textures as we applied them, but now that we've 
actually applied a texture to the Luminosity channel, 
we need to lower the base value again. Another test 
render will show that the top and bottom of this disk 
are now black. We've just added a very wide, 
luminous, marble vein through the center, using a 
Vein Sharpness of 2 to lighten the veins through the 
center. This luminous vein is also just wide enough to 
illuminate some of the base blue color as well. 
(Figure 4)  

Y ou'll also notice that we used a falloff on 
the Z axis. Since this object is actually a 

cone with a distance of one meter from tip to base, a 
falloff along the cone's axis will have a radial effect 
when viewed face-on. We centered this luminous texture near the point of the cone, leaving 75 
centimeters between the Texture Center and the base. With a Falloff of 150%, the texture becomes 
invisible at the base. Usually, a falloff on the X and the Y axes would be used, but our texture center has 
been offset on the Y axis in order to align the veins. Since the falloff is always calculated from the Texture 
Center, that would cause it to start from the top of our object instead of the center. Also, by using the 
slope of the cone in this way we can avoid the diamond shaped artifact that normally occurs when a falloff 

Texture Size   Center 
  X: 70 m        0 m 
  Y: 70 m      510 m 
  Z: 70 m       75 cm 
 
Texture Falloff 
  X:   0% 
  Y:   0% 
  Z: 150% 
 
  Texture Axis: Y axis 
 Texture Value:  100% 
   Frequencies:    6 
    Turbulence:    0.05 
  Vein Spacing: 1000 
Vein Sharpness:    2 

 
Figure 4. The entire luminosity of 
the nebula is controled by a third 
marble texture. Note the soft 
'feathered' edge all around the 
circumference of the object.  
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is applied to more than one axis.  

6: 
Our nebula may be used as is, but we can still improve its appearance. Several nebulae have dark 

areas of dust that blot out everything behind them. In fact, these dust belts make for some of the most 
interesting stellar phenomena we've seen to date. Once again, we can use the Marble texture to add a 
dark band across our nebula. This time we'll apply it to the Transparency channel.  

Y ou'll notice this time we used an even 
higher Vein Sharpness than before. This 

will tighten the texture even more than the other textures we've applied, creating a much narrower vein 
through the cloud. Since this vein is completely transparent, no color from the other channels will be 
present, resulting in what appears to be a dark cloud obscuring some glowing gases behind it. (Figure 5)  

Note:We could have applied this texture to the Luminosity, with a value of 0% or to the color channel 
as a black texture layer, and achieve the same results.  

N ow would be a good time to save the object.  

N ow that we have a nebula, how do we 
use it? With this nebula panel, the secret is 

in numbers. Two or more of these panels, scaled to 
different sizes and stretched on their X axis should 
be somewhat overlapped. (Figure 6a) This 
overlapping will allow the textures to combine, and 
since these are additive, they'll become brighter 
where they overlap. Endless patterns are possible by 
creating small groups of random sized panels and 
placing these in the background of your space 
scenes.  

Note: When adding starfields, it's a good idea to 
give your stars an additive surface, particularly if 

you use a texture to create a range of magnitudes. 
This will prevent dimmer stars from appearing as 
dark dust specks when seen against a lighter background. It's also a good idea to make sure your stars 

 
Figure 5. The addition of a dark  
band finishes the look  of our 
nebula. 

Texture Size   Center 
  X: 70 m        0 m 
  Y: 70 m      500 m 
  Z: 70 m        0 m 
        
  Texture Axis: Y axis 
 Texture Value:  100% 
   Frequencies:    6 
    Turbulence:    0.05 
  Vein Spacing: 1000 
Vein Sharpness:   10 

 
Figure 6a. A daisy-chain of 
differently sized nebula panels as 
seen in Layout.  

Dust Clouds & Nebulae Page 5 of 7

http://www.gsidigital.com/dj/Tutorials/Nebula/ 29/4/42



are 0% diffuse, otherwise they tend to look too large. By turning off the diffuse level, they will render with 
a softer edge, which makes them look smaller. 

 

I f some panels become too bright, they can 
be dimmed by simply dissolving the object 

partially.  

7: 
Now that we've created a bluish yellow nebula, 

try experimenting with the colors. Nebulae literally 
come in every color of the rainbow, but the most 
common are blues, oranges and reds. The Orion 
nebula for instance, is an intense red while the 
Pleiades star cluster is shrouded in a light blue cloud. 
For the red nebula as seen in figure 7, the basic 
surface color is the same, but the first marble texture 
has RGB values of 255, 5, 65 and the second 
texture uses 255, 75, 75. The rest of the settings are identical.  

W e're not limited to using marble textures on these panels. In fact, fractal noise or even image 
maps may be used and still benefit from the radial falloff we achieve through the use of cone. 

All that needs to be done is to center the image or texture at the cone's point, which is at 1 meter on the Z 
axis. An image should be mapped on one of these panels on the Z axis. A falloff of 100% should also be 
applied to this axis to provide a soft radial falloff effect. This will allow the image to blend into the 
background seamlessly. (Figure 8)  
 

 
Figure 6b. The same daisy-chain when rendered 
appears quite different from the basic individual 
objects. Note how the nebula takes on a sense of 
depth, particularly in the far left.  

 
Figure 7. Two differently colored 
nebula panels side by side.  
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T his is just a small sample of some of the 
effects that can be achieved through the use 

of an inclined surface like our nebula panel. Other 
effects that can be created in a similar fashion range 
from simple curved surfaces to waves crashing on a 
beach, both of which are detailed in LightWave 3D 
Applied. For now, experiment with various settings 
and see what other effects you can create with this 
trick.  

 
Figure 8. An image may also be 
mapped on a panel and benefit 
from the radial falloff effect, as 
shown here. The nebula on the left 
does not have the falloff applied.  

Q uestions? Email me and I'll do what I can to answer them! 
If you enjoyed this tutorial, subscribe to NewTekniques magazine. 

I have a tutorial published in every issue. 
The number to subscribe is 1-800-346-0085.  

Copyright  © 1999, Dave Jerrard      All Rights Reserved.
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