
Making a 3d Map Using a Displacement Modelling Package and 
Bryce. 

 
 
You will need: 
 

• Bryce – available at www.daz3d.com 
• A 3d modelling package that supports displacement painting – e.g. silo (which 

will be used in this tutorial), Hex, mudbox, z-brush.  
• A paint package like photoshop, paintshop pro (used in this tutorial) or GIMP. 
• Paper and a black pen. 

 
Step 1 – Draw the Map on Paper and Scan it. 
 
Draw your map with a paper and pencil. You don’t have to be an artist, it’s just to use 
as a reference. Here is the one that I started with. I’ve used mountains, hills, coastline, 
islands, rivers and roads in the hope that it covers most of the components that appear 
on a map. As you can see, you don’t have to be an artist – as you can see from my 
picture, I’m definitely not! You do need at least a rough picture of what you are trying 
to achieve as it makes the process much easier as you will see. You can of course use 
a paint package to draw your map which will save you having to scan it.  There…that 
was easy, wasn’t it! 
 

 
 
 
Step 2.  – Rough Out Your Terrain in a 3d Programme. 

http://www.daz3d.com/


It is beyond the scope of this tutorial to tell you how to insert a reference picture into 
your 3d modelling package (you’ll have to read the manual for that). I’ve used Silo 
and here is the reference picture pasted into the programme in the top view.  
 

 
 
Create a cube and resize it to the size of the reference image. Bring down the height of 
the cube and make it semi-transparent so you can see the reference image beneath it 
like so (in silo, you can’t see the reference picture in the perspective view, but you 
will be able to see it in top view). Now the displacement painting begins! 
 



 
 
Select all the edges and crease them (so they will not deform when you subdivide the 
mesh). Then subdivide by sufficient levels so you have something like one hundered 
faces per side like so: 
 

 



Now it’s time to assign materials to your landmass so that you can see where the 
coastline is. Using a paint selection, paint your landmass with a material of a different 
colour so you end up with something like the image below. You don’t have to be very 
precise. At this stage we are just marking out boundaries for our displacement 
painting stage. 
 

 
 
 
Now it’s time to do our displacement painting. In silo, I go into the perspective view 
and displacement paint the main mountain range by raising it and the coastline by 
depressing it. First start with the coastline. Ramp up the displacement value and trace 
the coastline using the top view by deforming the mesh inwards. Similarly trace the 
edges of your mountain range in the top view but this time, deform the mesh outwards 
like so. Use a smaller displacement height to do the foothills. You will end up with 
something like this: 
 
 



 
 
 
Again, don’t worry if it’s not perfect, we can refine it later in Bryce and the paint 
package. For the river valleys, just depress the landmass a bit. We’re now done with 
the 3d package and it’s time to go into Bryce. Save the model as an .obj file and fire 
up Bryce. 
 
Step 3: The Preliminary Bryce Stage 
 
Open the document set up menu and make your document 1024 x 1024 as below and 
import the obj file of your terrain (File / import object).   
 



 
 
 
You will see something like this: 
 

 
 



Now, what we are going to do is to make the obj into an editable Bryce terrain. By 
doing this we will be able to adjust the terrain more precisely to our needs. Bryce 
terrains work by heightmaps. Terrains are coded into black and white – the more 
white a pixel is, the higher it is, the more black, the lower. Please see the Bryce 
documentation for more details. Go to www.daz3d.com    
 
We make the obj file into a terrain file by using the top camera in Bryce and making a 
distance mask. 
 
First go to the top camera and frame the terrain as well as you can so it fits to the 
screen. You can only manipulate the top camera by using the zoom and pan buttons 
on the right of the screen. Use shift / left mousebutton drag while clicking on the 
zoom buttons to zoom more precisely. Use the preview window to make sure that the 
terrain occupies as much of the window as possible.  
 
Now, go to the render options and select distance mask. Default anti-alias is good 
enough to do the render.  
 

 
 
 
Now it’s time to hit the render button and depending on your computer’s power….get 
yourself a drink or tap your fingers! You will end up with our heightmap as in the 
image below. Save the image and open your paint package. 
 

http://www.daz3d.com/


 
 
 
Step 4: The preliminary paint package stage 
 
In your paintpackage your objective at this stage is to manipulate the image so you 
can use it as a heightmap in Bryce. All we need to do is make it a 1024x1024 pixel 
square. I used paintshop pro and using the select tool came up with this: 
 



 
 
Now resize the image into 1024x1024 pixels and save it. 
 
Step 5: Bryce Revisited 
 
Open a new document in Bryce, delete the default ground plane and create a terrain. 
Edit the terrain and resize it to 1024 pixels. Click the ‘pictures’ tab and load the 
picture of our new heightmap. 
 



 
 
You will end up with something like this: 
 

 
 



Play with the noise settings until you find something that you like and create a 2d 
plane. Give it a water material and position it so it defines the coastline. Make your 
islands by creating new terrains and positioning them in the right places. You should 
end up with something like this: 
 

 
 
Next make more terrains to use as your mountains and place them in strategic 
positions. You can now texture the mountains separately to the lowlands to make the 
mountains more craggy and snow peaked…like so: 
 



 
 
 
The map still looks crude. That’s the end of this stage of the tutorial. I will explain 
how I fine tune the terrain and texture it using UV mapping so you don’t have to use 
Bryce procedurals and can make the map look more handpainted. 
 
Hope you enjoyed the tutorial! 
 
Ravs 


