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The evolution of computer-aided design (CAD) and 3D visualization reached a significant milestone with the 

release of the Autodesk Product Design Suite 2015. At the heart of this suite's aesthetic and presentation 

capability was Autodesk Showcase 2015, a tool specifically engineered to bridge the gap between complex 

engineering data and high-fidelity visual communication. Understanding the technical intricacies of this software, its 

integration with Autodesk Inventor 2015, and the subsequent strategic shifts in the Autodesk ecosystem is

essential for CAD administrators, design engineers, and digital artists managing legacy projects or transitioning to

modern alternatives.

The Theoretical Framework of 3D Design Visualization

Before diving into the procedural specifics of the 2015 suite, it is critical to understand the underlying mechanics of 

3D visualization. Visualization software like Showcase utilizes rasterization and ray tracing algorithms to convert 

3D geometric data into 2D images. While Inventor focuses on B-Rep (Boundary Representation) and parametric 

modeling—where precision and manufacturing constraints are paramount—Showcase is designed for aesthetic 

evaluation.

The Role of Parametric Data in Visualization

In the Inventor 2015 environment, geometry is defined by mathematical relationships. When this data is sent to 

Showcase, the software must interpret these surfaces. This process involves tessellation, where smooth curved

surfaces are converted into a mesh of triangles. The density of this mesh determines the visual quality. Technical

professionals must balance this density; too low leads to visible facets on curved edges, while too high causes

performance degradation in real-time environments.

Lighting and Material Science

Showcase 2015 utilizes Physically Based Rendering (PBR) principles. This involves calculating how light 

interacts with surface properties such as diffuse reflection, specular highlights, and refraction. By using

standardized Autodesk Material Libraries, Showcase ensures that a stainless steel finish in Inventor looks identical

to the same material in Showcase or 3ds Max, facilitating a unified design language across the Product Design

Suite.

Technical Analysis: What’s New in Autodesk Inventor 2015

Inventor 2015 introduced several core mechanical updates that directly impacted how models were prepared for

visualization. Understanding these updates is crucial for troubleshooting legacy assembly exports.

Sketch-Relax Mode and Constraint Management

One of the most significant procedural updates was the Sketch-Relax Mode. This feature allows users to modify

geometry that is already heavily constrained. In previous versions, changing a dimension in a fully constrained

sketch often resulted in errors. Relax Mode intelligently identifies which constraints can be temporarily ignored to



satisfy the new geometry. For the visualization professional, this means faster iterations when "aesthetic tweaks"

are requested by stakeholders that would otherwise require a total rebuild of the underlying sketch.

Visualizing Constraints

Inventor 2015 improved the Show Constraints display. New options allow for constraints to be displayed only for 

selected objects upon creation. This reduces visual clutter in complex assemblies. In the context of Showcase, 

maintaining a clean constraint logic is vital because Showcase can import these constraints to drive Constraint 

Animations, such as the movement of a hydraulic piston or the rotation of a gear assembly.

The Integrated Workflow: Inventor 2015 to Showcase 2015

The 2015 Product Design Suite was marketed on the strength of its "Suite Workflows." This technical pipeline

allowed for a near-seamless transition from a mechanical assembly to a marketing-ready presentation.

The AdWorkflowHost Mechanism

The AdWorkflowHostis a background service that facilitates communication between different Autodesk

applications. When a user selects the "Suite Workflow" option in Inventor to send a model to Showcase, the

AdWorkflowHost handles the data translation and application launching. 

Procedural Steps for Suite Workflows

1.  Assembly Preparation: Open the target .iam file in Inventor 2015. Ensure all components are updated and 

the Level of Detail (LOD) is set to 'Master' for full fidelity.

2.  Constraint Animation Setup: Before exporting, define the drive constraints within Inventor. This ensures that 

the motion logic is baked into the model.

3.  Workflow Initiation: Navigate to the 'Environment' tab and select 'Showcase'. The system will prompt for the 

'Showcase Constraint Animation' workflow.

4.  Data Translation: The AdWorkflowHost converts the Inventor B-Rep data into a Showcase-optimized mesh 

format while retaining the material assignments and motion parameters.

Comparative Analysis: Product Design Suite 2015 Components

The 2015 suite was a massive package. The following table provides a technical comparison of the primary

visualization and design tools included in the 2015 Product Design Suite Premium and Ultimate editions.



Software Component Primary Function Rendering Engine Target User

Autodesk Inventor 2015 3D Mechanical Design Ray Tracing (Iterative) Mechanical Engineers

Autodesk Showcase 2015 Real-time Visualization Hardware/Software 
OpenGL

Design Reviewers / 
Marketers

Autodesk 3ds Max Design 
2015

High-end Cinematic 
Rendering

Mental Ray / Iray Visualization Specialists

Autodesk Alias Design 
2015

Industrial Surface Design Real-time Shaders Industrial Designers

Autodesk ReCap Reality Capture / Point 
Clouds

N/A Surveyors / Reverse 
Engineers

Technical Troubleshooting: The AdWorkflowHost Error

A common failure mode reported by users of the 2015 suite is the "AdWorkflowHost is..."error message when

attempting to run Showcase workflows. This usually indicates a break in the communication link between the

Inventor executable and the Showcase workflow service.

Root Cause Analysis

•  Version Mismatch: Using Inventor 2015 with a different version of Showcase (e.g., 2014 or 2016) often causes 

the AdWorkflowHost to fail because the API calls are inconsistent.

•  Installation Corruption: If the Suite was installed in multiple sessions rather than one single deployment, 

shared components like the Workflow Host might not register correctly in the Windows Registry.

•  Service Permissions: The background process requires administrative rights to trigger the execution of the 

second application.

Step-by-Step Resolution

1.  Verify that both Inventor and Showcase are the 2015 version.

2.  Check the Product Key used during installation. For example, the Product Design Suite Ultimate 2015 key is 

781G1, while the standalone Showcase key is 262G1. Using the wrong key can disable certain suite-

interoperability features.

3.  Perform a "Repair" on the Autodesk Product Design Suite 2015 via the Windows Control Panel to re-register 

the AdWorkflowHost.dll.

Case Study: Animation of a Tank Filling with Water

A frequent technical challenge in 2015-era workflows was simulating fluid levels. While Inventor is not a

Computational Fluid Dynamics (CFD) tool, it can animate this process for visualization purposes in Showcase.

Execution Strategy

To simulate a tank filling with water, the engineer creates a "water" part within the tank assembly. This part is a 

simple extrusion. By using a Drive Constraint on the height of the extrusion in Inventor, the volume appears to 

grow. When this is sent to Showcase via the Constraint Animationworkflow, the motion is imported as a timeline.

In Showcase, a semi-transparent, blue-tinted glass material is applied to the "water" part to complete the illusion of

a liquid filling the vessel.



The Discontinuation of Autodesk Showcase: Strategic Context

On March 14, 2017, Autodesk officially announced the discontinuation of Showcase. This move was part of a

larger consolidation of the Autodesk portfolio. As real-time rendering technologies advanced, the capabilities of

Showcase were largely absorbed by other products.

Why was Showcase Discontinued?

•  Overlapping Capabilities: Features within Autodesk VRED (for high-end automotive visualization) and 3ds 

Max began to cover the middle-ground that Showcase occupied.

•  Cloud Rendering Integration: The move toward A360 Cloud Rendering allowed Inventor users to generate 

high-quality images without needing a separate desktop application like Showcase.

•  Engine Evolution: Showcase was built on an older architecture. Instead of a total rebuild, Autodesk chose to 

focus on the Arnold rendering engine and real-time workflows in 3ds Max and VRED.

Accessing Legacy Versions

For individuals and organizations still relying on Showcase 2015, Autodesk provides paths to download previous 

versions. Typically, users can access up to three versions back from the current release through the Autodesk 

Accountportal. However, for a 2015 version, users must often rely on the original physical media or stored

installers, as very old versions are eventually retired from the servers due to security and licensing compatibility

(e.g., the transition from Serial Numbers to Sign-in licensing).

Modern Alternatives and the Path Forward

For those looking to replace the functionality of Showcase in a modern 2020s workflow, several options provide

superior results with easier integration.

VRED vs. 3ds Max vs. KeyShot

Autodesk VRED is the direct spiritual successor for those requiring the highest level of material accuracy and VR 

capabilities. 3ds Max remains the industry standard for complex cinematic animations. However, many former 

Showcase users have migrated to KeyShot, which offers a similar "drag-and-drop" simplicity for CAD users who

want fast, high-quality results without a steep learning curve.

Comparison of Post-Showcase Alternatives



Alternative Ease of Use Integration Level Key Strength

Autodesk VRED Moderate/Hard High (Native) VR and Automotive Grade 
Quality

3ds Max + Arnold Hard Moderate Unlimited Animation 
Complexity

KeyShot Easy High (Plugin) Real-time Speed and 
Simplicity

Inventor Ray Tracing Very Easy Built-in Zero Learning Curve; 
Integrated

The legacy of Autodesk Showcase 2015 remains significant because it introduced many engineers to the concept 

of real-time design review. While the software itself has reached its end-of-life, the workflows it pioneered—linking 

mechanical constraints to visual animations—are now standard features in the modern Product Design & 

Manufacturing Collection. For those maintaining legacy systems, the key is ensuring that the Product Keys, 

Service Packs, and Workflow Hostsare correctly configured to preserve these valuable digital assets. As we

move further into the era of generative design and digital twins, the foundational principles of 2015 visualization

continue to inform how we perceive and interact with the physical objects of the future.
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