A CAUTIONARY NOTE
ON THE PERILS

OF PURSUING 3D
PRINTING AS A HOBBY

“IF THE THOUGHT
OF YOUR PASSION,
FOR ADDITIVE
MANUFACTURING,
BEING DISMISSED AS

A HOBBY IS
OFFENSIVE, YOU
MAY WELL BE AN
ADDITIVIST”
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Often, 3D printed output is no more than glorified
Spirograph™. The mathematical functions represented
by seemingly impossible gyroids are the 21st Century
equivalent of the 2D hypocycloids and epicycloids
diligently transferred, to paper, via the medium of
ball-point pen and the perforated cog.

Also, 3D printing is reminiscent of the String-Art
craft so popular in the 1970s — the pins set out the
parameters of the design in advance, and the string
‘body’ is applied layer by layer.

But, Spirograph and String-Art were not about the
output, they were about the experience and satisfaction
of creating, and the exploration of the potential of the
process. Much like the thrill of watching a plastic
facsimile of the design you created, or tried to copy,
growing slowly on a 3D print-bed. Your delight is
palpable and you can’t wait to experience it again — so
you make another, and another until you are faced
with a storage/distribution problem, (which is ironic
in the extreme as 3D printing could be the ultimate
solution to both storage and distribution problems.)

The Spirograph and String-Art creations of our
childhood were passed on to unsuspecting relatives
who, while impressed initially, were then obliged to
find some place of honor from which to display it.
History is likely to repeat itself when the pointless
knick-knacks that 3D printing devices are churning
out, with exponential rapidity, are similarly received.
As we begin to amass artifacts egested via the process
of our ‘hobby’ — we then begin to assign each item to
the significant life events of unlucky relatives. E.g.,
‘My Dad would love this for his birthday!” (He won’t)
or ‘My sister would really like that for Christmas!’
(NO SHE WON'T!)

In 2012, craft proponent, Tanya Harrod said, ‘At a
household level [3D Printing] will attract a sizable
percentage of hobbyists’ meaning that the predicted
ubiquity, of 3D printing, won’t extend beyond the
professionals with access to high-end, high-cost
equipment or art schools and design departments, and
that what we can expect, at consumer level will be
little more than the ‘pleasure-user’. Her promise that
“They won’t follow the trajectory of home computers
or mobile phones’ remains entirely valid, however, the
emergence of FabLabs and the oncoming storm that
will be networked, remote, ‘printer farms’, is proving
some of her prediction wrong.

As a champion of the professional craftsperson it
can be assumed that Harrod is not using the term
‘hobbyist’ in a complimentary fashion — and nor
should she.
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Of course, not everyone thinks the term Hobbyist

is a dirty word, indeed many ‘hobby’ activities are
conducted with the utmost passion and seriousness.
However, the fact remains that a hobby is defined as
a pleasurable pastime — a distraction, it’s considered
fun and even frivolous; and, the term is ubiquitously
used to dismiss, devalue and demean — especially in
the case of artistic endeavors. This lack of credibility
is what Harrod means by Hobbyist and, as such, is a
term that should only be self-appointed. If you like the
name — feel free to use it.

But what if you don’t? If the thought of your passion,
for additive manufacturing, being dismissed as a
hobby is offensive, you may well be an Additivist.

Additivists do not have to justify the procurement of

a 3D printer by insisting it will be an invaluable tool
for making replacement parts for obscure equipment —
After all, there is no sense in making slow, expensive
and sub-standard replicas of stuff that already exists,
in our current global networked marketplace — Instead
they are confident in the legitimacy of using 3D
printing to test the limits of their creative discontent.

So....which one are you?

Do you think Additive Manufacturing is a catalyst for
exploration, discovery, agitation and disruption — or
do you see it as a convenient process to make ‘free’
gifts for your friends? If it’s the latter, perhaps the 3D
Additivist Cookbook is not for you, on the other hand,
it could be exactly what you need.

20

Harrod, 2012 . Rapid prototyping: the right tool for our time?,
Crafts, no.231 Jan/Feb 2012



