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TECH FORUM
Coding our Way into
Realms of
Science Fiction
By Michael Castelluccio, Editor
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for financial professionals.

What’s new and eye-opening is a class of machines that

checking, savings, and credit

www.balancefinancial.com

can print three-dimensional copies of material things.

available over a number of plat-

But this is nothing new. Backup systems have been

The true self-replicating machine is still a theoretical
notion, but these so-called RepRaps can make most of
their own parts, which, when combined with nuts and
bolts you purchase, can be assembled into another
RepRap that looks exactly like the original.
Dr. Adrian Bowyer of the RepRap project
(http://reprap.org) has produced several models of these
devices at Bath University. His RepRaps have names like
continued on next page
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Darwin and Mendel, and they look like desktop-sized Erec-

“RepRap is about making self-replicating machines, and

tor set constructions that, when turned on, direct gears, belts,

making them freely available for the benefit of everyone. We

and platforms in movements that resemble those of a plotter.

are using 3D printing to do this, but if you have other tech-

A single filament of plastic rolls off a supply reel and is fed

nologies that can copy themselves and that can be made

directly into a printer head, which then heats and melts the

freely available to all, then this is the place for you too.”

plastic and pushes the melted bead onto whatever form is

Well, they’re not exactly free, but you can get a RepRap

being shaped. The head moves, as does the platform beneath

for about the cost of a low-end Macbook Pro. Then you can

it, so layers of extruded melted plastic are layered on like

print another one, almost for free.

some weird kind of cake decorating dance. As the layers are
built up, the platform drops to provide room for the emerg-

GLIMPSES OF THE MATRIX

ing height of the object. It sounds like a messy way of shap-

We now live in an environment where the clouds are labeled

ing a three-dimensional copy, but the results can have flat,

by Amazon, IBM, Google, Akamai, and Citrix (data clouds),

clean geometric surfaces as well as smooth irregular-shaped

and the lower atmospheres are interlaced with floods of

curves of sculpted objects. You can see a demo of Bowyer’s

information traveling through us, our homes, and our vehi-

printer at www.youtube.com/watch?v=FUB1WgiAFHg.

cles as rushing silent streams that never turn off.

There are actually two basic functions needed to get your

Welcome to the age of big data. Actually, that was the title
of a recent New York Times article that presented
this prospect from Gary King, director of Harvard’s Institute for Quantitative Social Science:
“We’re really just getting under way. But the
march of quantification, made possible by enormous new sources of data, will sweep through
academia, business, and government. There is no
area that is going to be untouched.”
A Moore’s Law for the expansion of big data,
at least the one from tech research firm IDC, predicts 50% growth each year and a doubling of all
data every two years.
You might find some solace in the thought
that these collections of information are kept

RepRap to reproduce that broken shower curtain ring or

apart. But that’s not exactly true. Consider a company like

make an exact duplicate of your authentic Edgar Allan Poe

Palantir, which offers a platform for information analysis to

two-pot inkwell. The object’s design needs to be scanned

business and government. The owners claim their Palantir

or designed with CAD software that produces a three-

Government product “was designed for environments

dimensional model—and that set of digital instructions is

where the fragments of data that an analyst combines to

jacked into the waiting RepRap.

tell the larger story are spread across a vast set of starting

The Bowyer’s project is open source, and the good professor not only gives away all of his work, he encourages others
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material.”
In a Bloomberg Businessweek story last fall, Ashley Vance

to come on the RepRap.org site and contribute their own

and Brad Stone had this to say about the company: “What

ideas. In his welcome on the site, he writes:

Palantir does is make it really easy to mine these big data

“RepRap is a free desktop 3D printer capable of printing

sets. The company’s software pulls off one of the great com-

plastic objects. Since many parts of RepRap are made from

puter science feats of the era: It combs through all available

plastic and RepRap can print those parts, RepRap is a self-

databases, identifying related pieces of information, and

replicating machine—one that anyone can build given time

puts everything together in one place. Depending on where

and materials. It also means that—if you’ve got a RepRap—

you fall on the spectrum between civil liberties, absolutism,

you can print lots of useful stuff, and you can print another

and homeland security lockdown, Palantir’s technology is

RepRap for a friend.

either creepy or heroic.” SF
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