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(54) Movable additive manufacturing chamber with reduced load

(57) A disclosed additive manufacturing machine
(10) includes a fixed platform (14) defining a work surface
(12) for supporting fabrication of a part (30) and a housing
(25) defining a chamber (28) over the work surface (12).
A material applicator (24) is supported on the housing
(25) for depositing material (26) onto the work surface
(12). An energy directing device (20) is also supported

on the housing (25) and directs energy (22) within the
chamber (28) to form a part (30). The housing (25) is
movable relative to the work surface (12) therefore
moves the energy producing device (20) relative to the
work surface (12) to maintain a distance between the
energy directing device (20) and a surface of the part
(30) during fabrication.
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Description

BACKGROUND

[0001] This disclosure generally relates to an additive
manufacturing machine and process. More particularly,
this disclosure relates to a configuration compensating
for increased size and weight of larger parts generated
in an additive manufacturing process.
[0002] Typical manufacturing methods include various
methods of removing material from a starting blank of
material to form a desired completed part shape. Such
methods utilize cutting tools to remove material to form
holes, surfaces, overall shapes and more by subtracting
material from the starting material. Such subtractive man-
ufacturing methods impart physical limits on the final
shape of a completed part. Additive manufacturing meth-
ods form desired part shapes by adding one layer at a
time and therefore provide for the formation of part
shapes and geometries that would not be feasible in part
constructed utilizing traditional subtractive manufactur-
ing methods.
[0003] Additive manufacturing utilizes an energy
source such as a laser beam to melt layers of powdered
metal to form the desired part configuration layer upon
layer. The laser forms a melt pool in the powdered metal
that solidifies. The works surface and part are then moved
downward and another layer of powdered material is then
spread over the formerly solidified part and melted to the
previous layer to build a desired part geometry layer upon
layer. Powdered material that is applied but not melted
to become a portion of the part accumulates around and
within the part. For smaller parts the excess powdered
material is not significant. However, as capabilities im-
prove and larger parts are fabricated, the excess pow-
dered metal becomes a significant consideration in both
part fabrication capabilities and economic feasibility.

SUMMARY

[0004] An additive manufacturing process according
to an exemplary embodiment of this disclosure includes
defining a fixed work surface and housing at least partially
surrounding the fixed work surface, depositing material
within the housing, directing energy on portions of the
deposited material according to a defined part geometry,
and moving the housing vertically relative to the fixed
work surface by a single powder layer thickness to main-
tain a vertical spacing between the housing and the part
during fabrication.
[0005] An embodiment of the foregoing additive man-
ufacturing process, includes retaining deposited material
on the work surface about a periphery of the part during
fabrication.
[0006] A further embodiment of any of the foregoing
additive manufacturing processes includes the energy
producing device supported by the housing moving rel-
ative to the work surface.

[0007] A further embodiment of any of the foregoing
additive manufacturing processes includes supporting a
material depositing device on the housing and moving
the material depositing device with the housing.
[0008] A further embodiment of any of the foregoing
additive manufacturing processes includes moving the
housing with at least one actuator attached to a platform
and fixed relative to the work surface.
[0009] A further embodiment of any of the foregoing
additive manufacturing processes includes moving the
housing incrementally a distance substantially equal to
a thickness of at least one layer of deposited material.
[0010] A further embodiment of any of the foregoing
additive manufacturing processes includes moving the
housing a distance determined to maintain a desired fo-
cal length between the energy directing device and a
surface of the part during fabrication.
[0011] An additive manufacturing machine according
to an exemplary embodiment of this disclosure includes
a fixed platform defining a work surface for supporting
fabrication of a desired part geometry, a housing defining
a chamber at least partially defined by the work surface;
a material applicator supported on the housing for de-
positing material onto the work surface, and an energy
directing device supported on the housing and directing
energy within the chamber according to a desired part
geometry. The housing is movable relative to the work
surface to maintain a distance between the energy di-
recting device and a surface of the part during fabrication.
[0012] An embodiment of the foregoing additive man-
ufacturing machine includes an actuator for moving the
housing relative to the work surface.
[0013] A further embodiment of any of the foregoing
additive manufacturing machines includes a controller
governing movement of the housing relative to the work
surface.
[0014] In a further embodiment of any of the foregoing
additive manufacturing machines, the controller main-
tains the distance between the energy producing device
and a surface of the part by moving the housing relative
to the work surface a distance corresponding with a thick-
ness of a layer of deposited material.
[0015] In a further embodiment of any of the foregoing
additive manufacturing machines, material deposited on
the work surface is maintained about the part during fab-
rication.
[0016] In a further embodiment of any of the foregoing
additive manufacturing machines, the housing includes
walls supporting a top and the energy directing device is
supported on the top.
[0017] In a further embodiment of any of the foregoing
additive manufacturing machines, the material applicator
is mounted to at least one of the walls.
[0018] In a further embodiment of any of the foregoing
additive manufacturing machines, the material applicator
is movable across the work surface for depositing mate-
rial.
[0019] Although the different examples have the spe-
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cific components shown in the illustrations, embodiments
of this disclosure are not limited to those particular com-
binations. It is possible to use some of the components
or features from one of the examples in combination with
features or components from another one of the exam-
ples.
[0020] These and other features disclosed herein can
be best understood from the following specification and
drawings, the following of which is a brief description.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0021]

Figure 1 is schematic view of an example additive
manufacturing machine in an initial position.
Figure 2 is a schematic view of the example additive
manufacturing machine in an intermediate position.
Figure 3 is a schematic view of the example additive
manufacturing machine in a final, fully extended po-
sition.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

[0022] Referring to Figure 1, an additive manufacturing
machine 10 includes a housing 25 that defines a chamber
28 and an energy transmitting device 20 for directing an
energy beam 22 on or above a work surface 12 on which
a part 30 is fabricated. In this example, the energy trans-
mitting device 20 emits a laser beam 22 for melting ma-
terial 26 deposited by a material applicator 24. The ex-
ample material 26 is a metal powder that is applied in a
layer over the work surface 12 and subsequently melted
according to a specific, desired part configuration by the
beam 22.
[0023] In this example, the beam 22 comprises a laser
beam emitted by the energy transmitting device 20. How-
ever, other energy transmitting devices may be utilized
to melt material in the desired configuration of the part
30. The beam 22 directs energy onto the metal powder
26 laid on the work surface 12 to melt subsequent layers
to form the desired configuration 30.
[0024] The additive manufacturing process utilizes lay-
ers of material 26 applied upon the work surface 12 along
with the beam 22 to melt subsequent layers, thereby
forming the desired part configuration. A controller 36
governs operation of the energy transmitting device 20
along with the material applicator 24. The controller 36
guides the beam 22 to form the desired part configuration
by focusing energy from the beam 22 on the layer of
powdered material 26 over the part 30 to melt portions
of the powdered metal material according to predefined
part geometry. Subsequent cooling of the melted material
solidifies the melted portions of the material 26 to the part
30 to grow the part from the surface 12 upward until com-
plete.
[0025] Initially the material applicator 24 sweeps
across the work surface 12 to disperse a layer of material

26 over the entire work surface 12. As appreciated, the
portions of material 26 that are not part of the part geom-
etry 30 are not melted but remain on the surface 12. With
increasing size and capability, the amount of material
that remains within the chamber 28 and not part of the
fabricated part 30 can become significant.
[0026] In this example, the work surface 12 is part of
a platform 14 mounted to a rigid base 16. The platform
14 and the base 16 are fixed. The housing 25 includes
walls 18 that are engaged to actuators 32. The walls 18
and housing 25 are movable upward relative to the fixed
base 14. Accordingly, the walls 18 and platform 14 define
a chamber that is not of a fixed size but instead varies
during part fabrication. The shape and number of walls
18 may vary as appropriate to the configuration of part 30.
[0027] Figure 1 illustrates an initial position where the
housing 25 disposes the energy source 20 at a height 48
above the work surface 12. The example part 30 includes
a configuration that when completed is taller than the
space provided within the chamber 28 at the initial posi-
tion shown in Figure 1.
[0028] In the initial process, the material applicator 24
sweeps across the work surface 12 and lays down a layer
of material 26. The energy transmitting device 20 sweeps
the laser beam 22 to melt material 26 according to the
desired geometry of the part 30. Once the initial layer of
the part 30 has been formed, the walls 18 are moved
upwardly away from the work surface 12 by the actuators
32 as is dictated by the controller 36. The amount of
movement relative to the number of sweeps of the appli-
cator 24 is minimal as each layer represents a very small
thickness of material that is applied over the part 30. Ac-
cordingly, the walls 18 are moved incrementally upward
away from the work surface 12 to provide a controlled
layering of powdered material 26 above part 30.
[0029] Referring to Figure 2, the example additive
manufacturing machine 10 shown in an intermediate po-
sition where the walls 18 had been moved upwardly 34
such that the height 48 has increased. Moreover, the
amount of material 26 that is contained within the cham-
ber 28 has increased. As the material applicator 24
sweeps across the work surface 12, material is distribut-
ed over the working surface 12 and the part 30. The en-
ergy producing device 20 melts material according to the
proximate geometry of the part 30. The remaining excess
powder simply remains on the work surface 12 and ac-
cumulates around the part.
[0030] The platform 14 is supported on a rigid base 16
and therefore does not move and maintains a desired
position. The laser beam 20 is moved upwardly with the
walls 18 and housing 25 and therefore also maintains a
desired distance from the surface of the part 30. Move-
ment of the walls 18 are governed by the controller 36
such that the layer of powdered material 26 deposited
upon part 30 and over working surface 16 is controlled
to the desired thickness. Beam 22 is swept across the
part 30 to provide the required melting and solidification
of powdered material 26.
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[0031] As the part 30 grows in height, the walls 18 and
housing 25 is moved upwardly such that the height within
the chamber 28 grows in concert with the height of the
part 30. Accordingly, layer of powdered material 26 de-
posited upon part 30 and over working surface 12 is con-
trolled to the desired thickness. The beam 22 can remain
focused on the powdered material 26 above the upper
surface of the part 30 during manufacture of the part with-
out moving the platform 14 or the base 16.
[0032] Referring to Figure 3, the additive manufactur-
ing machine 10 is shown in a position where the part 30
is substantially in completed form. In this position, the
housing 25 are extended such that the part 30 has grown
within the chamber 28. Moreover, the amount of material
26 surrounding the part 30 has increased such that the
weight supported by the base 14 is substantial. However,
because the platform 14 and base 16 are rigidly fixed,
the weight of the material 26 does not substantially affect
the fabrication process of the part 30 or the load on ac-
tuators 32. As appreciated, movement of the walls 18
and housing 25 relative to the part 30 maintains the de-
sired powdered material 26 layer thickness upon the part
30. The mass of non-melted material 26 surrounding the
part 30 does not affect nor does it cause movement or
other disruptions of the process.
[0033] In operation, the example additive manufactur-
ing machine 10 provides for the fabrication of a desired
part beginning with an application of a layer of material
26 to the work surface 12. After each application of ma-
terial 26 to the work surface 12, the energy beam 22
melts material to add an additional layer of to form the
part 30.
[0034] After each layer the housing 18 will be incre-
mented upward a distance determined to comply with
the addition of a subsequent layer of material to the part
30. After application of each layer of material to the part
30, the unused material 26 surrounding the part 30 is
simply maintained within the chamber 28. The walls 18
are incremented upward to increase the height 48 within
the chamber 28 to both maintain the desired height re-
lationship between the top of the walls 18 and the appli-
cator 24 to the top of the part 30 while also compensating
and providing additional space for the part 30 if required.
[0035] Accordingly, the example manufacturing ma-
chine 10 and process provides for the fabrication of larger
parts within increased mass of both the part and excess
material surrounding the part without the additional cost,
expense, and control required to handle the increased
weight and mass.
[0036] Although an example embodiment has been
disclosed, a worker of ordinary skill in this art would rec-
ognize that certain modifications would come within the
scope of this disclosure. For that reason, the following
claims should be studied to determine the scope and
content of this disclosure.

Claims

1. An additive manufacturing process comprising:

defining a fixed work surface (12) and housing
(25) at least partially surrounding the fixed work
surface (12);
depositing material (26) within the housing (25);
directing energy (22) on portions of the depos-
ited material (26) according to a defined part (30)
geometry; and
moving the housing (25) vertically relative to the
fixed work surface (12) by a single powder layer
thickness to maintain a vertical spacing between
the housing (25) and the part (30) during fabri-
cation.

2. The additive manufacturing process as recited in
claim 1, including retaining deposited material (26)
on the work surface (12) about a periphery of the
part (30) during fabrication.

3. The additive manufacturing process as recited in
claim 1 or 2, including an energy producing device
(20) supported by the housing (25) moving relative
to the work surface (12).

4. The additive manufacturing process as recited in any
of claims 1 to 3, including supporting a material de-
positing device (24) on the housing (25) and moving
the material depositing device (24) with the housing
(25).

5. The additive manufacturing process as recited in any
of claims 1 to 4, including moving the housing (25)
with at least one actuator (32) attached to a platform
(14) and fixed relative to the work surface (12).

6. The additive manufacturing process as recited in any
of claims 1 to 5, including moving the housing (25)
incrementally a distance substantially equal to a
thickness of at least one layer of deposited material
(26).

7. The additive manufacturing process as recited in any
of claims 1 to 6, including moving the housing (25)
a distance determined to maintain a desired focal
length between the energy directing device (20) and
a surface of the part (30) during fabrication.

8. An additive manufacturing machine (10) comprising:

a fixed platform (14) defining a work surface (12)
for supporting fabrication of a desired part (30)
geometry;
a housing (25) defining a chamber (28) at least
partially defined by the work surface (12);
a material applicator (24) supported on the hous-
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ing (25) for depositing material (26) onto the
work surface (12);
an energy directing device (20) supported on
the housing (25) and directing energy (22) within
the chamber (28) according to a desired part
geometry, wherein the housing (25) is movable
relative to the work surface (12) to maintain a
distance between the energy directing device
(20) and a surface of the part (30) during fabri-
cation.

9. The additive manufacturing machine (10) as recited
in claim 8, including an actuator (32) for moving the
housing (25) relative to the work surface (12).

10. The additive manufacturing machine (10) as recited
in claim 8 or 9, including a controller (36) governing
movement of the housing (25) relative to the work
surface (12).

11. The additive manufacturing machine (10) as recited
in claim 10, wherein the controller (36) maintains the
distance between the energy producing device (20)
and a surface of the part (30) by moving the housing
(25) relative to the work surface (12) a distance cor-
responding with a thickness of a layer of deposited
material (26).

12. The additive manufacturing machine (10) as recited
in any of claims 8 to 11, wherein material deposited
on the work surface (12) is maintained about the part
(30) during fabrication.

13. The additive manufacturing machine (10) as recited
in any of claims 8 to 12, wherein the housing (25)
includes walls (18) supporting a top and the energy
directing device (20) is supported on the top.

14. The additive manufacturing machine (10) as recited
in claim 13, wherein the material applicator (24) is
mounted to at least one of the walls (18).

15. The additive manufacturing machine (10) as recited
in any of claims 8 to 14, wherein the material appli-
cator (24) is movable across the work surface (12)
for depositing material (26).
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