Printed in space, sent back to Earth
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This is a funny yet very dull unboxing video. A box is opened and some items appear, wrapped in plastic. At the end of the video you can see all the contents of the box laid out on a table - all of them still wrapped in plastic. What's going on?

https://youtu.be/gLY04N7chOs

Unboxing videos are all the rage on the internet. Mostly they concern digital gadgets. A reviewer unpacks the box down to the very last wire and the leaflet containing the 'Quick Start Guide.' Because you want to know what's in there, right?

The box in this particular video contains things made by the 3D printer in de International Space Station ISS. Historical things, mind you: the very first products made by the very first 3D printer in space. They've been sent home to NASA, carried by a spacecraft that took up supplies and brought down this box and probably some postcards as well.

But it's weird.

We wrote about the 3D printer in space before 
[http://staging.ultimaker.com/blogs/news/2014/10/19/3d-printing-and-open-source-in-space]

and an important benefit of printing in space is supposed to be that you don't have to ship up spare parts: you upload a design digitally and print your spare part where it's needed. So isn't it crazy to print in space and then ship your products back down?

No it isn't. In another earlier posting

[https://ultimaker.com/en/stories/view/29-why-does-3d-printing-in-space-make-sense]

we explained that this is all a big experiment in finding out how useful 3D printing in space can be. In fact, the items that were delivered home the other day will meet their copies, made by the same printer when it was still on Earth. So NASA scientists [https://www.nasa.gov/centers/marshall/news/news/release/2015/special-3-d-delivery-from-space-to-nasa-s-marshall-space-flight-center.html] will now compare pairs of products that differ in only one respect: one was made in the presence of gravity, the other in its absence. That's why everything stays in plastic wraps as long as possible: any contamination can only mess things up.

These investigations will tell if manufacturing in space will cause unexpected effects in the 3D printing process - wich may be useful or need to be prevented. This will help NASA and companies like Ultimaker design 3D printers that are optimally suited for use in space.

To be continued. :-) 
