

















Figure 6. Fully infiltrated test parts. Parts were finished by bead blasting following the infiltration
step. (Top scale in inches)
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completely infiltrated.. This excess material collects at the bottom of the preform along the surface
of the substrate such that it would occasionally block through holes in the parts. The presence of
Second, holes of varying dimensions were present in the test geometry to determine if over-
infiltration would occur. It was determined that the surface tension effects which drive the
infiltration process are quite weak and close particle spacing is required for infiltration. Holes as
small as 2 mm in diameter were still too large to provide a sufficient capillary force with which to
draw in the infiltrant and remained uninfiltrated. A related concern is the small amount of excess
infiltrant which must be provided in any infiltration process to ensure that the part will be
completely infiltrated. This excess material collects at the bottom of the preform along the surface
of the substrate such that it would occasionally block through holes in the parts. The presence of
the excess magnesium does not cause substantial difficulties in the processing of the parts because
it is very easily removed. The great difference in hardness between the excess magnesium alloy
and the composite part allows abrasive bead blasting or tumbling processes to quickly remove the
excess material. The high hardness of the ceramic phase effectively limits any additional material
removal once the surface of the composite is reached.

The third concern is warping or large scale distortion of the preform. Warpage was observed in
some of the test pieces. It appears that the infiltration process disrupts the light bonding which
exists between the SiC particles. The weakened structure of the preform tends to conform to the
shape of the substrate. This distortion suggests that parts with overhanging features may present
problems during infiltration. Two possible methods to alleviate this problem include packing the
preform in a supporting powder bed which is not infiltrated by the magnesium, or using a ceramic
binding agent such as a preceramic polymer [19] which can be decomposed to provide a SiC
"glue" to hold the individual particles together.

Conclusions

A process has been established for the rapid manufacturing of MMCs based on Selective Laser
Sintering. Parts with complex geometries, containing between 40 and 50 vol% SiC were
successfully produced. The low thermal expansion and high thermal conductivities provided by
these materials may make them suitable for applications such as electronic packaging. Future work
on this process will focus on direct SLS processing of the SiC which would allow the removal of
the polymer binder along with the current debinding / firing stage. Additionally, the incorporation
of a ceramic precursor to the preform may provide higher SiC content and improved preform
strength and stability during the infiltration process.
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