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PRINTING APPARATUS WITH A SHUTTLE
FOR MOVING THE PRINTING RIBBON

This is a International Patent Application No. PCT/
GB96/01844, with an international filing date of Jul. 29,
1996, now pending.

DESCRIPTION OF INVENTION

This invention relates to a printing apparatus and to a
method of printing, and more particularly to a printing
apparatus in which marking medium is carried on a ribbon
which is fed along a ribbon feed path past a printing station
from a storage spool onto a take-up spool.

The ribbon may for example be thermal transfer ribbon
used in a thermal printing apparatus as described in detail in
our previous published International Patent Application
Number W094/26526, or a simple inked ribbon or any other
ribbon used in a printing process.

Presently there are a number of methods utilised in a
thermal printing apparatus such as described in our previous
International Patent Application Number W094/26526, for
achieving winding of the ribbon during and between printing
operations.

A first known method of achieving ribbon winding is by
directly driving the take-up spool to feed the ribbon along
the ribbon feed path between the storage and take-up spools.
Such an arrangement is mechanically relatively simple and
reliable, which means that the solution is low cost. However,
where it is desired to be able to advance the ribbon from the
storage onto the take-up spool in accurate incremental
amounts, this method has clear disadvantages in that the
system to drive the take-up spool appropriately in order to
advance to the ribbon a desired amount, is complex.
Furthermore, when initially moving the ribbon it will be
appreciated that it is necessary to move a substantially high
mass, particularly that of the storage spool when almost full,
as well as to overcome drag imposed along the feed path.
This can result in the ribbon being stretched or even broken,
particularly adjacent to the print head and/or a motor driving
the ribbon to stall, and/or for undesirably long acceleration
and deceleration times to be required for the drive motor,
which is limiting the speed at which printing can be
achieved.

Also it is difficult to achieve accurate incremental ribbon
movements both when the rewind spool is empty, and as the
rewind spool fills with ribbon from the storage spool.

Hence, complex and expensive controls are necessary to
achieve proper operation of the simpler mechanical solution
to the problem of ribbon winding.

A second known method of achieving ribbon winding is
to drive the ribbon through the ribbon path between the
supply and take-up spools by means of a drive roller
assembly. Such a drive roller assembly still needs to move
the mass of the ribbon storage spool, which of course will
change as, the storage spool pays out ribbon, but the take-up
spool may simply be arranged to receive ribbon slack as the
drive roller assembly advances the ribbon.

Such a method is advantageous particularly where accu-
rate incremental movements of ribbon are required as move-
ment of the drive roller can achieve incremental ribbon
movement which is not dependent at all upon the ribbon
diameter on the take-up or storage spools. However, again a
high standard of engineering is required to achieve accurate
control of the drive roller and the take-up spool, with a
resultant high cost.
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According to a first aspect of the invention we provide a
printing apparatus for printing on a substrate comprising a
base mounting a storage spool for printing ribbon, a ribbon
take-up spool, and there being a ribbon path from the storage
to the take-up spool through a printing station, a print head
relative to which the substrate and the ribbon move during
a printing operation, wherein the apparatus comprises a
shuttle moveable relative to the base, the shuttle having
ribbon guide means about which the ribbon is entrained, the
arrangement being such that relative movement between the
print head and the ribbon is achieved by movement of the
shuttle relative to the base.

Thus during a printing operation, at least take-up spool
and preferably the storage spool too, may he maintained
generally stationary and the relative movement between the
ribbon and print head can be achieved solely by means of
movement of the shuttle. Thus the need for slip clutches and
the like through which to drive/drag the take-up and storage
spools, to accommodate the changing diameters of the
take-up and storage spools, is avoided.

In one arrangement, during a printing operation the print
head is maintained generally stationary relative to the base,
the shuttle being moveable relative to the print head and the
base.

The ribbon guide means of the shuttle may comprise a
pair of ribbon guides spaced apart a first distance, and the
ribbon path may be around a pair of ribbon guides mounted
on the base a second distance apart greater than the first
distance, the ribbon guides of the base being arranged that
such during a printing operation the shuttle moves between
the ribbon guides of the base.

If desired, the ribbon path is around a further pair of
ribbon guides mounted on the base and spaced apart a
distance greater than the first distance, the shuttle being
moveable between the first mentioned ribbon guides of the
base and the further ribbon guides of the base.

In such an arrangement it will be appreciated that the
length of ribbon which is traversed past the fixed print head
during a printing operation, will be twice the distance the
shuttle has to move to achieve that movement and that the
ribbon will move at a speed exactly twice that of the shuttle.

When it is desired to advance the ribbon i.e. between
printing operations such that fresh ribbon is available to
move relative to the print head in a subsequent printing
operation, the take-up spool may be rotated as the shuttle is
moved in an opposite sense to the direction of movement of
the shuttle during a printing operation.

Thus the take-up spool does not need to move the entire
mass of the storage spool to achieve ribbon advance, but the
storage spool is moved by virtue of the shuttle movement
such that the take-up spool in effect, merely takes up ribbon
already in the ribbon feed path.

Such a ribbon advance arrangement has been found
greatly to reduce ribbon stretching and breakage compared
with known arrangements in which the take-tip spool is
responsible for advance of the ribbon through the ribbon
feed path, and importantly, a constant load is imposed on the
ribbon take-up spool drive motor, regardless of the respec-
tive diameters of the ribbon take-up and storage spools.
Hence control of the drive motor is facilitated.

To enable an incremental amount of ribbon advance to be
achieved between printing operations, preferably the length
of ribbon fed during ribbon advance, is monitored. For
example movement of the ribbon as it is paid out from the
storage spool and/or fed onto the take-up spool, may be
monitored by a suitable ribbon movement sensing means.
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In another embodiment, the print head may be mounted
on the shuttle so that during a printing operation, the
substrate and the print head both move relative to the base.
The print head and ribbon may move in the same sense of
direction relative to the base, but at different speeds so as to
achieve relative movement between the print head and the
ribbon.

Utilising such an arrangement, the speed of the substrate
onto which information can be printed is not limited to the
operational speed of the print head but is restricted by the
speed at which the print head can be moved relative to and
in the same direction as the ribbon, including any time
necessary to accelerate the print head up to a speed at which
it may be operated.

The shuttle may comprise a pair of ribbon guides around
which the ribbon is entrained, the guides of the pair being
spaced apart a first distance and the ribbon path may
comprise a pair of ribbon guides mounted on the base spaced
apart a second distance less than the first distance.

During a printing operation, preferably shuttle movement
is such that the pair of guides mounted on the base are
always between the pair of ribbon guides of the shuttle.
Again, in such an arrangement, the ribbon would always
move at twice the speed, and twice the distance, than the
shuttle.

In each embodiment, preferably prior to a printing
operation, the print head is moved towards the substrate, and
subsequent to the printing operation the print head is moved
away from the substrate. For example, the print head may be
moved, prior to and subsequent to a printing operation,
along a direction traverse of the direction of movement of
the shuttle.

If desired, after a first printing operation during which the
shuttle moves from an initial to a final position relative to the
base and marking medium is removed from a first area of the
ribbon and transferred onto the substrate, the shuttle is
moved back to the initial position without winding ribbon
onto the takeup spool such that the first area of ribbon is
moved back past the print head to where it was prior to the
first printing operation, so that the first area of ribbon may
be re-used during the following printing operation.

Of course, in the case where the print head is carried on
the shuttle, the ribbon will be moved back past the print head
at a speed greater than the speed of movement of the shuttle.

The printing apparatus may be a thermal type printing
apparatus in which during a printing operation, pixels of
marking medium are transferred from the ribbon onto the
substrate by means of the print head which comprises a
plurality of selectably energizable heating elements which
are energized in use, where ribbon is re-used in a following
printing operation, a first set of heating elements being
energized during the first printing operation and a second set
of the heating elements, which may or may not include
heating elements of the first set, being energized in the
following printing operation, such that pixels of marking
medium are transferred from the first area of the ribbon onto
the substrate during both of the printing operations.

According to a second aspect of the invention we provide
a method of printing utilising a printing apparatus according
to the first aspect of the invention, the method including the
step of moving the shuttle relative to the base whilst per-
forming a printing operation on the substrate, and maintain-
ing at least the take-up spool generally stationary during the
printing operation.

The invention will now describe with reference of the
accompanying drawings in which:
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FIG. 1 is an illustrative view of a first embodiment of a
printing apparatus in accordance with the invention, shown
in a condition prior to a printing operation being performed;

FIG. 2 is a view of the apparatus of FIG. 1 but shown in
a condition immediately after a printing operation has been
performed;

FIG. 3 is an illustrative view of a second embodiment of
a printing apparatus in accordance with the invention shown
in a condition immediately prior to a printing operation
being performed; and

FIG. 4 is a view similar to FIG. 3 but showing the printing
apparatus in a condition immediately subsequent to a print-
ing operating being performed.

Referring first to FIGS. 1 and 2 there is shown a printing
apparatus 10 comprising in this example a removable
cassette, mounting a storage spool 11 for printing ribbon,
and a take-up spool 12 for the printing ribbon, there being
a ribbon path through the apparatus 10 between the storage
11 and take-up spool 12 for ribbon indicated at 13.

In this example, the ribbon 13 is of the so called thermal
transfer type.

The ribbon path is through a printing station 14 (in this
example not being part of the cassette) where a print head
indicated at 15, is provided, the print head 15 having at an
edge thereof, a plurality of selectably energizable heating
elements each of which when energized, is operable to
remove a pixel of print medium i.e. thermal transfer ink,
from the ribbon 13, and transfer it onto a substrate which is
indicated in the drawings at 16.

Selection of the heating elements is made by a computer
or other control means, depending on what information it is
required to print onto the substrate 16.

A backing roller 17 is provided (which is often referred to
as the print roller), against which print head 15 bears, during
a printing operation, to urge the ribbon 13 into close contact
with the substrate 16.

Thermal transfer printing apparatus are in themselves
well-known, a further detailed description of the operation
of the heating elements of the print head 15, are not
considered necessary.

The ribbon path includes a plurality of ribbon guides
comprising in this example, rollers which are indicated at
18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24 and 25. Some or all of the rollers
18-25 and other components of the ribbon path may be
integral with the cassette structure, or with the remainder of
the apparatus 10, as desired. In each case, the cassette, where
provided, and the remainder of the apparatus 10 provides a
base B relative to which ribbon moves during a printing
operation.

In accordance with the invention, the printing apparatus
10 includes a shuttle 30 which is provided with a pair of
guide rollers 31 and 32 around which the ribbon is entrained.
The shuttle 30 is provided between a pair of rollers 20 and
23 mounted on the base B, and a further pair of rollers 19 and
24, and is arranged to move relative to the base B, between
the rollers 19 to 24, in a generally horizontal direction as
seen in the drawings.

Roller 32 of the shuttle 30 receives ribbon which other-
wise would pass directly from roller 19 to roller 20 at the
right-hand side of the apparatus as seen in the drawings,
whereas roller 31 is arranged to receive ribbon which
otherwise would pass directly from roller 23 to roller 24 at
the left, take-up spool 12 side of the apparatus 10.

During a printing operation, it is necessary for there to be
relative movement between the ribbon 13 and substrate 16,
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and the print head 15. The substrate 16 and ribbon 13
preferably need to be moving at the same speed relative to
the print head 15 so that there is substantially no differential
movement between the ribbon 13 and the substrate 16
adjacent to the print head 185.

In accordance with the invention, to achieve movement of
the ribbon 13 relative to the print head 15, the shuttle 30 is
moved from left to right shown in FIG. 1, from the initial
position shown in FIG. 1, towards a final position shown in
FIG. 2.

During such movement of the shuttle 30, which prefer-
ably is guided during its movement by respective guides gl
and g2, both the take-up spool 12 and preferably the storage
spool 11 also, are maintained approximately stationary. Thus
ribbon is moved past the print head 15 solely as a result of
movement of the shuttle 30 along the guides gl and g2.

Immediately prior to a printing operation, where the
shuttle 30 is in the condition shown in FIG. 1, preferably the
print head 15 is spaced slightly away from the ribbon 13 and
substrate 16. However, before the print head 15 is made
operational to remove pixels of print medium of the ribbon
13 and transfer them onto the substrate 16, the print head 15
is moved towards the roller 17 to bring the edge of the print
head 15 on which the Searing elements are provided, into
contact with the ribbon 13. The print head 15 is preferably
maintained in this position in contact with the ribbon 13 to
urge the ribbon 13 and substrate 16 towards roller 17, during
the entire time for which the print heard 15 is operational.

It will be appreciated that there will be a small time
required to accelerate the shuttle 30 to a desired speed during
its movement i.e. to match the speeds of the substrate 16 and
ribbon 13, in the direction of arrow A, and for the shuttle 30
to be decelerated from its operational speed to a stationary
condition. The print head 15 may or may not be moved into
its operative position closer adjacent to roller 17, during the
accelerating and decelerating times of movement of the
shuttle 30.

In any event, because the ribbon is moved relative to the
print head during printing, by virtue of movement of the
shuttle, a relatively light and constant load is imposed on a
(stepper) motor driving the shuttle. Hence the acceleration
and deceleration times required can be reduced to a
minimum, so that the overall time taken for shuttle
movement, and hence ribbon movement, can be reduced to
a minimum, resulting in faster printing.

In FIG. 2, the shuttle 30 is shown at its final position at the
end of a printing operation, before the print head 15 has been
moved back away from the roller 17.

After a first printing operation, in accordance with one
arrangement, the shuttle 30 may be returned along the guides
gl and g2 to its initial position, preferably with the print
head 15 moved back away from roller 17 as described.
During this movement of the shuttle 30, preferably the
take-up roller 12 is rotated in a clockwise sense as seen in
the drawings. It will be appreciated, that by virtue of the
length of the ribbon 13 between roller 23 mounted on the
base B, and the roller 31 of the shuttle, and the length of
ribbon between the roller 31 of the shuttle and roller 24
mounted on the base B, that each unit of movement of the
shuttle 30 from the final to the initial position will result in
substantially a double length of ribbon 13 being available to
he fed onto the take-up spool 12. At the same time, ribbon
will be paid out from the storage spool 11 by virtue of the
ribbon 13 being entrained about the roller 32 of the shuttle
30. Also, there may be substantially no movement of the
ribbon 13 it the printing station 14 as ribbon is taken up onto
the take-up spool 12.
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Hence it will not be necessary for the motor driving
take-up spool 12 to move the entire length of ribbon between
the take-up 11 and storage spool 11, or for that motor to have
to move the entire mass of the storage spool 11, and virtual
mass provided by the drag of the idler rollers 18 to 25
mounted on the base B. The shuttle 30 will however need to
be able to shift the mass of the storage spool 11 in order for
ribbon 13 to be paid out from the storage spool 11 as the
shuttle 30 moves from right to left, from its final to initial
position.

Alternatively, subsequent to a printing operation, instead
of rotating the take-up spool 12 as the shuttle 30 is moved
back from its final to its initial position, thus to cause
winding of the ribbon onto the take-up spool 12, the shuttle
30 may simply be returned to its initial position. It will be
appreciated that in this case, as the shuttle 30 is moved back,
ribbon 13 will moved back through the printing station 14,
which was used in the previous printing operation. Hence in
a following printing operation when the shuttle 30 is again
moved from the initial to final positions, that same area of
ribbon 13 will be re-used, i.e. traversed past the printing
head 15.

Of course, where pixels of print medium have already
been removed from the printing ribbon 13 during the first
printing operation, it would not be possible to achieve
satisfactory printing by trying to remove those same pixels
of marking medium again.

Hence, in such an arrangement, preferably a second set of
energizable heating elements are energized during the fol-
lowing printing operation, which may or may not include at
least some of the heating elements of the first set used in the
first printing operation, such that pixels of print median are
transferred from the ribbon 13 onto the substrate, from
different pixels positions as were removed from the ribbon
13 during the preceding printing operation.

Hence the same area of ribbon 13 may be used in a
plurality of printing operations, provided that different sets
of energizable heating elements are used for printing in each
printing operation.

When it is desired to advance the ribbon 13 in order to
present fresh ribbon to the printing station 14, the same
procedure as described above may be adopted whereby the
take-up spool 12 is rotated as the shuttle 30 is moved from
its final to its initial position.

Various modifications may be made to the embodiment
described. For example, whereas in the arrangement
described the shuttle 30 is moved in a direction which is
generally parallel with the direction of movement of the
ribbon 13 past the print head 15, this need not be so in
another arrangement. Also, the particular arrangement of
rollers mounted on the base B could be changed compared
to what is shown in the drawings whilst achieving move-
ment of the ribbon past the print head 15 by movement of the
shuttle 30.

In place of guide rollers, any other suitable ribbon guide
means could alternatively be provided.

Preferably, the idler roller 18 comprises part of a sensing
means which is able to sense the amount of ribbon which is
fed from the storage spool 11 onto the take-up spool 12,
during advancing of the ribbon 13.

The take-up spool 12 may for example be driven by a
stepper motor so that the number of steps stepped by the
motor can be controlled by a control means in response to
the ribbon movement sensing means 18, to advance the
ribbon 13 an accurate incremental amount. The sensing
means may for example comprise the idler roller 18 which
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is in contact with the ribbon 13 as the ribbon 13 paid out
from the storage spool 1, and is thus rotated as the ribbon
13 moves, there being some means to determine the amount
of rotation of the idler roller 18 for a given amount of ribbon
movement so that rotation of the idler roller 18 can be
related to the amount of ribbon movement.

For example, the idler roller 18 may carry a magnetised
element with there being a magnetic sensor to sense move-
ment of the magnetised element thus determining the
amount of rotation of the idler roller, or in another example,
an optical system may be provided to monitor rotation of the
idler roller.

The control means may be calibrated when a full ribbon
storage spool 11 is first loaded into the printing apparatus 10
when the motive means (motor) may advance a portion of
the ribbon 13 onto the take-up spool 12 whilst a known
amount of rotation of the take-up spool 12 caused by the
motive means is related by the control means to the amount
of ribbon movement sensed by the sensing means 18, and
the outside diameter of the idler roller 18.

Referring now to FIG. 3 there is shown an alternative
embodiment of a printing apparatus 70 in accordance with
the invention.

Like in the arrangement shown in FIGS. 1 and 2, there
comprises a take-up spool 52 and a storage spool 51 for
thermal transfer ribbon 53. A printing station 54 comprises
a print head 55 of the thermal heating element type, and
there is a backing roller 57 against which the print head 55
bears during a printing operation.

In this arrangement, there is provided a shuttle 50 which
is adapted to be moved along guides g3 and g4 in a generally
linear direction, in order to cause movement of the ribbon 53
relative to the print head 55. However in this version, the
print head 55 is mounted on the shuttle 50.

Mounted on the base B' of the apparatus 70, there are a
plurality of idler rollers 58, 59, 60, 61, 62 and 63 around
which the ribbon 53 passes. The shuttle 50 further comprises
four idler rollers 64, 65, 66 and 67 around which the ribbon
53 is also entrained.

In FIG. 3, the shuttle 50 is shown in a position prior to a
printing operation being carried out on substrate 56, and the
print head 55 is spaced away from the substrate 56 and the
ribbon 53.

When it is desired to print, the print head 55 is moved
towards the backing roller 57. In this arrangement, the
printing apparatus 70 is arranged to print information on
substrate 56 which is moving at a speed greater than the
operational speed of the print head 55. To achieve this,
during printing, not only is the substrate 56 and ribbon 53
moved relative to the base B' of the apparatus at a first speed,
but also the print head 55 carried on the shuttle 50 is also
moved relative to the base B' in the same direction hut at a
second, slower speed. Thus the speed at which information
can be printed on the substrate 56 is not limited to the
operational speed of the print head 55 but faster printing
speeds can be achieved depending upon the speed at which
the print head 55, and shuttle 50, can be moved in the feed
direction i.e. from right to left in the example shown in the
drawing, including any time necessary to accelerate the print
head 55 and shuttle 50 up to a speed at which the print head
55 may be operated.

The backing roller 57 is carried with the shuttle 50 or is
otherwise moved in synchronism with the print head as the
shuttle moves relative to the base B' so as to provide backing
for the print head 55 during the entire printing stroke.

Like in the arrangement shown in FIGS. 1 and 2, prefer-
ably during such a printing operation each of the take-up 52

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

8

and storage 51 spools are maintained stationary during a
printing operation such that it is only necessary to accelerate
the shuttle 50 to its operational speed. Hence it is not
necessary to move the mass of the storage spool 51 during
a printing operation, as the ribbon 53 which is moved past
the print head 55 at a greater speed relative to the base B'
than the shuttle, is essentially ribbon which is already in the
ribbon feed path, at least some of which will be present in
a loop of ribbon entrained about idler rollers 59 and 60 of the
base B', and rollers 64 and 65 of the shuttle 50,

Referring to FIG. 4, the shuttle 50 is shown at its final end
of print position, just prior to the print head 55 being moved
back away from the backing its idler roller 57.

When the shuttle 50 is in the position shown in FIG. 4,
either of two further steps may be taken.

First, by moving the shuttle 50 back to its initial position
as shown in FIG. 3, and rotating the take-up spool 52 at the
same time, or previously or subsequently, ribbon 53 will be
advanced i.e. paid out from the storage spool 51 into the
ribbon path, and fed onto the take-up spool 52 from the
ribbon path.

As in the arrangement described in FIGS. 1 and 2, the
shuttle 50 may be moved at a slower, e.g. half speed, back
from the final to the initial position, whilst the take-up spool
52 is rotated. In this way, the take-up spool 52 can take up
ribbon from the ribbon feed path but by moving the shuttle
50 the take-up spool 52 will not on its own, be responsible
for moving the mass of the storage spool 51 so as to pay out
ribbon 53 from the storage spool 51. This is achieved by
virtue of a loop of ribbon 53 passing around the idler rollers
64 to 67 of the shuttle 50 and by virtue of shuttle movement
being such that the pair of rollers 60, 61 mounted on the base
B, closest to the shuttle 50, are always within the outermost
adjacent rollers 64, 67 of the shuttle.

When the shuttle 50 has been returned to its initial
position, fresh ribbon 53 will thus be available to be moved
past the print head 55 as the print head 55 on the shuttle 50
moves from its initial to final position in the following
printing operation.

Alternatively, when the shuttle 50 is in the position shown
in FIG. 4, the shuttle 50 may simply be returned to its initial
position without causing the take-up spool 52 to rotate. In
this way, the same area of ribbon which was used in the
previous printing operation, will be made available for reuse
in the following printing operation. As described with ref-
erence to FIGS. 1 and 2, in the following printing operation,
a different set of energizable heating elements of the print
head 55 may be utilised during the following printing
operations that were used in the first printing operation such
that at least some different pixels of marking medium of the
ribbon 53 are transferred from the ribbon 53 onto the
substrate 56.

As with the arrangement described in FIGS. 1 and 2, an
idler roller, in this case idler roller 58 which is positioned
adjacent to the storage spool 51, comprises a sensing roller
carrying a magnetic or optical element, with there being
some sensor adjacent to the roller 58 to sense rotations of the
roller 58 so that a signal can be provided to a control means
which is able to calculate the amount of ribbon passing the
idler roller 58 as ribbon is paid out from spool 51.

In this way, accurate control of the amount of rotation of
the take-up spool 52 during ribbon 53 advance to achieve
incremental ribbon movement, without waste, can be
achieved.

Various modifications may be made to the arrangement
described with reference to FIGS. 3 and 4 without departing
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from the scope of the invention. For example, the ribbon
path need not comprise six idler rollers 58—63 mounted on
the base B', but another arrangement may be provided.
Preferably though, the shuttle 50 moves such that the
uppermost pair of rollers 60 and 61 mounted on the base B'
adjacent the shuttle 50, are always located between the
adjacent extreme rollers 64 and 67 of the shuttle 50.

In both the embodiments described, instead of there being
an idler roller 18 or 58 which senses movement of ribbon
paid out from the storage spool 11 or 51, some other means
for controlling the amount of ribbon movement during
ribbon advance, may he provided. For example, the diameter
of the ribbon wound onto the take-up spool 12 or 52 or from
the storage spool 11 or 51 may he measured and a calcula-
tion made of the amount of rotation of the takeup spool 12
or 52 necessary to achieve all incremental amount of ribbon
advance. In another arrangement, the ribbon feed path may
include a drive roller which drives the ribbon 13, 53 to pay
out ribbon from the storage spool 11, 51 such that the
take-up spool 52 merely takes up any slack presented to it by
virtue of the operation of that drive roller with movement of
the shuttle calculated to ensure minimum strain on the
ribbon 13, 53 during ribbon advance, other arrangements are
no doubt possible.

Although the invention has being described with refer-
ence to a thermal type printing apparatus, the invention may
be applied to ally other kind of printing apparatus where
there is a ribbon carrying marking, medium which is paid
out from a storage spool which passes around a ribbon feed
path, and is collected by a take-up spool, although the
invention has particularly application to a thermal printing
apparatus for which the apparatus was specifically devel-
oped.

The substrate 16, 56 may comprise a continuous web of
packaging material, individual labels on a backing web, or
any other desired substrate.

In each case, the use of a shuttle 30, 50 allows a printing
operation to be carried out on a substrate 16, 56 without
having to provide for simultaneous paying out of ribbon
from a storage spool.

The features disclosed in the foregoing description, or the
following claims, or the accompanying drawings, expressed
in their specific forms or in terms of a means for performing
the disclosed function, or a method or process for attaining
the disclosed result, as appropriate, may, separately or in any
combination of such features, be utilised for recalling the
invention in diverse forms thereof.

We claim:

1. A printing apparatus for printing on a substrate while
the substrate is in motion, said apparatus comprising a
printing station including a printhead, the substrate being
moved past the printing station during a printing operation,
a storage spool for printing ribbon, a ribbon take-up spool,
and a shuttle moveable by a shuttle driver, said shuttle
having a ribbon guide about which the ribbon is entrained so
that motion of the driver, moves the ribbon past the print
head during printing.

2. An apparatus according to claim 1 including a base,
wherein the ribbon storage spool is mounted on the base, the
ribbon take-up spool is mounted on the base, and a ribbon
path extends from the storage spool to the take-up spool
through the printing station, and wherein the shuttle moves
relative to the base during printing and wherein during a
printing operation, at least the take-up spool is maintained
substantially stationary and movement between the ribbon
and print head is achieved solely by means of movement of
the shuttle.
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3. An apparatus according to the claim 1 wherein during
a printing operation the print head is maintained substan-
tially stationary relative to the base, the shuttle being move-
able relative to the print head and the base.

4. An apparatus according to claim 3 wherein the ribbon
guide of the shuttle comprises a first pair of ribbon guides
spaced apart a first distance, and the ribbon path is around
a second pair of ribbon guides mounted on the base a second
distance apart greater than the first distance, the second
ribbon guides of the base being arranged such that during a
printing operation the shuttle moves between the second
ribbon guides of the base.

5. An apparatus according to claim 4 wherein the ribbon
path is around a further pair of ribbon guides mounted on the
base and spaced apart a distance greater than the first
distance, the shuttle being moveable between the second
ribbon guides of the base and the further ribbon guides of the
base.

6. An apparatus according to claim 3 wherein when it is
desired to advance the ribbon between printing operations
such that fresh ribbon is available in a subsequent printing
operation, the take-up spool is rotated as the shuttle is moved
in an opposite sense to the direction of movement of the
shuttle during a printing operation.

7. An apparatus according to claim 6 wherein to enable an
incremental amount of ribbon advance to be achieved
between printing operations, the length of ribbon fed during
ribbon advance, is monitored by a suitable ribbon movement
sensing means.

8. An apparatus according to claim 1 be wherein the print
head is mounted on the shuttle so that during a printing
operation, the substrate and the print head both move
relative to the base.

9. An apparatus according to claim 8 wherein the print
head and ribbon move in the same sense of direction relative
to the base, but at different speeds so as to achieve relative
movement between the print head and the ribbon.

10. An apparatus according to claim 9 wherein the shuttle
comprises a first pair of ribbon guides around which the
ribbon is entrained, the guides of the pair being spaced apart
a first distance and the ribbon path comprising a second pair
of ribbon guides mounted on the base spaced apart a second
distance less than the first distance so that during a printing
operation, shuttle movement is such that the second pair of
guides mounted on the base are always between the first pair
of ribbon guides of the shuttle.

11. An apparatus according to claim 1 wherein prior to a
printing operation, the print head is moved towards the
substrate, and subsequent to the printing operation the print
head is moved away from the substrate along a direction
traverse of the direction of movement of the shuttle.

12. An apparatus of claim 1 wherein after a first printing
operation which the shuttle moves from an initial to a final
position relative to the base and marking medium is
removed from a first area of the ribbon and transferred onto
the substrate, the shuttle is moved back to the initial position
without winding ribbon onto the take-up spool such that the
first area of ribbon is moved back past the print head to
where it was prior to the first printing operation, so that the
first area of ribbon may be re-used during a subsequent
printing operation.

13. An apparatus according to claim 12 wherein the
printing apparatus is a thermal type printing apparatus in
which during a printing operation, pixels of marking
medium are transferred from the ribbon onto the substrate by
means of the print head which comprises a plurality of
selectably energizable heating elements which are energized
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in use, a first set of heating elements being energized during
the first printing operation and a second set of the heating
elements being energized in a subsequent printing operation,
such that pixels of marking medium are transferred from the
first area of the ribbon onto the substrate during both of the
printing operations.

14. The apparatus according to claim 1 wherein the
apparatus includes a base, wherein the ribbon storage spool
is mounted on the base, the ribbon take-up spool is mounted
on the base, and a ribbon path extends from the storage spool
to the take-up spool through the printing station, and
wherein the shuttle moves relative to the base during print-
ing.

15. Amethod of printing on a substrate while the substrate
iS in motion, comprising providing a printing apparatus
comprising a printing station including a print head, a
storage spool for printing ribbon, a ribbon take-up spool, and

10

15

12

a shuttle moveable by a shuttle driver, said shuttle having a
ribbon guide about which the ribbon is entrained, the method
including the steps of; moving the substrate past the printing
station during a printing operation, moving the shuttle with
the driver such that the ribbon moves past the print head
whilst performing the printing operation on the substrate,
and maintaining at least the take-up spool substantially
stationary during the printing operation.

16. The method according to claim 15 wherein the appa-
ratus includes a base, wherein the ribbon storage spool is
mounted on the base, the ribbon take-up spool is mounted on
the base, and a ribbon path extends from the storage spool
to the take-up spool through the printing station, and
wherein the shuttle moves relative to the base during print-
ing.



