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[571 ABSTRACT

An automated tape cassette sequencing system includes
a cassette storage library containing a plurality of col-
umns of storage bins facing an interior space within
which a cassette manipulator is located. The manipula-
tor moves cassettes between the storage bins and tape
transport units which also face the interior space. Ro-
tary loading and unloading mechanisms are provided in
openings in the housing of the library and include one
or more storage bins. The mechanisms are rotatable
from a first position in which the storage bins face out-
wardly through the openings to a second position in
which the storage bins face the interior space of the
library. Cassettes can be loaded and unloaded by an
operator while the mechanisms are in their first position
and handled by the manipulator assembly while the
mechanisms are in their second position.

14 Claims, 2 Drawing Sheets
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ROBOTIC TAPE CASSETTE HANDLING SYSTEM
WITH ROTARY LOADING AND UNLOADING
MECHANISM

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATION

This application is a continuation-in-part of applica-
tion Ser. No. 720,577, filed Apr. 8, 1985, abandoned,
and entitled Robotic Materials Handling System and a
continuation-in-part of application Ser. No. 720,591,
filed Apr. 8, 1985, now U.S. Pat. No. 4,654,727, entitled
Videocassette Sequencing and Handling System.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates to a robotic materials
handling system for storing and handling box-like arti-
cles. More particularly, the present invention relates to
robotic system for rapidly and reliably handling video-
cassettes in an automated cassette sequencing system.
Still more particularly, the present invention relates toa
rotary loading and unloading mechanisms intended to
simplify the loading and unloading of cassettes into a
cassette storage library.

2. Description of the Prior Art

In most prior art sequencing systems, cartridges con-
taining videotape are held on a carousel which is moved
to position the desired cartridge at a tape transport unit
for loading. Such systems are relatively complex and
expensive to maintain.

A recently developed system incorporates a station-
ary column of storage bins for holding cassettes and an
automatic elevator system that loads designated cas-
settes into specific transports at the time required. The
capacity of the system is limited to forty video cassettes.
Although this system provides several advantages over
earlier systems, it is limited in its ability to adequately
store and handle a large number of videocassettes.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention is directed to a robotics materi-
als handling system for storing and handling box-like
articles such as videocassettes in applications where
speed and reliability are critical. The invention provides
a storage area containing a plurality of columns of stor-
age bins, and an article manipulator coupled to a shaft
located adjacent the storage area. The storage bins are
contained within a housing and tape cassettes carried
within the housing have their rear, or label, edge facing
the article manipulator. The manipulator grasps the
cassettes to move them to desired locations. In order to
facilitate the loading and unloading of cassettes into and
from the storage bins in the storage area, rotary loading
and unloading mechanisms are secured to the housing.
The mechanism includes a number of storage bins
which are exposed through an opening in the housing
when in a first rotational orientation. Cassettes are
loaded into the storage bins of the loading mechanism in
a fashion similar to the normal loading of a cassette into
a tape transport, i.e., by grasping the rear edge of the
cassette. The mechanism is then rotated 180° to position
the cassettes to face toward the manipulator. The ma-
nipulator then removes the cassettes and loads them
into the storage bins in the storage area or directly into
cassette tape transport mechanisms. Cassettes are re-
moved from the system by reversing the aforemen-
tioned steps. The loading and unloading mechanisms
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2

make it very easy to remove and insert cassettes and
easy to read the cassette labels even after they have
been loaded into the storage bins of the mechanisms.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The invention will be described with reference to the
accompanying drawings, wherein:

FIG. 1is a perspective view of the cassette handling
system of the present invention;

FIG. 2 is a sectional view of the storage library and
cassette manipulator of the present invention; and

FIG. 3 is a perspective view, partially broken away,
of the rotary cassette loading or unloading mechanism
of the present invention.

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENT

The following .description is of the best presently
contemplated mode of carrying out the invention. This
description is made for the purposese of illustrating the
general principles. of the invention, and is not to be
taken in a limiting sense. The scope of the invention is
best determined by reference to the appended claims.

Referring to FIG. 1, a videocassette sequencing sys-
tem is comprised of a main housing 10 including an
octagonal library portion 12, a video tape transport and
electronic section 14 and a monitoring section 16. The
library section is hinged at 18 so as to allow access to its
interior for servicing. The library section is configured
to store approximately 300 videocassettes. The elec-
tronic section 14 includes a plurality of video cassette
transports and associated electronics. The operation of
the system is controlled by means of a computer 20
which includes a control keyboard and monitor.

Referring to FIG. 2, the library portion 12 includes
seven columns 22 of cassette storage bins, four columns
of which are visible in FIG. 2. Each storage bin is
slightly inclined so as to aid in the retention of videocas-
settes. Each bin is formed of side L-shaped sections 24a
and 24b. In the present embodiment of the invention,
each column includes forty-three individual storage
bins, with the library 12 thus containing a total of 301
storage bins. The columns 22 are arranged in a circular
fashion, with one column being located on each of
seven sides of the octagonal housing. The columns thus
surround a central space 26.

A column of four tape transports 28a-d is located on
the eighth side of the library housing. The transports 28
are substantially the same distance from the axial center
of the space 26 as are the storage bins 22. The transports
28 and associated electronics may be playback only, or
may be record/playback to facilitate dubbing of video-
cassettes.

A manipulator assembly 30 is contained within the
central space 26. The manipulator includes four cassette
gripper mechanisms 32 (three of which are visible in
FIG. 2). The manipulator is operable to move cassettes
between the storage bins 22 and transport mechanisms.
The specific operation of the sequencing system and
manipulator 30 is described in detail in previously men-
tioned copending application Ser. Nos. 720,577 and
720,591, both filed Apr. 8, 1985, the disclosures of
which are incorporated herein by reference.

A typical videocassette has a tape opening at its front
edge and rear edge which may include a label. The
cassettes are loaded into the transport mechanisms with
the front edge first. In order to facilitate proper loading
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of the transports, therefore, the cassettes are stored in
the storage bins with their rear edge facing the central
space 26 and their front edge facing the outside of the
housing. This is indicated in FIG. 2 for a cassette 34,
with the rear edge being designated 34a and the front
edge containing the tape opening being designated 34b.

The cassettes are loaded into the removed from the
library 12 by means of rotary loading and the unloading
mechanisms 36 and 38, respectively. The mechanisms
are exposed through access openings in one wall of the
housing (FIG. 1). As can be seen in FIG. 3, the loading
and the unloading mechanisms are box-like objects hav-
ing a closed rear wall 40 and an open front section.
L-shaped brackets 42 are secured to the side walls 44
and define a plurality of storage bins (eight in the dis-
closed embodiment) in the loading and the unloading
mechanisms. The elements 42 are slanted downwardly
from the front to the rear to maintain cassettes at sub-
stantially the same angle as the remaining bins in the
storage library. The rotary loading and the unioading
mechanisms 36 and 38 are rotationally coupled to bear-
ings (not shown) in the library housing by means of rods
46 and 48 extending from the top and bottom of the
mechanism, respectively. A drive gear 50 is secured to
the rod 48 and is driven by a motor 52 to selectively
rotate the loading and unloading mechanisms. The
motor 52 is secured to the housing by means of a
bracket (not shown). A gear 54 is connected to the drive
shaft of the motor and meshes with the gear 50.

The loading and unloading operation will now be
described. The loading of all the storage bins 22 of the
library is accomplished by loading cassettes into the
mechanism 36 and subsequently employing the cassette
manipulator 30 to transfer cassettes to the storage bins
22. FIG. 1 shows the loading mechanism 36 oriented so
that it opens to the outside of the housing. In this orien-
tation, cassettes may be inserted into the bins defined by
the brackets 42. As indicated in FIG. 3, a cassette is
inserted into the loading mechanism in a conventional
fashion, i.e., with the exposed tape edge 34 being in-
serted first and the label edge 34a facing outward. Thus,
the label edge 34a is visible after insertion of a cassette
into the loading mechanism. This loading method is
similar to the conventional method of loading a video-
cassette into a tape transport mechanism, and is very
convenient for the operator. Once the desired number
of cassettes have been loaded into the mechanism, the
motor 52 is driven to rotate the mechanism by 180°, At
this point, the rear edges of the cassettes face inwardly
toward the central space 26, in the same fashion as
cassettes in the columns of bins 22. The manipulator
mechanism 30 is activated to grasp cassettes from the
mechanism 36 and deliver them to selected bins 22. The
gripper mechanisms 32 grasp the cassettes from the rear
and place them into the bins in the same oiientation as
they had in the loading mechanism. In some instances,
the manipulator may be controlled to directly load a
cassette from the loading mechanism into a transport
mechanism. In either case, the orientation of a cassette
is not changed during its movement in that the rear edge
continues to face toward the central space 26.

Cassettes to be removed from the library are deliv-
ered by the manipulator 30 to the unloading mechanism
38. This mechanism is shown in FIG. 1 in its closed
orientation, i.e., its opening faces the central space 26.
Once the unloading mechanism has been filled, it is
rotated by 180° to expose the cassettes therein through
the opening in the housing. The operator may then
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remove the cassettes from the loading mechanism and
return them to a main storage library.

Holes 58 are formed in each side of the loading and
the unloading mechanisms 36 and 38 to accommodate
optical sensors 60 which are mounted within the hous-
ing of the library 12. These sensors are provided to
determine the presence or absence of cassettes in each
of the storage bins in the loading mechanisms. By sens-
ing the presence of cassettes, the loading an unloading
operations may be automated in various manners. For
example, the outputs of the sensors may be provided to
automatic control circuitry to automatically rotate the
loading or unloading mechanism by 180° whenever it is
full. Similarly, even if the loading or unloading mecha-
nism is not full, it may be rotated and the proper bins
accessed in response to the sensing of cassettes. Further-
more, the system may be configured so that a selected
cassette may be removed by giving a single command to
the system which causes the machine to remove the
cassette from its storage bin and place it into the unload-
ing mechanism and subsequently cause the unloading
mechanism to automatically rotate by 180°,

By providing the loading and unloading mechanisms
as illustrated, cassettes can be inserted into and removed
from the system in a convenient manner. The slanted
storage bins enables cassettes to be inserted down into
the mechanism, making it very easy to remove or insert
a cassette. In addition, labels on the rear edge of the
cassettes can be read after insertion of the cassettes into
the mechanism. The provision of the loading and un-
loading mechanisms avoids the need to obtain direct
access to the storage bins of the library by opening the
housing. This provides substantial benefits since access
by an operator to the storage bins is greatly limited by
the presence of the cassette manipulator mechanism.

What is claimed is:

1. A tape cassette handling system for handling tape
cassettes having a front edge with a tape opening and a
rear edge opposite the front edge comprising:

a housing including a cassette library containing a
plurality of columns of storage bins within the
housing each having an opening facing an interior
space, said storage bins for supporting cassettes
with their rear edge facing the interior space, said
housing further including a loading opening;

at least one tape transport;

a cassette loading means rotatably mounted within
the library adjacent the loading opening for facili-
tating addition of cassettes to the cassette library,
the loading means having one or more storage bins
each having an opening, wherein the loading
means is rotatable from a first position in which
said opening of at least one storage bin of the load-
ing means is oriented to face the loading opening
thereby to facilitate manual loading of cassettes in
at least one storage bin of the loading means with
the rear edge of the cassettes facing the loading
opening, to a second position in which the opening
of at least one storage bin of the loading means is
oriented to face the interior space; and

a cassette manipulator means located within the inte-
rior space for grasping cassettes and selectively
moving them between the loading means, storage
bins of the library and the tape transport.

2. A handling system as in claim 1 wherein the load-

ing means comprises a box-like casing having an open
front and a plurality of storage bins formed within the
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casing and supporting cassettes with their rear edge
facing outward from the open front.

3. A handling system as in claim 2 wherein the stor-
age bins of the loading means each include a plurality of
shelves and wherein each shelf is slanted to support the
rear edge of a cassette higher than the front edge.

4. A handling system as in claim 2 further including
means for rotating the loading means.

5. A handling system as in claim 4 wherein the means
for rotating includes a motor drive system.

6. A handling system as in claim § including sensor
means for detecting when a cassette is in a storage bin of
the loading means.

7. A handling system as in claim 1 further including a
second opening in the housing and an unloading means
for facilitating removal of cassettes from the system.

8. For use in a tape cassette handling system having a
library housing containing a storage libary having a
loading opening for receiving cassettes to be loaded to
the storage library and a plurality of columns of storage
bins in the library housing for supporting cassettes with
a front edge of each cassette having a tape opening so
that the front edge faces the outside of the library hous-
ing and away from an interior space within the library
housing, a tape transport and a cassette manipulator
carried within the interior space for grasping and mov-
ing cassettes,

a loading housing rotatably carried within the library
housing adjacent the loading opening, said loading
housing having at least one storage bin having an
opening and being rotatable from a first position in
which the opening of the storage bin of the loading
housing faces the loading opening to a second posi-
tion in which the opening of the storage bin faces
the interior space such that the storage bin of the
loading housing is accessible by the cassette manip-
ulator, wherein the cassette manipulator selectively
moves cassettes between the storage bins of the
library, the tape transport and the storage bin of the
loading housing in its second position.

9. A tape cassette handling system comprising:

a plurality of tape transports;

a housing including a cassette storage library having
a plurality of storage bins and at least one cassette
access opening for receiving cassettes to be moved
to the storage bins or to the tape transports, or for
receiving cassettes to be removed from the library
or from the tape transports;

a rotary means rotatably mounted within the library
adjacent the access opening for providing access to
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the storage library, the rotary means having one or
more holding bins each having an opening for re-
ceiving a cassette, wherein the rotary means is
rotatable from a first position in which the opening
of at least one holding bin is accessible from outside
of the housing to a second position in which the
opening of at least one holding bin is accessible
from inside of the housing; and

cassette manipulator means located within the hous-
ing for selectively moving cassettes between the
rotary means, said storage bins and said tape trans-
ports.

10. A handling system as in claim 9, wherein the
rotary means comprises a box-like casing having a plu-
rality of holding bins each defined by a plurality of
shelves, wherein eah shelf is tilted downward from the
opening of the holding bin.

11. A handling system as in claim 10 further compris-
ing means for rotating the rotary means.

12. A handling system as in claim 11 further including
sensor means for detecting whether a cassette is in a
holding bin of the rotary means.

13. A handling system as in claim 9 wherein the hous-
ing includes two access openings each having a rotary
means, wherein one rotary means is dedicated to receiv-
ing cassettes to be added to the system and the other
rotary means is dedicated to receiving cassettes to be
removed from the system.

14. A handling system for box-like articles compris-
ing:

a housing including a storage library having a plural-
ity of stationary storage bins and at least one access
opening for receiving articles to be stored in stor-
age bins and for receiving articles to be removed
from the library; )

a rotary means rotatably mounted within the library
adjacent the access opening for providing access to
the libary, the rotary means having one or more
holding bins each having an opening for receiving
an article, wherein the rotary means is rotatable
from a first position in which the opening of at least
one holding bin is accessible from the outside of the
housing, to a second position in which the opening
of at least one holding bin is accessible from inside
of the housing; and

manipulator means located within the housing for
selectively moving articles between the rotary

means and said stationary storage bins.
# * * * *



