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APPARATUS PERTAINING TO PHYSICALLY-DISCRETE SIGN COMPONENTS

Related Application(s)

[0001] This application claims the benefit of U.S. Provisional application number
61/521,194, entitled Faux-Neon Singulated Characters and System and filed August 8, 2011,

Technical Field

[0002] This invention relates generally to clectrically-illuminated signs.

Background

10003] Signs of various kinds are well known in the art and typically serve to convey
information to the onlooker. Even relatively simple signs, however, that comprise, for the most
part, only alphanumeric content rendered in a simple typeface are often professionally rendered

in order to assure a consistent and aesthetically-pleasing result. Professional rendering, of course,

often contributes to the cost of the sign.

(0004] Many signs are electrically illuminated from within. Such illumination can be

owing to any of a variety of technologics including but not limited to signs having alphanumeric

characters formed of neon lights. Electrically illuminated signs arc easier to locate and read than

non-illuminated signs when ambient conditions are dark and are sometimes even uscful for those

same properties during daylight hours. Again, however, such signs are often professionally

constructed on a custom basis (and hence can be relatively expensive) or offer only generic

information (such as “OPEN?).

Brief Description of the Drawings

[0005] The above needs are at least partially met through provision of the apparatus
pertaining to physically-discrete sign components described in the following detailed description,

particularly when studied in conjunction with the drawings, wherein:

21 -
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[0006] FIG. 1 comprises a perspective view as configured 1n accordance with various

embodiments of the invention;

[0007] FIG. 2 comprises a front-elevational view as configured 1n accordance with

various cmbodiments of the invention;

[0008] FIG. 3 comprises a rear-elevational view as configured 1n accordance with various

embodiments of the invention;

[0009] FIG. 4comprises a side-elevational view as configured in accordance with various

embodiments of the invention;

[0010] FIG. 5 comprises a top-plan view as configured 1n accordance with various
cmbodiments of the invention;

[0011] FIG. 6 comprises a schematic representation as configured in accordance with

various embodiments of the invention;

[0012] FIG. 7 comprises a perspective view as configured 1n accordance with various

embodiments of the invention;

[0013] FIG. 8 comprises a perspective partially-exploded view as configured 1n

accordancc with various embodiments of the invention;

[0014] FIG. 9 comprises a front-clevational view as configured 1n accordance with

various embodiments of the invention;

[0015] FIG. 10 comprises a perspective view as configured 1n accordance with various

embodiments of the invention;

[0016] FIG. 11 comprises a perspective view as configured 1n accordance with various
cmbodiments of the invention; and

[0017] FIG. 12 comprises a front-elevational view as configured in accordance with

various embodiments of the invention.

[0018] Elements 1n the figures are 1llustrated for simplicity and clarity but are
nevertheless drawn to scale. Common but well-understood elements that are useful or necessary
in a commercially feasible embodiment are sometimes not depicted in order to facilitate a less

obstructed view of these various embodiments of the present invention. Certain actions and/or

2D
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steps may be described or depicted in a particular order of occurrence while those skilled in the
art will understand that such specificity with respect to sequence 1s not actually required. The
terms and expressions used herein have the ordinary technical meaning as is accorded to such
terms and expressions by persons skilled 1n the technical field as set forth above except where

different specific meanings have otherwise been set forth herein.

Detailed Description

[0019] Generally speaking, pursuant to these various embodiments,a physically-discrete
sign component comprises an internally-electrically-i1lluminated alphabetic character having a
front-facing profile and at least one connecting bar disposed at least substantially horizontally
with respect to the front-facing profile of the alphabetic character and at least partially within the
front-facing profile of that alphabetic character. By one approach the internally-electrically-
1lluminated alphabetic character comprises a faux-neon internally-electrically-1lluminated
alphabetic character that 1s internally 1lluminated, for example, by a plurality of light-emitting
diodes that are disposed behind a light diffuser having a form factor that conforms to the

particular alphabetic character.

0020] By onc approach the physically-discrete sign component includes two of the
connecting bars. If desired, these two connecting bars are disposed at least substantially parallel
to one another. By one approach, a first one of the connecting bars extends partially, but not
wholly, above an upper periphery of the aforementioned front-facing profile while the second
connecting bar extends partially, but not wholly, below a lower periphery of the front-facing

profile.

[0021] One of more of these connecting bars can have one or more bridging electrical

conductors disposed therein. These bridging clectrical conductors can comprise, for cxample, a

[0022] By one approach the opposing ends of one or more of the aforementioned
connecting bars include a connecting-bar interface that 1s configured to physically and
electrically interconnect to another such connecting bar of an adjacent physically-discrete sign
component. This connecting-bar interface can comprise, by one approach, a stepped interface
that includes both a physical securement mechanism as well as an electrical connection. So

configured, a number of such physically-discrete sign components can be readily and easily

23 -
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joined one to the other to form one or more messages or words of interest. Accordingly, these
physically-discrete sign components provide an mexpensive way to form custom internally-
clectrically-1lluminated signs that are professional 1n appearance, effective for their intended

purpose, and durable and flexible during use.

[0023] These and other benefits may become clearer upon making a thorough review and
study of the following detailed description. Referring now to the drawings, and 1n particular to
FIGS. 1 through 5,a physically-discrete sign component 100 that comports with many of these
teachings will be described. It will be understood, however, that the specifics of this example are

not to be taken as suggestions of any particular limitations in these various regards.

[0024] As one very simple example in these regards, FIGS. 1 through 5 depict a
physically-discrete sign component 100 for an upper-case letter “E.” In fact, these teachings are
similarly applicable to a wide variety of alphanumeric characters including letters, numbers,
punctuation marks, and any number of special characters (such as “@),” “#,” “$,” “%,” “&,” and
so forth). It will also be understood that these teachings will readily accommodate alphanumeric

characters for written language systems other than standard English.

[0025] Generally speaking, each physically-discrete sign component 100 includes an
internally-electrically-1lluminated alphabetic character 101 and at least one connecting bar 102.
The internally-electrically-1lluminated alphabetic character 101 has a corresponding front-facing
profile 201 (as 1llustrated in FI1G. 2) that comprises a box that wholly includes a front view of the
character 101. This box serves as a point of illustrative reference and 1t will be understood and
appreciated that any given physically-discrete sign component 100 does not literally include such

a box.

[0026] By one approach the internally-electrically-1lluminated alphabetic character 101
comprises, In part, a light diffuser 103 having a form factor that conforms to the alphabetic
character itself. In the example of FIGS. 1 through 35, for example, this light diffuser 103 has the
shape of the letter “E.” This light diffuser 103 can be comprised, for example, of a suitable

translucent plastic material of choice and can have rounded upper surfaces as well.

[0027] By one approach, and referring momentarily to FIG. 6, the alphabetic character
101 can include a plurality of light sources 601 (such as, but not limited to, light-emitting diodes)
that are aligned with and disposed behind the aforementioned light diffuser 103. These light
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sources 601 can be disposed as close to one another as may be desired. Examples 1n these
regards include, but are not limited to, uniform spacing of about 0.5 inches, 1.0 inches, 1.5
inches, or any other distance of choice. These teachings will also accommodate non-uniform

spacing if so desired.

[0028] These light sources 601 can be sclected to emit essentially any color of choice,
such as white, red, blue, and so forth. These teachings will also accommodate using multicolor
light sources that will emit one of a plurality of available colors on a selective basis. The light
diffuser 103 1tself can also be colored as desired (which color may, or may not, match the color
of the light being emitted by the light sources 601 as desired). As one simple example in these
regards, the light sources 601 can emit a substantially white-colored light and the light diffuser

103 can comprise a reddish colored material.

[0029] These teachings are highly flexible in these regards, however, and will
accommodatc a varicty of alternative approaches as regards the 1lluminated alphabcetic character.
For example, these tecachings will readily accommodate the use of a luminous material (such as
an organic light-cmitting diode (OLED)) 1n licu of the above-described light-emitting diodes
coupled with a diffuser. In such a case, for example, the luminous material could be on the outer
surface of the structure that serves above as the diffuser. Alternatively, that luminous material
could be disposed on the interior surface of a diffuser or other transparent cover having the

appropriate letter shape.

[0030] So configured, and taking all of the foregoing into account, the internally-
clectrically-1lluminated alphabetic character 101can comprise a faux-ncon internally-electrically-
1lluminated alphabetic character that visually mimics at Icast many of the visual accoutrements
of a character formed using ncon-lighting materials (such as a diffused, glowing style of lighting

that 1s substantially uniform 1n color and intensity along the entire light-emitting surface).

[0031] These light sources 601 can be disposed within a channel or cavity that resides
within a base 111 for each such alphabetic character 101. As shown 1n particular in FIG. 3, this
base 111 can include a back surface 301 that 1s at least substantially planar. So configured, the
physically-discrete sign component 100 can be readily disposed against a horizontal wall such
that the back surface 301 1s at least substantially flush with that horizontal wall. This base 111

can be formed of any desirable material include, for example, a suitable plastic. This basc 111
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can also be colored any desirable color. For many application settings, however, it will serve

well for the base 111 to be colored black.

[0032] As noted carlier, each physically-discrete sign component 100 also includes at
Icast onc connecting bar 102. This connecting bar 102 1s disposcd at Icast substantially
horizontally with respect to the aforementioned front-facing profile 201 of the alphabetic
character 101 and also at lcast partially within that front-facing profile 201 of the alphabetic
character 101. Accordingly, when viewed from the front (as illustrated, for example, in FIG. 2),
the connecting bar 102 appears to the viewer as though 1t 1s behind the alphabetic character 101.
While this foreground/background relationship may not be literally true in all embodiments,

strictly speaking, 1t 1s at least this visual 1llusion to which this specification refers.

[0033] These teachings will readily accommodate more than one such connecting bar
102 per physically-discrete sign component 100 as desired. As 1llustrated, for example, there are
two such conneccting bars 102 that arc disposed at Icast substantially parallcl to onc another. In
particular, the 1llustrated cmbodiment includes both a top connecting bar 104 and a bottom
connecting bar 105. In this example, (and referring 1n particular to FIG. 2) the top connecting bar
104 extends partially, but not wholly, above an upper periphery 202 of the front-facing profile
201 while the bottom connecting bar 105 extends partially, but not wholly, below a lower
periphery 203 of the front-facing profile 201. Such a configuration 1s well suited to prompting

the visual 1llusion described above.

[0034] A typical sign will usually include more than a single alphanumeric character.
Accordingly, these physically-discrete sign components 100 are configured to readily connect,
physically and clectrically, in combination with onc another. For example, 1n this illustrative
cxample, cach end of the connecting bars 102 comprises a connecting-bar mterface that 1s
configured to physically and electrically interconnect connecting bars 102 of separate physically-

discrete sign components 100.

[0035] In this particular example these connecting-bar interfaces comprise, at least in
part, a stepped interface. In particular, the left-side connecting-bar interface comprises an upper
portion 106 while the right-side connecting-bar interface comprises a lower portion 107. These
portions are sized to permit the upper portion 106 to fit snuggly and conformally above the lower

portion 107 of an adjacent connecting-bar interface.

_6 -
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[0036] Also 1n this particular example the left-side connecting-bar interfaces include a
threaded-engagement member 108 that fits within a corresponding hole 109. The right-side
connecting-bar interface, in turn, includes a threaded-engagement member receiver 204 as shown
in FIG. 2 1n particular. So configured, the threaded-engagement members 108 (which can
comprise, for example, screws) can mate with the threaded-engagement member receiver 204 of
an adjacent physically-discrete sign component 100 to thereby physically secure one component

100 to another.

[0037] By one approach, the threaded-engagement member receiver 204 can comprise a
block 205 (which 1s particularly visible in FIGS. 4 and 5) that is sized and shaped to conformably
fit within a corresponding opening 302 that corresponds to the location of the threaded-
engagement member 108 (and which 1s particularly visible in FIG. 3). In this 1llustrative example
the block 205 has a cross section that includes two orthogonal sides and a curved side. Such a
shape can help to ensure a proper orientation and juxtapositioning of two physically-discrete sign

components 100 when connecting one to the other.

[0038] To further assist in these regards, and as 1llustrated here, the clements that
comprise the connecting-bar interfaces for the upper connecting bar 104 are essentially a mirror
image of the corresponding elements as comprise the connecting-bar interface for the lower
connecting bar 105. Such a configuration will discourage connecting the upper-connecting bar
104 of a first physically-discrete sign component 100 to the lower connecting bar 105 of a
second physically-discrete sign component 100 and hence can help to ensure that the various

components as comprise a given intended sign are properly joined one to the other.

[0039] By one approach, at lcast onc of these connecting bars carries one or more
clectrical conductors to thereby provide power for the aforementioned light sources 601. In this
1llustrative example, and referring again momentarily to FIG. 6, each of the connecting bars 102
includes a bridging electrical conductor 602. More particularly, the bridging electrical conductor
603 (such as, for example, an electrically-conductive wire) 1s disposed within the upper
connecting bar 104 and comprises a positive electrical power rail while the bridging electrical
conductor 604 that 1s disposed within the lower connecting bar 105 comprises a negative
clectrical power rail. In this i1llustrative example, each of the bridging electrical conductors 602

includes an mput port 605 and an output port 606. The input ports 605 serve to receive electrical
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power from a power source 607 and the output ports 606 serve to forward electrical power on to

a next adjacent component 100.

[0040] Referring 1n particular now to FIGS. 2 and 3, the aforementioned input port 605

suitable copper alloy. The opposing connecting-bar interface includes a pair of inwardly-
disposed arches 110 (comprised, for example, of plastic) that serve to receive and guide the
aforementioned blade 303 to an electrically-conductive blade receiver (such as one or more
electrically-conductive surfaces disposed on the inner surfaces of the aforementioned arches 110)
and to also aid 1n securing and protecting that connection. So configured, an electrical connection
can be casily and essentially automatically made between the bridging electrical conductors 602
of adjacent physically-discrete sign components 100. By one approach, 1f desired, this
connection can be made sufficiently secure that the aforementioned threaded-securement

members need not be used.

10041] By one approach these clectrical-connection components (1.¢., the blade and the

formed within the base 111 of the alphabetic character 101. These cavities can be readily formed,
for example, when forming the base 111 using common 1njection molding techniques. In this
case, and by way of further example, the back side of the base 111 can comprise a plate that 1s
snapped 1nto place or otherwise secured 1n place using, for example, screws or the like and which
then restricts movement of the electrical-connection components to thereby hold those
components in a desired orientation and location both during use and otherwise. So configured,
the corresponding parts count and complexity of each such structure can be economically

reduced.

[0042] As noted above, a physically-discrete sign component 100 can comprise
essentially any alphabetic character that one might wish, and that the approaches described above
use the character “E” only as an 1illustrative example in these regards. FIG. 7 provides another
example where the internally-electrically-1lluminated alphabetic character 101 of the physically-

discrete sign component 100comprises an upper-case letter “A.”

[0043] By one approach, both the height and width of the physically-discrete sign

component 100 can be the same from one character to another. By another approach, however,
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the physically-discrete sign components 100 can have a front-facing profile 201that have a
proportional font-based width. In such a case the width of the front-facing profile 201 will vary
with the respective and proportional needs of each character such that, for example, the
physically-discrete sign component 100 for the letter “M™ will be wider than the physically-

discrete sign component 100 for the letter “I.”

[0044] FIGS. 8 and 9 provide an 1llustrative example of a first physically-discrete sign
component 100 for the letter “E” being connected to a second physically-discrete sign
component 100 for the letter “A.” As described above this connection 1s easily achieved by
simply aligning the upper and lower connecting bars 104 and 105 of the two physically-discrete
sign components 100 with one another such that the respective connecting-bar interfaces
physically and electrically mate with one another. The aforementioned threaded-engagement
members 108 can then secure the two physically-discrete sign components 100 to one another.
Additional physically-discrete sign components 100 can be included 1n a similar manner to

construct a character-based message of choice.

[0045] These teachings will further accommodate the use of one or more endcaps 1f
desired. FIG. 10 provides an 1llustrative example of a terminating end cap 1000 that 1s
configured and arranged to connect to the right sides of the upper and lower connecting bars 104
and 105. This terminating end cap 1000 includes connecting-bar interfaces 1001 and 1002 as
described above to facilitate connecting the terminating end cap 1000 to a physically-discrete
sign component 100. In this case, however, as the terminating end cap 1000 includes no bridging
electrical conductors the connecting-bar interfaces 1001 and 1002 need not include any electrical

conductors.

10046} In this 1llustrative example the terminating end cap 1000 has beveled corners 1003
to accommodate corresponding flanges 1004 that in turn have a hole 1005 disposed there
through. These holes 1005 can provide a way, for example, to hang a completed sign using a

wire, cable, rope, string, chain, or the like.

[0047] FIGS. 11 provides an illustrative view of an end cap 1101 similarly configured to
connect to the left side of a corresponding physically-discrete sign component 100. Like the

terminating end cap 1000 this end cap 1101 can also have beveled corners 1003 to thereby
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similarly accommodate flanges 1004 having holes 1005 disposed there through to facilitate

hanging a completed sign.

[0048] This end cap 1101 also includes some electrical connectors and switches. In
particular, this end cap 1101 includes a power-input interface 1102 to facilitate connecting the
above-described circuitry to a source of DC power (such as a battery or a transformer-based
powecr supply as arc known 1n the art) and a powcer-output interface 1107 to facilitatc using an
appropriate bridging power line to connect that DC power to the power-input interface of another
such end cap 1101. So configured, a plurality of discrete multi-component signs can be
clectrically linked one to the other to facilitate powering those multiple signs using only a single

POWET source.

[0049] This end cap 1101 also includes, 1 this 1llustrative example, a master power

on/ott switch 1103 and two additional buttons 1104 and 1105. The first button 1104 can secrve,

light sources 601 ranging, for cxample, from dim to very bright. Pulsc-width modulation can
facilitatc such actions as will be well understood by those skilled 1n the art. The second button
1105, 1n turn, can serve to step that control circuit through a variety of show settings. For
example, a first setting can provide for maintaining the light sources 601 at a constant
illumination while a second setting can provide for blinking the light sources 601on and off at
some particular rate. These teachings will accommodate a wide variety of possibilities in these

regards.

[0050] In this particular example these interfaces and switches are disposed on a side
cdge 1106 of the end cap 1101. Such a position provides convenient access to these components
while also keeping the front of the complcted sign unadorned 1n these regards. Side-mounting
these interfaces and switches also avoids locating them on the backside of the physically-discrete
sign component 100 which, 1n turn, helps assure that the completed sign will rest flush against a

supporting wall.

[0051] FIG. 12 provides an 1llustrative example of a simple completed sign 1200 that
includes three physically-discrete sign components 100 (one each for the characters “S,” “E.”
and “A”) and the two aforementioned end caps 1000 and 1101. Such a sign 1200 can be mounted

or positioncd 1n any of a varicty of ways. Examples include hanging the sign 1200 using a wire

- 10 -
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or the like that connects to the two upper corner holes 1005 (either in free space or resting
against a wall) and simply setting the sign 1200 atop a horizontal surface such as a tabletop.
Additional signs (not shown) could be easily hung below this sign 1200 by use of the holes 1005

disposed 1n the bottom corners of the sign 1200.

[0052] So configured, a custom sign can be casily constructed by mercly attaching the
physically-discrete sign components 100 for the desired characters 1n a desired order. The
attachment as described serves to both physically and electrically connect one physically-discrete
sign component 100 to another. The end caps 1000 and 1101, 1n turn, provide further structural

support, useful electrical connections, and a complimentary aesthetic.

[0053] The relative positioning of the alphabetic characters themselves with respect to
the connecting bars 1n particular provides an attractive acsthetic appearance while also

contributing to the overall strength and resiliency of the assembled sign 1200.

[0054] Those skilled 1n the art will recognize that a wide variety of modifications,
alterations, and combinations can be made with respect to the above described embodiments
without departing from the spirit and scope of the invention, and that such modifications,
alterations, and combinations are to be viewed as being within the ambit of the inventive
concept. As but one simple example 1n these regards, physically-discrete sign components can be
provided that include more than one alphabetic character if desired. For example, a given

physically-discrete sign component might comprise the expression “AND/OR” or the suffix

CC.COM.?‘)

_11 -
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We claim:

1. An apparatus comprising:

a physically-discrete sign component including:

an internally-electrically-i1lluminated alphabetic character having a front-facing profile;

at least two connecting bars that are disposed at least substantially parallel to one
another and that are each disposed at least substantially horizontally with respect to the front-
facing profile of the alphabetic character and at least partially within the front-facing profile of
the alphabetic character, wherein a first one of the connecting bars extends partially, but not
wholly, above an upper periphery of the front-facing profile while a second one of the

connecting bars extends partially, but not wholly, below a lower periphery of the front-facing

profile.

2. The apparatus of claim 1 wherein the alphabetic character comprises, at least in part, a
light diffuser having a form factor that conforms to the alphabetic character, the apparatus
further comprising:

a plurality of light-emitting diodes disposed behind the light diffuser.

3. The apparatus of claim 2 wherein the internally-electrically-i1lluminated alphabetic

character comprises a faux-neon internally-electrically-i1lluminated alphabetic character.

4. The apparatus of claim 1 wherein the apparatus includes a plurality of the physically-

discrete sign components.

J. The apparatus of claim 2 wherein at least some of the physically-discrete sign

components have a front-facing profile having a proportional font-based width.

6. An apparatus comprising:
a physically-discrete sign component including:

an internally-electrically-illuminated alphabetic character having a front-facing profile;

_12 -
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at least two connecting bars that are each disposed at least substantially horizontally
with respect to the front-facing profile of the alphabetic character and at least partially within
the front-facing profile of the alphabetic character, wherein at least two of the connecting bars
cach include a bridging electrical conductor wherein a first one of the bridging electrical
conductors comprises a positive electrical power rail and a second one of the bridging electrical
conductors comprises a negative electrical power rail, and
wherein both the first and second connecting bars each include a connecting-bar interface

configured to physically and electrically interconnect to another such connecting bar of another

physically-discrete sign component.

7. The apparatus of claim 6 wherein the connecting-bar interfaces for the first connecting

bar are at least substantially a mirror image of the connecting-bar interfaces for the second
connecting bar to thereby discourage connecting the first connecting bar to a second connecting

bar of another of the physically-discrete sign components.

8. The apparatus of claim 6 wherein the connecting-bar interfaces include at least one of

an electrically-conductive blade and an electrically-conductive blade recerver.

9. The apparatus of claim 6 wherein the connecting-bar interfaces include at least one of a

threaded-engagement member and a threaded-engagement member receiver.

10. The apparatus of claim 6 wherein the connecting-bar interfaces comprise, at least in

part, a stepped interface.

11.  The apparatus of claim 6 further comprising:

at least one end cap configured and arranged to connect to at least one of the

connecting-bar interfaces.

12.  The apparatus of claim 11 wherein the end cap includes, at least 1n part:

a power-input interface;

- 13 -

CA 2844551 2018-09-27



H83223831CA

a power-output interface;

a power on/off switch.

13.  The apparatus of claim 12 wherein the power-input interface, the power-output

interface, and the power on/off switch are disposed on a side edge of the end cap.

14.  The apparatus of claim 12 further comprising another end cap that does not include a

power-input interface, a power-output interface, and a power on/off switch.

15.  The apparatus of claim 1 wherein the physically-discrete sign component has a back

surface that is at least substantially planar.

#18BK505
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