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United States Patent Office 3,120,146 
Patented Feb. 4, 1964 

3,129,146 
MUSICAL INSERUMENT KEY 

Gene Aubrey Sties, Westbrook, Conn., assignor to Pratt, 
Read & Co., Incorporated, ivoryton, Conn., a corpora 
tion of Consecticut 

Filed June 2, 1961, Ser. No. 114,353 
5 Clains. (C. 84-433) 

This invention relates to musical instruments and more 
particularly to key assemblies for keyboards adapted to 
initiate tones from a musical instrument. 

In the past, keys for pianos and other musical instru 
ments have been formed of wood with a top and front 
covering of ivory or plastic to provide an attractive ap 
pearance and Smooth, comfortable feel to the person 
playing the instrument. Key assemblies of this type were 
provided by forming a rough keyboard by securing to 
gether pieces of wood and cutting the same to the re 
quired size. Pieces of ivory or plastic were then secured 
to the front edge of the keyboard and other pieces of 
ivory or plastic to the top thereof. 
have offset shapes, this required costly cutting and ma 
chining operations of the wooden members as they must 
conform to rigid tolerances in order that the finished keys 
would have the required configurations. 

Various attempts have been made in the past to pro 
vide molded keys but a difficult problem has been pre 
sented because of the different dimensions of the various 
keys, and the consequent large number of individual dies 
required. In addition, since the keys could not be inter 
changed, complete key replacement has been necessary in 
many cases of minor damage to one or more keys of the 
instrument. 

it is an object of the present invention to provide a 
new and improved key assembly for musical instruments. 
Another object of the present invention is to provide a 

keyboard having molded key fronts for mounting upon 
wooden key shanks. 

Still another object of this invention is to provide a 
molded plastic musical key front possessing strength and 
rigidity for long continuous operation. 
A further object is to provide a new and improved key 

with a molded plastic front including guiding provisions 
for the key. 
A feature of the present invention is the provision of 

relatively rigid molded plastic key fronts of various shapes 
adapted to be secured to the standard wooden key shanks 
in a musical instrument keyboard. 
A further feature of this invention is the provision of 

molded plastic key fronts for use with standard wood 
key shanks, each front having a hollow body portion 
formed with a front, top and parallel elongated sides, and 
having a plurality of ribs formed therein to afford strength 
and stability thereto. The key fronts may be secured to 
the wood shanks by adhesive, by the use of screws or 
pins, and/or by providing inter-engaging portions on the 
front and shank. 

Another feature is the provision of a hollow molded 
plastic key front having a plurality of longitudinal and 
transverse intersection ribs and a plastic guide bushing 
secured to the ribs. 

In the drawings: 
FiG. 1 is a fragmentary perspective view of a musical 

instrument keyboard assembly constructed in accordance 
with the invention; 

FIG. 2 is an exploded view of a wooden shank and 
plastic key front assembly, including a molded plastic 
bushing; 

FIG. 3 is a longitudinal half section view of the key 
assembly which is shown in FIG. 2; 

FIG. 4 is a bottom view of a different musical instru 
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ment key assembly in accordance with the present in 
vention; 

FIG. 5 is a cross sectional view taken on lines 5-5 
of FIG. 4; 

FIG. 6 is a longitudinal view partly in section of the 
key assembly including screw type mounting means; 

FIG. 7 is a side elevational view partly in section of 
a further embodiment of the present invention; 

FIG. 8 is a bottom fragmentary view of the key as 
sembly of FIG. 7; 
FG. 9 is a cross-sectional view taken on lines 9-9 

of FIG. 7; 
FIGS. 10 and 11 are side elevational views of further 

embodiments of the key assembly of the present invention; 
and 

FIG. 12 is a longitudinal cross sectional view of a 
sharp key assembly constructed in accordance with this 
invention. 

In accordance with the invention, keys for musical in 
struments, such as pianos, are provided by placing molded 
plastic key fronts upon key shanks constructed of wood 
or other material. The wooden shank is cut to approxi 
mate dimensions to receive the front portions. The mold 
ed plastic key fronts may be mounted in a plurality of 
ways, as by the use of adhesive, by threaded screws, or 
by providing inter-engaging portions on the key front and 
shank. The various forms of keys are molded with the 
required construction to fit together to form a keyboard. 
The natural keys are molded with offset portions or shoul 
ders adapted to accommodate sharp keys therebetween 
in the standard manner. Rigidity is provided in the 
molded piastic cap portions by means of a plurality of 
intersecting ribs formed within the hoilow portion of the 
cap, to effectively form a support therein. These ribs 
may be formed longitudinally, transversely or both. 
Molded plastic bushings for engagement with position 

ing pins on the keybed may be secured to the ribs 
formed in the hollow portions of the key fronts. In this 
manner, the ribs secure the bushing in place and at the 
same time give the key fronts the necessary rigidity. 

Referring now to the drawings, in FIG. 1 there is shown 
a fragmentary portion of keyboard 10 for a piano com 
prising natural keys generally indicated at 2 and sharp 
keys generally indicated at 4. The sharp keys 14 are 
positioned in offsets in the natural keys 12 and extend 
above the natural keys. The natural keys 42 comprise 
an elongated wooden shank portion 15 and a molded 
plastic front portion 16, mounted upon the shank portion 
15 and extending therefron. The sharp keys 14 likewise 
comprise an elongated wooden shank portion 15 and a 
molded plastic front portion 18 mounted thereupon. The 
front portions 16 and 8 extend beyond the front ends 
of the wooden shanks (FIGS. 2 and 12). The shank 
portions 15 extend at various angles as is required to 
provide spaces 8 therebetween for portions of a piano 
action (not shown) to extend. The shank portions in 
clude openings 3 for receiving balance pins 11 of the 
keybed 9, and the front portions include guide bushings 
22 (FIG. 2) which receive guide pins 23 in the keybed. 

It is pointed out that in a standard keyboard the natural 
keys extend forward of the sharp keys and are wider at 
the front to fill the space in front of the sharp keys. This 
presents a problem in the construction of the keys when 
the keys are formed from a wood blank as the notch or 
offset in the natural keys makes it difficult to cut the indi 
vidual keys from the preformed rough blank. The shanks 
of the keys however all rest side by side, and although 
they are slanted to make the required coupling to the 
action, there are no sharp offsets to be cut as at the front 
parts of the keys. 

FiG. 2 illustrates in exploded view the construction 
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of one of the keys 12 comprising a front portion 6 which 
is adapted to be fixedly mounted upon a wooden shank 
portion 15. FIG. 3 is a longitudinal half sectional view 
of this key with the front portion 16 fixedly mounted 
upon the wooden shank 15. The front portion 16 has a 
top wall 17 and side walls 19 which form a channel mat 
ing with the end of the shank portion i5, and which may 
be fixed to the wooden shank portion 5 by any suitable 
adhesive. 
The front portion is formed of a molded plastic ima 

terial and includes a front wall 20 and a cross wall 25 to 
form a hollow structure. It will be seen that the cross 
wall 25 engages the end 27 of the shank 45 when the front 
portion 6 is assembled thereto. Longitudinally extend 
ing ribs 21 are formed in the hollow portion between the 
front wall 20 and the cross wall 25. The side Walls is 
have ramped edges as shown at 24. In this manner a 
substantial amount of plastic material is Saved since any 
of the keys 2 may only be depressed to an extent where 
in the upper parts of the side walls S9 of the adjacent keys 
are exposed. 
A molded plastic bushing 22 is bonded to ribs 28 

formed in front key portion 6. This bushing cooperates 
with a guide pin in the keybed to hold the key properly 
aligned thereon as shown in FIG. 1. The bushing may 
have edges 22a which rest in slots in the ribs 2A to pro 
vide a secure attachment thereof to the ribs. 

FIG. 4 is a bottom view of a piano key 26, comprising 
an elongated wooden shank 28 and a molded plastic front 
portion 33. The shank extends into the plastic front 
portion to the wall 29. In the view it is seen that the 
molded plastic front portion 30 has an offset 3 to pro 
vide a space for an adjacent sharp key. The plastic front 
portion may have both longitudinally extending ribs 32 
and radially extending ribs 34 molded therein. These 
ribs afford a surface upon which the bushing 33 for re 
ceiving the guide pin is secured and, in addition, provide 
rigidity to the plastic front portion 30. FIG. 5 is a cross 
sectional view showing the particular rib construction in 
the plastic portion 30 and showing the mounting of the 
bushing 33 thereon. The bushing 33 has projections 35 
which extend in slots 37 provided in the ribs 34. 

in FIG. 6 the front key portion 36 is mounted upon a 
wooden shank member 35. The portion 36 is maintained 
affixed to the shank 38 by cap screw 40. It will be noticed 
in this embodiment that a fange 42 is formed upon the 
lower end of wall 43 of the front portion 36, and fits into 
a notch 44 formed in the wood shank portion 38. The 
flange 42 engages shoulder 46 provided by the notch 44, 
and together with screw 40 provides a rigid connection of 
the front portion 36 on the shank portion 38. 

FIGS. 7, 8 and 9 show still a further embodiment 
wherein the plastic front portion 48 has an elongated solid 
rib 50 extending downwardly from the top wall 5 there 
of. The rib 50 fits into a slot 52 (FIG. 8) formed in the 
wooden shank portion 49. In this embodiment pins 54 
are inserted vertically through the wooden member 49 and 
the flange 50 to hold the front and shank portions assem 
bled. FIG. 9 is a sectional view taken on lines 9-9 of 
FIG. 7 showing the pin 54 extending through aperture 56 
formed in the wooden portion 49 and through aperture 
58 formed in the rib 59. 

In FIGS. 1-9 the piano keys illustrated have a straight 
front wall and an extending edge 37 formed at the top 
thereof, as has been commonly used. An organ key may 
also be manufactured in accordance with this invention 
wherein the molded plastic front portion 60 has a flat top 
portion 61 with sides 62 having slanted front edges 63 and 
ramped back edges 64. This is shown in FIG. 10. The 
organ key plastic front portion 6 may have transverse 
ribs 66, and may be mounted upon the wooden shank 
portion 68 by a suitable adhesive. In the case of organ 
keys, the mold is such that the under surface of the key is 
not covered. However, it is apparent that a key of this 
type need not have a completely closed body portion as 
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4. 
the underneath area is not visible when the key is assem 
bled in the organ. - 

Another configuration of the key is shown in FIG. 11. 
This “waterfall' type key also comprises a molded plastic 
front portion 72 secured to a wooden shank portion 79. 
The rounded edge 73 may be easily provided by the mold. 
Ribs 74 are formed in the plastic front portion 72 between 
the side walls. Here again the under area of the key cap 
portion is open. - - 

FIG. 12 shows a sharp key 89 wherein a wooden shank 
portion 82 has a molded plastic front portion 84 mounted 
thereon and held thereto by means of an adhesive. These 
plastic portions are commonly molded of a material 
which is black or some other dark color. Vertically ex 
tending ribs 86 are formed in the plastic front portion to 
provide rigidity. The side walls may be ramped as shown 
at 88. 

It will be understood that any suitable adhesive may 
be used in the practice of the present invention to secure 
the front portions to the shank portions of the keys. 
These portions may be connected by other suitable means 
as has been illustrated by FIGS. 6-9 of the drawings. 
The invention provides therefore a key having a molded 

plastic front portion adapted to be mounted upon, and 
extend beyond, a wooden shank of a key assembly for a 
musical instrument keyboard. The shank portions may 
be constructed in a known manner. As the offset front 
portions are separate from the shank, the manufacture of 
the wood key shanks is greatly simplified. The offset con 
figurations are provided entirely by the plastic front por 
tion which may be molded in the desired shapes. The 
plastic portions may be of any suitable material capable 
of being molded into the configuration disclosed. 

I claim: 
1. In a keyboard for use in a musical instrument and 

including a keybed having pivot pins and guide pins 
thereon, a key assembly including in combination, a sub 
startially rectangular elongated wooden key shank mem 
ber having an opening adapted to receive a pivot pin on 
the keybed, an integral molded plastic key front portion 
having a top wall, a front wall and two longitudinally 
extending side walls and a back wall to define a hollow 
cavity, a plurality of longitudinally extending ribs formed 
in said cavity, a plurality of transverse ribs in said cavity 
intersecting said longitudinally extending ribs, said top 
wall and said side walls extending beyond said back wall 
to define a channel having substantially smooth interior 
Suifaces, said molded plastic key front portion being 
fixedly disposed upon one of said shank members and 
extending longitudinally therefrom, said interior surfaces 
of said channel mating flush with corresponding surfaces 
on said shank member, and a molded plastic bushing 
member secured to said ribs and adapted to slidably en 
gage a guide pin on the keybed. 

2. In a musical instrument having a keyboard with 
natural keys having front portions which are interposed 
with sharp keys, and with all the keys having shank 
portions positioned side by side, a keyboard assembly 
including in combination, a plurality of substantially 
rectangular elongated wooden key shank members, means 
at one end of each of said shank members for coupling 
the same with the instrument, a plurality of integral 
molded plastic channel shaped key front portions with 
interior surfaces thereof mated flush with correspond 
ing Surfaces on the other ends of said wooden shank mem 
bers and extending forwardly therefrom, each of said 
front portions being formed with a top portion, a trans 
verse wall extending downwardly with respect to said 
top portion, and longitudinally extending side walls, said 
molded plastic front portions having at least one longi 
tudinally extending rib formed therein, and at least one 
transverse rib extending between the side walls of said 
front portion and intersecting said longitudinally extend 
ing rib, and said side walls extending rearwardly of said 
transverse wall and having their lower edges slanted up 
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ward toward said top portion, each side wall thereby de 
fining a generally triangular portion rearward of said 
trainsverse wall. 

3. In a musical instrument having a keyboard, a key 
assembly including in combination, an elongated Wood 
en shank portion having an end adapted to be coupied 
to the musical instrument, an integral molded plastic 
hollow front portion, said front portion including a top 
wall, a front wall and side walls defining a hollow chan 
nei, rib means formed in said hollow channel to afford 
rigidity to said key front portion, the interior surfaces 
of said hollow channel rearward of said rib means being 
substantially smooth, said front portion being mounted 
upon the other end of said shank portion with the inte 
rior surfaces of said hollow channel rearward of said 
rib means mating with corresponding surfaces on said 
shank portion. 

4. In a musical instrument having a keyboard with 
natural keys having front portions which are offset and 
interposed with sharp keys and with all the keys having 
shank portions positioned side by side, a key assembly 
including in combination, an elongated wooden key shank 
member having a substantially rectangular cross Section, 
said shank member having means at one end thereof 
for coupling with the instrument and a second end having 
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a slot therein, and an integral molded plastic key front 
portion formed with a top wall, a front wall, and longi 
tudinaily extending side walls extending downwardly 
with respect to said top wall, said molded piastic front 
portion having a rib extending downwardly from said top 
wall and into said slot in said shank member for hold 
ing said front portion assembled to said shank nember. 

5. in a musical instrument keyboard, a key assembly 
including an elongated wooden shank portion of Substan 
tially rectangular cross section, a molded plastic front 
porticin formed with a top and a transverse rib and two 
side walls extending downwardly therefronn, an outward 
ly extending flange formed on said transverse rib spaced 
froin said top of said front portion, said shark portion 
having a notch to receive said flange when said front 
portion is mounted upon said shank portion, and screw 
means disposed through said top of said front portion and 
into said wooden shank portion and cooperating with 
said fange to hold said front portion assembled to said 
shank portion. 
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