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PRINT THROUGH REDUCTION IN LONG
FIBER REINFORCED COMPOSITES BY
ADDITION OF CARBON NANOTUBES

TECHNICAL FIELD

This invention pertains to methods for reducing print
through, or surface irregularities generally corresponding to
the scale of the fiber weave, in molded polymer composite
structures with woven long fiber reinforcements.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

It is well known that the strength and stiffness of a material
may be improved by addition of strong and/or stiff reinforce-
ments such as particles, chopped fibers or long fibers to form
a composite structure. This practice is applicable to many
matrix materials including metals, ceramics and polymers,
but is frequently employed with polymer matrices, which
offer lesser strength and stiffness, but lower density, than
either ceramics or metals. Thus such a reinforced polymer
structure may offer good strength and stiftness in combina-
tion with low mass.

If low mass is of particular concern, the composite mass
may be further minimized by using a higher strength and low
density fiber reinforcement in addition to a low density poly-
mer matrix. Minimizing the mass of the composite will
increasingly depend on minimizing the mass of the reinforc-
ing higher strength fibers as performance demands accelerate
the trend toward increasing fiber volume fractions. One, com-
monly used, high strength, low density reinforcement is car-
bon fibers.

In some applications, consideration of only a limited num-
ber of engineering attributes, like stiffness, strength or mass
of a reinforced polymer may be sufficient to determine
whether or not it is suited for a particular purpose. In many
more applications however, a much broader range of engi-
neering properties, characteristics and behaviors must be
taken into account. For example, in assemblies where mul-
tiple materials are employed, compatibility, in performance
orappearance, with other, different materials may be anissue.
A case in point occurs in some automotive applications,
where an individual reinforced composite component or
structure, for example a hood, may be located adjacent to a
sheet metal component, for example a fender. It is intended
that the painted appearance of all the components should
match.

Reinforcing fibers may be used as discrete reinforcements
but in many cases, the carbon fibers are arranged in organized
groupings. For example, in some carbon fiber reinforced
polymers the generally cylindrical carbon fibers are first orga-
nized into tows. These are assemblages of continuous or
near-continuous, untwisted fibers loosely gathered together.
Tows often adopt a ribbon-like configuration and may be
generally elliptical in cross-section, and are, optionally,
lightly secured using an epoxy sizing. Such tows may then be
woven into any desired 2-dimensional pattern to form a rein-
forcing fabric or sheet. While individual fibers may have a
diameter of at least a micrometer or so, a more typical dimen-
sion is between 10 and 20 micrometers. A tow, by contrast,
which may contain from about 1 to 50 thousand fibers may
range in width from between 1.0 to 10 millimeters, or, equiva-
lently, of between 1000 and 10,000 micrometers. Typical
weave patterns may be somewhat coarse with adjacent par-
allel tows being spaced between 1 and 5 millimeters apart.

Fabrication of a component begins with impregnating the
woven sheets with a polymer resin, which, for ease of han-
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dling, is often partially cured or B-staged but remains flexible
and conformable. Such a resin-impregnated sheet is termed a
prepreg.

In volume production, heated multipart molds are fre-
quently employed. Such molds are capable of receiving the
prepreg and shaping it, under pressure, to the desired article
shape before the mold is heated. The mold temperature may
then be increased to raise the prepreg temperature and cure
the resin and form a composite article. The mold parts are
separable for loading the prepreg and for extracting the cured
article and the various mold parts, when assembled into their
operating configuration, define a die cavity corresponding to
the desired article geometry.

Such mold may accept a single prepreg but, more fre-
quently, multiple resin-impregnated sheets are placed one
atop the other to form a layup. In assembling the layup, the
sheets, and their associated reinforcements, may be displaced
or rotated with respect to one another to reduce in-plane
property directionality in the finished component. The layup
may be fabricated in the mold or may be prepared off-line and
placed in the mold only when fully assembled.

The coefficients of thermal expansion (CTE) of the poly-
mer and reinforcement are significantly different. In addition,
most carbon fibers have an anisotropic CTE, exhibiting one
CTE along their axis and a second CTE across their diameter,
assuring that there will be at least some mismatch in CTE
between the fiber and the larger and more isotropic CTE of the
polymer. During cool-down of the composite article this mis-
match in CTE will induce stresses which will produce print
through of the weave pattern, that is, surface distortions
which mimic the weave pattern spacing. The regions between
the fiber tows will be depressed compared to the more
elevated regions overlying the fiber tows.

These surface distortions, or print through of the fiber
pattern, are clearly visible, particularly on a painted surface,
and are unacceptable on any ‘show surface’ which may be
viewed by a customer. Thus many viewable fiber composite
components require extensive finishing, typically priming
and sanding, prior to final painting.

There is therefore a need for a method of suppressing or
minimizing print through in fiber reinforced composite pan-
els to minimize the need for remedial surface treatments prior
to assembly and painting of the panels.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

This invention provides a method for minimizing print
through distortions in surfaces of woven fiber reinforced
polymer composite articles. The invention is practiced so as
to provide higher quality visible surface layers on polymer
composite articles that otherwise benefit from the presence of
extensive woven fiber reinforcement layers.

In accordance with embodiments of the invention, a pre-
formed, moldable, polymer prepreg layer, reinforced with
closely spaced, vertically oriented, carbon nanotubes is
applied to an intended visible surface of the woven fiber-
reinforced layup material. The woven fiber reinforced mate-
rial makes up the body portion of the molded composite
article, but the nanotube layer is sized and shaped to form one
or more surfaces of the composite article. In contrast with the
orientation of the woven fibers in the underlying polymer
body layer(s), the carbon nanotubes are oriented transverse to
the thickness of the comparatively thin applied covering poly-
mer layer for the surface of the molded composite article. The
woven fiber reinforced polymer portion and each covering
polymer layer of oriented carbon nanotubes are shaped
together and their polymer content cured together to form a
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durable composite article with smoother visible surfaces. The
transverse orientation of the carbon nanotubes in the covering
polymer layer reduces uneven shrinkage of surface regions
and leaves a relatively smooth surface on the article that is
mainly strengthened with the woven fibers. By addition of
such a covering layer, the upper surface of the article is made
more homogeneous, reducing the disparity in CTE and other
properties between open and filled regions of the weave,
which would otherwise lead to the observed print through.

Carbon nanotubes are hollow co-axial cylinders of carbon
whose diameters are measured in nanometers or tens of
nanometers, with lengths which may extend over tens of
millimeters. They exhibit high strength and a low coefficient
of thermal expansion (CTE) along their cylinder axis. Hence
the thermal contraction of a vertically arranged carbon nano-
tube polymer composite will be greatly reduced compared to
the thermal contraction of the polymer alone, further reducing
the tendency for print through in the composite article.

Carbon nanotubes are commonly grown by a catalyzed
gas-phase reaction. A substrate is prepared with a layer of
metal catalyst particles of a predetermined size related to the
desired nanotube diameter. Typically these particles contain
nickel, cobalt, molybdenum, and iron, singly or in combina-
tion. The substrate is heated to approximately 750° C. in an
atmosphere of an inert gas, for example ammonia, nitrogen or
hydrogen and then exposed to a carbon-containing gas, such
as acetylene, ethylene, ethanol or methane or a mixture of CO
and hydrogen. Nanotubes grow at the sites of the metal cata-
lyst, where it appears that the carbon-containing gas decom-
poses at the surface of the catalyst particle, liberating carbon
which is absorbed by the catalyst particle and transported to
the particle edges, where it forms the nanotubes.

An exemplary procedure for forming vertically-aligned
carbon nanotube arrays is to fabricate, on a silicon wafer
substrate with a 10 nanometer or so thick layer of Al,O;, a
plurality of densely-packed iron catalyst particles, each rang-
ing in size from about 10 to 20 nanometers. A suitable pro-
cedure is to deposit, from aqueous solution, an iron salt,
which, when on evaporation of the water and exposure to
suitably elevated temperatures under an inert gas atmosphere
will decompose to form the iron catalyst particles. By flowing
ethylene, at elevated temperature, over the silicon watfer-
supported iron particles, carbon nanotubes may be formed.
Under the following process conditions: a process tempera-
ture of 800° C.; a process temperature of 800° C.; an ethylene
flow rate of about 1 mm/second linear velocity; and, a cham-
ber pressure of about 1 atmosphere; carbon nanotubes of 3 to
5 millimeters in length and about 10 nanometers in diameter
may be obtained in 2 to 4 hours. The nanotubes are present at
a surface density of about 10" fibers/cm?® and substantially
uniformly distributed and commonly oriented with their long
or cylindrical axis generally perpendicular to the surface of
the supporting silicon wafer.

A surface density of 10"/cm? corresponds to uniformly
spaced nanotubes about 30 nanometers apart. The desired
nanotube density may be adjusted either by controlling the
density of nuclei or, if greater densities are required, by com-
pressing the nanotube array to any appropriate extent.

The nanotube array may be impregnated with polymer
resin which should be selected to be compatible with the
pre-preg resin. One exemplary resin is a bisphenol A-based
epoxy resin, which may then be partially cured or B-staged so
that the resin and cross-linking agent have reacted only to the
extent of producing a viscoelastic solid. The B-staged resin/
nanotube composite may be used as-prepared, or sliced, using
a microtome or other devices, in a direction parallel to the
surface of the silicon wafer support, to form composite layers
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of'any desired thickness. By slicing the layers in this way the
cylindrical axes of the cut-off nanotube segments are main-
tained generally perpendicular to the surfaces of the layer.

These B-staged resin/nanotube composite layers may then
be placed as a surface layer on the stack of pre-pregs which
make up the layup. Usually it will be necessary to apply the
nanotube composite layer to only one surface of the layup, but
in cases, where both sides of an article are visible, it may be
appropriate to apply the nanotube composite layer to both
surfaces.

Application of pressure to the layup, now including the
nanotube-resin composite layer, will fuse the nanotube com-
posite layer with the reinforcing fabric layers and drive the
nanotubes into the surface while substantially maintaining
their orientation generally normal to the article surface.
Application of heat to cure the composite will permanently
embed the oriented nanotubes into the article surface and
establish a strong bond between the polymer and nanotube.

Now, the tendency for the polymer-rich regions of the
component to shrink in the thickness direction of the article
during cool-down from the cure temperature will be opposed
by the low CTE and high strength of the nanotubes. Also, the
surface composition will be homogeneous on a scale of down
to tens of nanometers so that any inhomogeneity in shrinkage
will be less visible.

The effectiveness of nanotube-polymer layer in controlling
the distortion of the polymer will depend on the relative
strengths of the nanotube-polymer composite and the poly-
mer alone. It will also depend on the relative thicknesses of
the nanotube-polymer layer and the polymer layer, generally
equal to about 1.5 times the thickness of the tow after mold-
ing.

These and other aspects of the invention are described
below, while still others will be readily apparent to those
skilled in the art based on the descriptions provided in this
specification.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIGS. 1A and 1B show a schematic view of a section of a
woven fiber reinforced composite and a perspective view of
the surface of the composite. In FIG. 1A the composite is at its
elevated cure temperature and the composite surface is gen-
erally flat. In FIG. 1B, the composite has cooled from its
curing temperature and the composite surface displays aregu-
lar arrangement of dips and rises which is related to the
arrangement of the fibers in the mat reinforcement.

FIG. 2 shows a schematic view of a section of a woven fiber
reinforced composite and a perspective view of the surface of
the composite after addition of a nanocomposite resin layer
incorporating, in a resin matrix, carbon nanotubes. The car-
bon nanotubes extend through the thickness of the nanocom-
posite resin layer and are oriented generally normal to the
surface of the nanocomposite resin layer.

FIGS. 3A-3C show a schematic illustration for a sequence
of'steps required for fabrication of a vertically aligned carbon
nanotube/polymer layer including: growing the nanotubes of
a desired length on a substrate; infiltrating the substrate with
aresin to form a resin/nanotube composite; and separating the
resin/nanotube composite from the substrate to form a resin/
nanotube layer.

FIG. 4 shows the schematic stress-strain behavior of a
representative polymer matrix and compares it with the
stress-strain behavior of an oriented nanotube reinforced
polymer.
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DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

The following description of the embodiment(s) is merely
exemplary in nature and is not intended to limit the invention,
its application, or uses.

Carbon fibers ranging in diameter from about 1 micrometer
to about 20 micrometers in diameter are popular reinforce-
ments for high performance fiber reinforced polymer com-
posites. Such fibers may be employed individually but, more
commonly a number of such fibers will be gathered together
to form a tow with a lateral dimension of between 500
micrometers to 1000 micrometers. A plurality of such tows
may be arranged as warp and weft and woven together into a
woven reinforcing mat. Such a mat may be impregnated with
polymer resin or a B-staged polymer resin to form a prepreg
and then assembled, with other prepregs, to form a layup. The
layup may be shaped into a desired form, by application of
pressure in a die, and cured, in the die, by application of heat
to produce the desired carbon fiber reinforced polymer com-
posite article.

But, conventional carbon fiber reinforced polymer com-
posites often exhibit visible surface features which mimic the
subsurface distribution of the fibers in the composite. These
visible surface features, known as print through, are most
visible when the fibers are placed in an organized or patterned
fashion, such as the just-described woven mat.

Print through predominantly arises due to the difference in
coefficient of thermal expansion (CTE) of the polymer and
the carbon fiber reinforcement. FIG. 1A depicts a sectional
view of alayer of prepreg 10 incorporating a woven reinforce-
ment 11 and a thermosetting polymer resin 16. Woven rein-
forcement 11 consists of a warp 12 and weft 14 which pass
over and under one another in alternating fashion. Typically
each of the warp 12 and weft 14 will consist of tows, each
containing a plurality of individual fibers. It is intended that
these prepreg layers, and possibly additional underlying lay-
ers 10, 10" (shown in gho st), will be assembled into a layup.
The uppermost layer, layer 10, will be positioned adjacent to
a face of the mold cavity so that its surface 18 will form the
surface of the composite article. As is common when fabri-
cating a layup of several prepreg layers the carbon fiber weave
of'each of layers 10, 10' and 10" has been slightly misaligned
relative to its neighboring layer for better uniformity of in-
plane properties in the finished article. The details of the
weave and the misalignment are intended only to be illustra-
tive, and should not be construed as either limiting or repre-
sentative.

For clarity, the traces of warp 12 and weft 14 of surface
layer 10 have been mapped onto surface 18 as dotted lines 20
and 22. Three regions may be distinguished. In regions 24
which lies between the warp 12 (20) and the weft 14 (22) of
the weave there is no reinforcing fiber so that at this location
the prepreg is substantially resin. In regions 26 which overlie
either of the warp 12 (20) or the weft 14 (22), the prepreg will
consist of reinforcing fiber and resin in comparable propor-
tions. At locations 28 the warp 12 (20) and weft 14 (22)
overlie one another so that the prepreg at this location will
predominantly consist of reinforcing fiber with minimal
resin.

During cool-down after elevated temperature curing, the
composite part will contract unequally in these different loca-
tions 24, 26, 28 due to the different proportions of resin and
reinforcing fiber. A typical coefficient of thermal expansion
of an epoxy, representative of many potential matrix materi-
als, ranges from about 60-100x10~%/° C. Graphite fibers show
anegative thermal expansion coefficient of about —1.4x107%/°
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C. along their fiber axis and a thermal expansion coefficient of
about 2.1x107% C. in a direction transverse to the fiber axis.
There will therefore be a significant difference in the extent of
thermal expansion of a volume containing both fibers and
polymer depending on the proportions of polymer and fiber.
Locations which contain higher proportions of polymer will
exhibit a much greater contraction on cooling.

The disparity in CTE and the wide variation in fiber/poly-
mer contents occurring at locations 24, 26 and 28 results in
major difference in the elevations of the article surface in
these locations. Of course, these locations 24, 26, and 28
repeat with the periodicity of the weave so that the variation in
surface elevation will vary, in a regular and systematic man-
ner across the entire surface 18 and will have a periodicity
which reflects and mimics the periodicity of the weave. This
phenomenon is known as print through, and is illustrated in
FIG. 1B which shows an undulating periodic two-dimen-
sional pattern of alternating peaks 32 and valleys 30.

Print through therefore results from the differing propor-
tions of polymer resin in different locations in the surface
layer and the large difference(s) in CTE between the polymer
and the reinforcing fiber. Both issues may be addressed by
placing, as the uppermost layer of the layup, and hence on the
article surface, a layer of more homogeneous composition
which exhibits a lesser CTE.

Such a layer is schematically illustrated in FIG. 2. The
layup now contains at least two layers, the original woven
carbon fiber layer 10 (and optionally 10' and 10") and a
second layer 34 consisting of a compatible, B-staged resin 36
and a plurality of carbon nanotube reinforcements 38 extend-
ing through the layer thickness t' and oriented generally nor-
mal to the layer surfaces 40, 42.

Carbon nanotubes are hollow co-axial cylinders of carbon
whose diameters are measured in nanometers with lengths
which may extend over tens of millimeters and exhibit high
strength and a low coefficient of thermal expansion (CTE)
along their cylinder axis. When the spacing of the nanotubes
is small relative to the wavelength of visible light, layer 34
will appear as a homogenous layer. Also the high strength and
low CTE of the carbon nanotubes will reduce the CTE of the
nanotube reinforced polymer relative to the polymer alone.
This greater homogeneity of the surface layer and its reduced
CTE will cooperate to minimize the spatial variations in
contraction exhibited by any of the woven fiber reinforced
layers. In turn, this will thereby reduce the tendency for print
through in the composite article. These benefits require that
layer 34 be bonded to layer 10 so that it may be integrated into
the prepreg. It is therefore important that the resin of layer 34
be at least compatible with, and preferably, identical to, the
resin of layer 10. It is also important that layers 10 and 34 be
brought into intimate contact over their entire area. This may
be accomplished by assuring that the prepreg thickness is
modestly greater than the mold cavity thickness to ensure that
die closure will enforce the desired relationship between lay-
ers.

One approach to forming a carbon nanotube reinforced
resin or B-staged resin layer is illustrated in the steps shown
in FIGS. 3 A-C. Catalyst particles may be formed or laid
down on a suitable substrate. The particles may be laid down
as a thin layer of metal salt deposited from solution for
example a nitrate, and then reduced to form small metal
droplets on the surface. Or a metal powder may be sprinkled
on the substrate. Alternatively, the salt reduction process may
be performed using a thin frangible layer, of say, aluminum
oxide as a support. After forming the catalyst particles the
particle-support combination may be crushed to form small
particles with yet smaller associated metal catalysts. The
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crushed, catalyst-containing particles may then be laid down
on the substrate. The substrate and catalyst particles are first
conditioned by high temperature exposure to a process gas,
for example, ammonia, nitrogen or hydrogen. After condi-
tioning, particles are exposed to a slowly-flowing (about 1
mm/second) carbon-containing gas such as acetylene, ethyl-
ene, ethanol or methane at a temperature of approximately
750° C. and held at temperature for a period of several hours.
This procedure results in the formation of nanotubes of pre-
dictable lengths and diameters whose diameters may measure
in tens of nanometers with lengths of about a few millimeters.
The nanotubes 38, as illustrated in FIG. 3A, will be generally
parallel to one another and oriented generally normal to sur-
face 50 of substrate 52.

In FIG. 1B the carbon nanotubes 38 of FIG. 3A, still
associated with substrate 52 are infiltrated, with a flowable
polymer resin such as an epoxy containing sufficient hardener
to enable B-stage polymerization 54 and render a substan-
tially filled composite carbon nanotube-resin block 56
attached to substrate 52 as shown in FIG. 3B. After polymer-
ization has proceeded sufficiently to develop the desired
B-staged resin, it may be removed from the substrate as a
layer 56' of carbon nanotube-resin composite with the nano-
tubes oriented generally normal to the substrate surface as
shown in FIG. 3C. In an alternative approach, layers of any
suitable thickness may be removed from block 56 (FIG. 3B)
using a microtome, or other suitable cutting device.

In common with other composite materials, the strength
and stiffness of a nanotube-polymer composite, that is the
strength and stiftness of layer 56' when fully cured, is greater
than that of the polymer alone. This is shown in FIG. 4 which
schematically compares the stress strain behavior of the nano-
tube composite, curve 60 with that of the polymer alone,
curve 62. The initial slope of the respective curves, is greater
for the composite 64 than for the polymer 66 and the strength
of nanotube is greater than the strength of the polymer

The addition and incorporation of carbon nanotube-rein-
forced layer 34 to the prepreg incorporating at least woven
reinforcement layer 10 (FIG. 1A) imparts at least three
attributes to the prepreg which cooperatively reduce print
through. The scale of the inhomogeneity of the surface layer
is dramatically reduced from the tow spacing of between 1
and 5 millimeters to the nanotube spacing of 300 nanometers
or less; the low CTE of the nanotubes in combination with
their close spacing acts to reduce the CTE of the nanotube-
resin composite, narrowing the difference in CTE between
the carbon fibers of the tow and the unreinforced resin; and
the greater strength and stiffness of the nanotube polymer
composite, shown in FIG. 4, will resist the greater thermal
contraction of the polymer.

To be effective the nanotube layer must be sufficiently
strong to resist the stresses generated in the underlying layers.
The relative strengths of the layers will generally depend on
the product of the intrinsic strength of the layer and the layer
thickness. So the nanotube-polymer composite layer, to exert
appreciable influence on underlying carbon fiber mat rein-
forced polymer layer, should be of comparable thickness. The
influence of the nanotube-polymer layer will increase with
increasing thickness of the layer but further improvement in
surface quality is minimal with nanotube-polymer layer
thicknesses greater than about 1.5 times the thickness of the
underlying woven carbon fiber mat reinforced polymer layer.
Inturn, the thickness of the fiber mat reinforced polymer layer
will generally equal twice the thickness of the tow since its
thickest location will be where the warp and weft cross over
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one another, location 34 in FIG. 1. So it is preferred that the
nanotube-polymer layer be between twice and three times the
tow thickness after molding.

Print through is not restricted to only woven carbon fiber
reinforcements in polymers. Any woven fiber reinforcement
in which the fiber CTE differs substantially from that of the
polymer matrix may also exhibit the phenomenon. For
example glass has a CTE which ranges from about 4-9x107%/°
C. This is again very different from the 60-100x1075/° C. of
an epoxy and so may also lead to issues of print through. The
practices of the invention are similarly applicable to woven
glass fiber reinforced polymers, fabricated, for example, of
E-glass or S-glass and any other woven reinforcement in
addition to woven carbon fiber reinforcements.

The practice of the invention has been illustrated through
reference to certain preferred embodiments that are intended
to be exemplary and not limiting. The full scope of the inven-
tion is to be defined and limited only by the following claims.

The invention claimed is:

1. A method of making a unitary polymer article compris-
ing a polymeric body reinforced with one or more woven fiber
layers and a polymeric covering layer comprising aligned
carbon nanotubes, the covering layer being co-extensive with
and bonded to an intended visible surface of the polymeric
body for providing visual surface smoothness thereto, the
method comprising:

forming a prepreg layer by infiltrating a woven fiber layer

with a liquid precursor composition of a thermosetting
polymer and then B-staging or partially curing the liquid
precursor composition, the woven fiber layer compris-
ing fiber tows generally evenly spaced by between 1-5
millimeters;

forming a prepreg layup by assembling one or more

prepreg layers, the layup having an intended visible
surface;

placing a covering layer on the intended outer visible sur-

face of the prepreg layup, the covering layer having
opposing surfaces and comprising an array of aligned
carbon nanotubes generally uniformly spaced by
between 30-300 nanometers, the covering layer being
formed by infiltrating the array of carbon nanotubes with
a thermosetting polymer composition compatible with
that of the prepreg and then B-staging or partially curing
the thermosetting polymer composition to a curable
state, the carbon nanotubes extending from opposing
surface to opposing surface of the covering layer, the
carbon nanotubes in the placed covering layer standing
upright and substantially perpendicular to the intended
visible surface of the prepreg layup and its one or more
woven fiber layers, and the covering layer lying in face-
to face contact with and coextensive with the intended
visible surface of the prepreg layup;

molding and consolidating the placed covering layer and

prepreg layup to an intended shape and thickness of the
polymer article while ensuring intimate contact between
the facing layers and then curing the two thermosetting
polymer compositions to form the unitary polymer
article having a permanently bonded polymeric cover-
ing layer and polymeric body; and

cooling the resulting unitary polymer article comprising

the polymeric body and the nanotube-containing poly-
meric covering layer, the nanotube-containing covering
layer providing smoothness to the intended visible sur-
face of the article.

2. The method recited in claim 1 in which the fiber of the
reinforcing woven fiber layer is carbon fiber.
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3. The method recited in claim 2 in which the reinforcing
woven carbon fiber layer comprises a tow with a thickness
and the thickness of the polymeric covering layer ranges from
2 to 3 times the thickness of the tow after molding.

4. The method recited in claim 2 in which the two thermo-
setting polymer compositions are substantially identical.

5. The method recited in claim 4 in which the two thermo-
setting polymer compositions are bisphenol-A based.

6. The method recited in claim 1, further comprising form-
ing said infiltrated array with carbon nanotubes of suitable
length by growing an array of substantially parallel carbon
nanotubes of a determined length on a surface of a substrate
and oriented normal to the substrate surface, infiltrating the
nanotubes on the substrate, and then slicing the infiltrated
array in a direction parallel to the substrate surface to form
carbon nanotubes of a length less than the determined length.

7. The method recited in claim 1 in which the tows com-
prise between 1,000 and 50,000 carbon fibers of generally
cylindrical cross-section and ranging in diameter from about
1 to 20 micrometers.

8. A method of making a unitary polymer article compris-
ing a polymeric body reinforced with one or more woven fiber
layers and a polymeric covering layer comprising aligned
carbon nanotubes, the covering layer being co-extensive with
and bonded to an intended visible surface of the polymeric
body for providing visual surface smoothness thereto, the
method comprising:

forming a prepreg layer by infiltrating a woven carbon fiber

layer with a liquid precursor composition of a thermo-
setting polymer based on bisphenol-A and then B-stag-
ing or partially curing the liquid precursor composition,
the woven fiber layer comprising fiber tows generally
evenly spaced by between 1-5 millimeters, and the tows
comprising between 1,000 and 50,000 carbon fibers of

20
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generally cylindrical cross-section and ranging in diam-
eter from about 1 to 20 micrometers;

forming a prepreg layup by assembling one or more
prepreg layers, the layup having an intended visible
surface;

placing a covering layer on the intended outer visible sur-
face of the prepreg layup, the covering layer having
opposing surfaces and comprising an array of aligned
carbon nanotubes generally uniformly spaced by
between 30-300 nanometers, the covering layer being
formed by infiltrating the array of carbon nanotubes with
a thermosetting polymer composition based on bisphe-
nol-A and then B-staging or partially curing the thermo-
setting polymer composition to a curable state, the car-
bon nanotubes extending from opposing surface to
opposing surface of the covering layer, the carbon nano-
tubes in the placed covering layer standing upright and
substantially perpendicular to the intended visible sur-
face ofthe prepreg layup and its one or more woven fiber
layers, and the covering layer lying in face-to-face con-
tact with and coextensive with the intended visible sur-
face of the prepreg layup;

molding and consolidating the placed covering layer and
prepreg layup to an intended shape and thickness of the
polymer article while ensuring intimate contact between
the facing layers and then curing the two thermosetting
polymer compositions to form the unitary polymer
article having a permanently bonded polymeric cover-
ing layer and polymeric body; and

cooling the resulting unitary polymer article comprising
the polymeric body and the nanotube-containing poly-
meric covering layer, the nanotube-containing covering
layer providing smoothness to the intended visible sur-
face of the article.

#* #* #* #* #*



