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Why label bones?
 
Permanent record of the catalog 
number, not compromised if the box 
is damaged

Increase ease of use in comparative 
studies

Ensure that specimens don’t get 
mixed or put back in the wrong box



Drawbacks  
Increase time spent in processing workflow

Potential to obscure small structures with ink

Some collections will just label the skull only.



Cleaning bones
Preparing the surface

Grease interferes with ink adherence to bone

Degrease beetle-cleaned bones with a series 
of soaks in water baths with Dawn dish soap 
(untinted is best) and/or combine with 
maceration.

Other degreasing agents (not a comprehensive list) 
Ammonia
Hydrogen peroxide
Acetone
(This is an larger topic to expand - for next SPNHC!)



Cleaning bones
Soak - wait - soak again

Degreased is not always degreased

Deep grease emerges as the bones 
sit undisturbed for a few weeks, so 
sometimes bones need to be treated 
again, especially large animals and 
zoo animals

(Not all grease should be eliminated 
for structural stability)



Writing on bones
“Bone dust” (powdery fat residue) 
and residual surface grease can 
clog the pen nib 

Periodically roll the pen on a 
scrap paper to unclog the fibers or 
barrel and get ink flowing again

Do this before assuming that the 
pen has run out, especially for 
Microns!



Writing on bones
Can put a layer of B-72 or another 
archival coating to seal the bone 
surface prior to writing

This does add time, especially 
when labeling the entire skeleton

While it addresses the issue of 
writing on greasy surfaces -  the 
grease issue should really be 
addressed before the labeling gets 
underway



Types of pens

Archival ink ensures longevity of the label

Pen should have a thin nib for writing 
small labels 

Longevity of the pen is important for 
budget concerns



Pen lineupFelt/rubber metal
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Pen lineup

Disposable
Micron

Less maintenance/training 
Constantly replacing

Refillable
Copic

Tip still wears down
Higher initial cost

Very skinny nib
Fine line, clogs and/or bends more easily

Slightly thicker
More durable, still writes with a fine line with less pressure



Maintenance of drafting pens
 

Try to avoid banging the pen to get ink flowing - 
gently shake side to side to make sure weight and pin 
are still flowing

Store cap down and keep a small amount of Windex 
in the cap
 
Use pen every few days to keep ink flowing 

Disassemble and rinse the pen completely before 
storing



Maintenance of drafting pens
 

DO NOT REMOVE the thin pin & weight 
from the barrel



Ultimately it is up to the 
individual museum to 
decide what will work best for 
the needs of their workflow for 
research and outreach.




