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Introduction

Museums apply registration, inven-
tory, or accession numbers to each of
their objects for the purposes of iden-
tification and security. The manner
in which these numbers are applied
varies according to the type of object.

Many different materials have

been used as supports for paintings,
including wood panel, canvas on
stretcher, and metal sheet. Less
common supports, such as ivory or
reverse paintings on glass (where
the paint laver is on the back of the
glass), can present some difficulties
when applying registration numbers.
General recommendations such as
those found in this Note are useful,
but common sense is always most
important; certain cases may require
bending the rules.

Some works of art, such as contem-
porary paintings without stretchers
or paintings on glass, may present
problems not covered in this Note.
In these cases, consult a conservator.

General Rules

- Before handling, examine the work
of art to ensure that it is structurally
sound and can be handled safely.

- Never apply a label to or write on
the face of a painting or the reverse
of a canvas.

- Clean the area selected for number-
ing to improve adherence.

- Write numbers clearly.

- The size of the number will varv
according to the size of the work of
art (e.g., 2 mm high for a miniature,
5 cm high for an oversized painting).
- To avoid needless handling, the
registration number should be easv
to find. It should always be placed
in the same general location (e.g.,
lower right corner) on a given type
of work of art.

According to personal preference

or to the nature of the support, use a
technical pen, an indelible marker, or
acrylic paint on a fine brush to apply
the registration number. Fine techni-
cal pens (e.g., 0.25 mm or (.35 mm)
are useful for making very small
numbers. Where necessary, apply a
coating before and after marking to
isolate the substrate and to protect
the number. Clear nail polish is
often used for this purpose.

- Registration numbers are most fre-
quently written in black. On a dark
background, however, white is
preferable.

- Leave old marks and labels in place.
Sometimes a museum changes its
classification system, and the former
number of a piece may have been
referred to in previous publications.
In these cases, the best solution may
be to cross out but not obscure the
old number to avoid possible con-
fusion. If the number must be de-
leted, keep a record of it in the
painting’s dossier.
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