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Physical Characteristics of Fibers 

 Plant fibers 

 Animal fibers 

 Synthetic fibers 

Plant Fibers 

Will be naturally alkaline 

Cotton 

Seed fiber 

Dyes easily 

Flax, Hemp  

Bast (stem) fiber 

Strong when wet 

Difficult to bleach or saturate with dye 

Sisal, raffia 

Leaf fibers 

Animal Fibers 

Will be naturally acidic 

Wool 



Quality depends on the breed and health of animal as well as the quality of the shearing and 

cleaning 

Hair 

Cashmere, Angora 

Spun and knitted most commonly 

Silk 

Cocoon of silkworms 

Can be treated to add body and weight (also called weighted silk) 

Metal salts can cause silk to fracture easily and deteriorate to dust. 

Synthetic Fibers 

Generally pH neutral 

Commonly available since the 1930’s 

All age differently 

Rayon, polyester, nylon, etc. 

Why Textiles Deteriorate 

 Environment 

 Use 

 Pests/Mold 

Environment  

Temperature 

Relative Humidity 

Light 

Pollutants 

Use 

Wear 

Soiling 



Body oils/perspiration 

Dust, dirt, etc. 

Pests/Mold 

Case-making and webbing clothes moths are attracted to wool, silk, and hair (cashmere, 

angora, etc.) 

DON’T use mothballs!!! 

Silverfish, cockroaches, termites, and woodworms will eat cotton and linen. 

Mold and mildew grow in warm, damp locations. Irreversible brown stains are caused 

by enzyme attacks from the digestive processes of these organisms. 

Slowing Deterioration  

No basement or attic storage.  Closets are the best. 

Regular housekeeping to keep dust/dirt levels low 

Regularly monitor items for insects 

Keep light levels low and don’t place items in direct sunlight 

Rotate items on display to prevent fading 

This goes for upholstered furniture and rugs as well. 

What if you find moths or other pests? 

Freezing: 

What you need:  A freezer capable of reaching -20°F will sufficiently lower the materials to the freezing 

point within four hours, which kills adult insects as well as their eggs. If the temperature drop takes 

much longer, some insects are capable of producing an ‘anti-freeze’ that allows them to survive freezing.  

1. Wrap item in plastic sealed with tape or seal in a zip-type bag.  

2. Place in freezer for a minimum of 72  hours but longer is better. 

3. Remove from freezer but leave wrapped for 24 hours.   

4. Store items in a box and monitor for new pest activity. 

What if you find moths or other pests? 

For wool items that you still wear or use:   



• Place items in the clothes dryer on a warm cycle to kill any moth eggs, or if possible, periodically 

air them in the hot sun. 

• Clean items prior to storage as moth larvae rely on human soil products, like perspiration 

residue, for essential vitamins missing from pristine wool. 

• Store clean, off-season items in airtight containers. 

• DO NOT USE MOTHBALLS 

Cleaning 

 Washing 

 Dry Cleaning 

 Vacuuming 

Washing 

Do NOT wash your historic textiles because: 

Dyes are often fugitive and will run 

Fragile fabrics will disintegrate 

Added items (buttons, beads, metal threads) can be irreversibly damaged 

Dry Cleaning 

As with washing, caution should be exercised. 

When in doubt, contact a conservator first. 

Suitable for new heirloom items such as wedding dresses. 

Don’t use their “preservation” services! 

Surface Cleaning with a Vacuum 

If your textile is very fragile, consult a conservator first! 

Only use a vacuum with suction control that has a low setting. 

If you are unsure if your textile if fragile, use a soft paint brush to brush any soil/debris toward 

the vacuum. 

For stable textiles, cover the brush attachment with net to avoid sucking up the textile into the 

nozzle. 



Systematically work your way across the item in an up and down motion, try not to drag the 

nozzle unless the textile is very stable. 

Storage and Display 

 Materials 

 Boxing 

 Hanging 

 Display 

What is Archival? 

Archival is a term that is not measurable.  It implies a materials that is chemically stable and suitable for 

long term storage but if no other description is given apart from “archival” ask the company why it is 

described that way.  If they can’t answer, don’t buy it! 

“Archival” paper materials 

Acid-free – Material with a pH of 7 to 7.5 at the time of manufacture.  Will absorb limited 

amounts of acid before becoming acidic. 

Lignin-free – Produced from cotton, linen, or wood pulp that has had the lignin removed. 

Buffered – Material containing an alkaline substance to raise the pH to 8.5 or higher allowing for 

a greater absorption of pollutants and acids. 

Unbuffered materials sold by the main suppliers are acid-free and lignin-free. 

“Archival” fabrics and plastics 

Fabrics 

Undyed, unbleached cotton (muslin) 

Wash first, free and clear detergents preferred and no fabric softeners/dryer sheets 

Tyvek fabric (spun polyethylene) 

Untreated, unprinted, and washed first 

Plastics 

Polyethylene –Volara or Ethafoam; Rubbermaid Brute bins 

Polyester – Quilt batting 



Polypropylene – fluted storage boxes 

No PVC! 

Storage 

Always ensure hands and tables are clean when working with textiles 

Storage materials overview 

Wool, silk, cashmere 

Unbuffered tissue  

Cotton, linen 

Buffered tissue 

Synthetics 

 Unbuffered for potential reaction to dyes 

Storage - boxing 

Needs:  archival textile/quilt storage box, unbuffered tissue, cotton muslin, and a clean table 

1. Line the box with cotton muslin or unbuffered tissue so there is enough to fold over the item 

when done. 

2. Lay item face down on a clean table or a table covered with a clean sheet. 

3. Plan out folds so that the item has the fewest folds to fit into the box. 

Storage – boxing cont. 

4. Make tissue snakes and place on the item for the first folds so the item fits the width of the box.  

5. Use the lid to determine the next fold(s) so the item fits the length of the box. 

6. Place item in box, fold over tissue or muslin, and place the lid on. 

7. Don’t forget to label the box clearly and don’t store it in an attic or basement! 

Storage - hanging 

Display 

Display only stable items 

Rotate objects regularly 



Minimize light and keep things away from windows and direct sunlight 

If hanging historic quilts, contact a textile conservator for advice. 

Final Thought 

“Never do anything to a textile you wouldn’t do to Grandma.” 

 --Louisa Jagger (Saving Stuff) 

Questions? 

 


