TEXTILE PRESERVATION
The term textile is derived from the Latin textilis and
French texere meaning “to weave.” Textiles include any
filament, fiber, or yarn that can be made into fabric or cloth
using a wide variety of materials and techniques. Textiles
have many different purposes in our lives including artistic,
technical, cultural, or sentimental.
Most antique textiles are composed of natural fibers
including wool, cotton, linen, or silk; however other historic
textiles also are made of synthetic fibers which pose unique
preservation problems.
From military uniforms to homemade quilts, textiles tell
stories of the past and how people lived.

Storage
Select a location with a stable, dark climate, such as a closet
or a under a bed. Avoid attics and basements because of
extreme fluctuations of temperature and humidity.
Best practices recommend storing materials in a climate of
65-70˚F and 50-55% relative humidity.
Ideally, textiles should be stored flat in archive storage
boxes, rolled on acid-free, lignin-free cardboard tubes or
hanging textile storage. Regular cardboard, wood, metal,
and most plastics should be avoided because they emit
acids or chemicals that cause damage to textiles.
Flat Storage
Recommended for fragile items. Flat storage provides
balanced support that helps reduce fiber damage. Stacking
and folding textiles should be avoided. If folding is
unavoidable, folded areas should be padded to support and
soften the creases in the fabric.
Rolled Storage
Recommended for rugs, quilts, and large flat textiles. The
decorative side of textiles should face the outside on the
roll. Textiles may be layered between acid-free tissue as it
is rolled. Rolled textiles should be covered with unsized,
washed muslin or acid-free tissue.
Hanging Storage
Recommended for costumes that are neither fragile nor
heavy. Padded hangers provide a wide surface to support
the textile.
Materials like hats, gloves, sleeves, and shoes may be lightly
stuffed with acid-free tissue to help keep their shape.
Fabrics should not be stored in tightly sealed boxes, frames,
or plastic bags, as moisture and other damaging vapors may
be trapped.

Handling
Proper handling will decrease damage that can be caused
to textiles when they are carelessly handled.
•

Textiles should be laid out on a clean flat surface when
examining or cleaning.

•

Handle gently with two hands to avoid distorting the
fabric.

•

Wash and dry hands thoroughly. Clean cotton or nitrile
gloves should be worn when touching textiles.

•

Avoid eating and drinking in the vicinity of textiles.

•

While unfolding, pause to make sure your action aren’t
causing damage.

•

Remove jewelry, belts, and other accessories to prevent
snagging and tears

•

Do not use ink pens or markers. Use pencils to prevent
accidental staining.
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Care & Cleaning
A reliable way to clean textiles is to vacuum them with the
hose attachment through a flexible plastic or fiberglass
screen. Avoid dragging down on the fabric. For more
delicate items, a soft brush should be used directly on the
fabric to gently sweep dust and particles into the vacuum
nozzle.
Consider value and condition of the textile before mending,
washing, or dry cleaning. For older textiles, consult a textile
conservator for the best cleaning options.

Creating a Record
When preparing textiles for storage, document the items
through photographs and description. Labeling storage
containers will help prevent unnecessary handling.
The recommendations in this document are intended for
guidance only.
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