
Conservation of the asbestos suit 
The heat resistant suit is made of woven and 
knitted chrysotile fibres. It was donated to the 
former Industrial Hygiene Museum Vienna by 
the glass-producing factory S. Reich & Co. in 
the late 19th century and has been part of the 
TMW collection since 1910. Research in the 
museum archives showed that the asbestos 
suit is still on its original mount, a wooden 
mannequin, with only the head missing.  

Dealing with asbestos  
in the collection of the TMW 
Since 2003 the museum has carried out 
an inventory project following the 
movement of the whole collection to 
external storage areas. Curators and 
conservators are regularly confronted 
with asbestos in objects like heaters, 
irons, film projectors, vehicles or simply 
material samples. As a consequence, the 
TMW started a cooperation with an 
approved asbestos contractor in 2009 to 
face the problem of having objects with 
asbestos components in the collection, 
which are often in a friable condition. To 
meet health & safety standards during 
conservation, the museum rents a 
vacuum chamber (Fig. 1) three months a 
year, which is supervised by the 
contractor.  
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Introduction 
The poster presents the author’s final 
project at the Institute of Conservation, 
University of Applied Arts, Vienna, which 
was submitted in June 2012. In 
cooperation with the Technisches 
Museum Wien (TMW) the approach to 
the preservation of asbestos-containing 
objects in museum collections was 
discussed. The aim of the diploma thesis, 
titled “The Asbestos Suit from the 
Technisches Museum Wien: Guidelines 
for Asbestos Containing Objects in 
Conservation Practice”, was to evaluate 
the current asbestos strategy of the TMW 
and to give recommendations for 
improvement. Starting from a very 
general approach to the material, 
different aspects of asbestos-containing 
objects in museum collections were dealt 
with. The conservation of a full-body 
asbestos suit (Fig. 1) dated to around 
1890 served as a case study.  

Material Identification 
The term “asbestos” refers to the fibrous 
form of six naturally occurring silicate 
minerals from the serpentine and 
amphibole group. Three types of 
asbestos (chrysotile, amosite, 
crocidolite) were processed and widely 
applied as insulation material against 
heat, cold, fire and sounds since the late 
19th century. As a result of an increasing 
awareness of asbestos’ health hazards 
in public, the material was banned in 
most western countries in the 1970s to 
1990s. Fibres of a specific size can 
cause asbestosis, lung cancer and the 
very rarely occurring mesothelioma, if 
breathed in regularly and/or in high 
concentration. However, even handling 
asbestos containing objects can pose 
health risks because of airborne fibers.  

Method Characteristics 
SEM-
EDX 

Elemental 
analysis and 
fibre 
characteristics 

PCM Reflective index 

XRD Crystallographic 
structure 

Fig. 1 Safe working area for conservation: 
 Vacuum  chamber at the TMW 
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Fig. 2 X-ray of the historic mount 
with the asbestos suit 

Fig. 3 Asbestos suit on historic mount 
front, after conservation 

Both the suit and the mannequin were in a 
fairly stable, but very soiled condition. 
Surface cleaning was carried out with a 
HEPA vacuum (Fig. 5) and latex sponges. 
The corrosion products on the metal 
components were reduced mechanically and 
the brittle leather cover on the feet of the 
mount was smoothened by humidification via 
a semi-permeable GoreTex-membran. For 
safe storage a box, padded with Tyvek-
cushions was designed (Fig. 6). 
Requirements for presentation were given. 

• Discuss the display mode, e.g. standing or 
lying with regard to the strain on the 
historic mount and the visitors reception 

• Design additional backing for the mount 
• Access the vacuum chamber, to cut the 

foil and transfer the object into an air-tight 
showcase 

• Transport only in the sealed showcase 

One aspect of this research focused on 
abatement methods for museum objects. 
There are three options to control asbestos: 
removal, encapsulation and isolation. These 
current practices were examined against the 
background of ethical considerations in the 
field. On one hand asbestos is a hazardous 
material, but on the other hand it is a vital part 
of industrial history. Therefore the aim in 
treating the asbestos suit was to conserve it 
on its historic mount and then isolate it in 
sealed polyethylene foil (Fig. 6).  
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Strategy for asbestos containing objects at the TMW 
Asbestos register 
o  Identification of asbestos identifying museum items with hazardous materials, like asbestos in 

the course of a collection survey 
o  Sampling and analysis SEM-EDX analysis for material identification in cases of doubt 
o  Risk assessment description of the surface and friability of the asbestos material 
o  Priority assessment friability of and access to the asbestos part in the object 
Health & Safety  
o  Responsibilities department of conservation 
o  Handling isolate and label objects, carefully move them to a separate storage 

area, reduce handling to a minimum 
o  Personal protection half mask (FFP3), full-body Tyvek coveralls (5/6), nitrile gloves 
o  Working area & tools  vacuum chamber (supervised and maintained by a specialized 

contractor), high efficiency particulate air (HEPA) vacuum cleaner 
Working on asbestos-
containing objects 
o  Discuss methods for   
   asbestos abatement 

individual decision-making process for every single object: 
removal, encapsulation or isolation 

o  Working mode three-months contracts for conservators 
o  Decontamination control visual 
o  Disposal an approved building contractor disposes any contaminated material 

Fig. 6 Sealed object on its handling board 

Fig. 4 & 5 Carrying out the documentation and cleaning 
process in protective clothing 
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