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INTRODUCTION TO THE ART OF
QUILL MAKING

For  centuries,  the  quill  pen  was  the
primary tool for writing, used by scribes,
scholars, and authors to record history,
literature, and personal correspondence.
While modern pens and keyboards have
largely replaced this elegant instrument,
there  is  a  growing  fascination  with
traditional writing methods. If you have
ever  wondered  how to  make a  and
quill,  you  are  about  to  embark  on  a
rewarding  craft  that  blends  history,
patience,  and  a  touch  of  artistry.
Crafting your own quill pen is not only a
practical skill but also a way to connect
with the past and slow down in our fast-
paced digital world. This comprehensive
guide will walk you through every step,
from  selecting  the  perfect  feather  to
shaping a functional  nib,  ensuring you
create  a  writing  tool  that  feels  both
authentic and personal.
The process of learning how to make a
and  quill  involves  more  than  just
cu t t i ng  a  f ea the r .  I t  r equ i r e s
understanding the anatomy of a feather,
the  properties  of  different  bird  species,
and  the  delicate  art  of  nib  shaping.
Whether you are a history enthusiast, a
calligraphy  hobbyist,  or  simply  looking
for a unique DIY project, this guide will
provide clear, actionable instructions. By
the  end,  you  wil l  not  only  have  a
functional  quill  but  also  a  deeper
appreciation for the craftsmanship that

underpinned written communication for
over a thousand years.

UNDERSTANDING THE QUILL PEN

A quill pen is made from a bird feather,
typically  the  primary  flight  feather  from
a  goose,  swan,  turkey,  or  crow.  The
hollow shaft,  called the rachis,  acts as
the  barrel,  while  the  tip  is  carefully
carved into a nib shape with a slit  to
channel ink. Unlike modern pens, a quill
requires  periodic  sharpening  and
replacement,  but  it  offers  a  flexible,
expressive line that many calligraphers
still  prize.  Mastering  how to make a
and  quill  begins  with  understanding
which feathers work best and why.

Why Choose a
Quill?
Before diving into the steps, it helps to
appreciate  the  benefits  of  a  handmade
quill. The natural flexibility of the feather
allows for varying line widths, making it
ideal  for  calligraphy  and  decorative
writing.  Additionally,  the  process  of
creating your own quill is meditative and
educational.  It  teaches  patience,
precision, and respect for the tools that
shaped  human  communication.  When
you learn how to make a and quill,
you are also preserving a skill that few
people practice today.

MATERIALS YOU WILL NEED

To  successfully  complete  this  project,
gather the following materials and tools.
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Using high-quality supplies will make the
process easier and yield better results.

A large primary flight feather:
Goose, turkey, or swan feathers
are ideal due to their size and
durability. Avoid feathers that are
damaged, brittle, or very small.
A sharp craft knife or scalpel:
Precision is critical when cutting
the nib. A dull blade can crush the
feather shaft.
Fine-grit sandpaper or a nail
file: For smoothing the nib tip
after cutting.
A small bowl of hot sand or
water: Used to harden the nib and
remove any natural oils from the
feather.
Scissors or wire cutters: For
trimming the base of the feather if
needed.
A straight pin or thin wire: To
clean out the pith (the spongy
interior) from the shaft.
Ink and paper: For testing your
finished quill.

Having all these items ready before you
start  will  streamline  the  process  of
learning how to make a and quill and
prevent interruptions.

STEP-BY-STEP GUIDE: HOW TO
MAKE A AND QUILL

Follow  these  detailed  steps  carefully.
Take your time, especially when cutting
the nib, as this is the most delicate part
of the process.

Step 1: Select

and Prepare the
Feather
Begin  by  choosing  a  clean,  intact
feather.  Primary flight  feathers  from the
wing  are  best  because  they  have  a
strong, thick rachis. If you have a left-
handed quill, look for a feather from the
left wing, as the natural curve will face
away from your hand. For right-handed
writers,  choose  a  right-wing  feather.
Hold the feather  up to  see its  natural
curve; this curve should point away from
your writing hand when you hold it like a
pen.
Once  you  have  selected  your  feather,
use scissors or wire cutters to trim the
base of the shaft to your desired length,
usually  about  15–20  cm.  Then,  use  a
straight pin or thin wire to gently clean
out the pith from the hollow shaft. This
creates  a  clear  channel  for  the ink  to
flow.  Be  careful  not  to  split  the  shaft.
This initial preparation is a fundamental
part of how to make a and quill that
many beginners overlook.

Step 2: Remove
the Oils and Cure
the Shaft
Fresh feathers contain natural oils that
can repel ink and make the shaft soft. To
harden  the  quill  and  improve  ink  flow,
you  need  to  cure  it.  One  traditional
method is to dip the shaft into hot sand
(not  boiling)  for  about  10–15 seconds.
Alternatively,  you  can  submerge  the
base of the feather in hot water for a few
minutes.  This  process  hardens  the
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keratin and removes residual oils. After
curing, wipe the feather clean and let it
dry completely. This step is essential for
a durable, functional quill and is a key
lesson in how to make a and quill that
lasts.

Step 3: Make the
First Cuts for the
Nib
Using  your  sharp  craft  knife,  make  a
series of precise cuts at the base of the
quill shaft. First, cut the tip of the quill at
a shallow angle, roughly 45 degrees, to
create a basic point. This cut should be
smooth and clean. Next,  turn the quill
over  and  make  a  similar  cut  on  the
opposite side, creating a wedge shape.
The exact angle and depth of these cuts
will determine the flexibility and width of
your  nib.  For  beginners,  a  slightly
steeper  angle  (around  60  degrees)
produces  a  stiffer,  more  forgiving  nib.
This shaping process is the heart of how
to make a and quill  and requires  a
steady hand.

Step 4: Create
the Slit
The slit is the thin cut that runs up the
center of the nib, allowing ink to travel
from the shaft to the writing tip. Place
the tip of your knife at the center of the
nib  and  carefully  push  it  upward,
creating  a  clean  slit  about  5–10  mm
long.  Use  a  gentle  sawing  motion  if
necessary, but aim for a single, straight
cut. The slit should be centered and free
of  jagged  edges.  If  the  slit  is  off-center,

the  ink  flow will  be  uneven.  This  step  is
often the most intimidating part of how
to make a and quill, but with practice,
it becomes intuitive.

Step 5: Shape
the Nib and Add
the Breather
Hole
After creating the slit, you need to refine
the nib shape. Use your knife to trim the
sides of the nib slightly, creating a shape
similar  to  a  modern  fountain  pen  nib.
The tip should be narrow, with a slight
flare at the end where it meets the shaft.
Then, make a small cut or hole at the top
of the slit,  called a breather hole. This
hole  prevents  the  slit  from  spreading
further  and  regulates  ink  flow.  Use  the
tip of your knife or a thin pin to create a
small  oval  or  circular  hole.  Proper  nib
shaping  is  the  mark  of  a  skilled  quill
maker and a crucial aspect of how to
make a and quill.

Step 6: Smooth
and Fine-Tune
Use  fine-grit  sandpaper  or  a  nail  file  to
smooth the tip of the nib. Gently rub the
nib at a consistent angle to remove any
burrs or rough edges. Test the quill on
paper with a small amount of ink. If the
nib  is  scratchy,  continue smoothing.  If
the ink flow is too heavy, the slit may be
too wide or  the nib  too soft.  You can
adjust by making the slit slightly deeper
or  by  re-curing  the  nib  in  hot  sand.
Testing  and  refining  is  an  iterative  part
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of  how  to  make  a  and  quill  that
ensures a pleasant writing experience.

TIPS FOR A BETTER WRITING
EXPERIENCE

Now that you know the basic steps, here
are  some expert  tips  to  improve your
quill-making and writing results.

Use the right ink: Quills work1.
best with slightly thicker,
calligraphy-grade ink. Thinner
fountain pen ink may feather or
bleed.
Maintain the nib: After each2.
writing session, clean the nib with
a damp cloth to prevent ink from
drying and clogging the slit.
Practice your angle: Hold the3.
quill at a shallow angle (about
30–45 degrees) to the paper for
the best ink flow and line variation.
Experiment with different4.
feathers: Each bird species

produces a unique writing feel.
Turkey feathers are stiffer, while
goose feathers offer more
flexibility.

Applying these tips will accelerate your
mastery of how to make a and quill
and help you enjoy the craft more fully.

CARING FOR YOUR HANDMADE
QUILL

A well-made quill can last for weeks or
even  months  with  proper  care.  Store
your quill in a dry, clean place, ideally in
a protective tube or case. Avoid leaving
it in direct sunlight, which can make the
feather brittle.  After each use,  dip the
nib in clean water and wipe it gently. If
the  nib  becomes  dull,  you  can  re-
sharpen  it  with  sandpaper.  If  the  slit
widens or the nib becomes too soft, you
may need to re-cure the quill  or cut a
fresh nib. Understanding maintenance is
an integral part of how to make a and
quill because it


