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“Fetch me a feather…” The proper way to cut a quill 
 

Lady Sunneva de Cleia, Barony of Windmasters’ Hill 
Runestone Collegium | June 28, 2008 | Canton of Crois Brigte 

 
Class description: This class explores the methods of selecting, preparing, and curing feathers in 
preparation to cutting a quill. It includes instructions on how to make quill-making tools and a 
demonstration of preparing and curing a feather. This class will NOT include a live 
demonstration of cutting a quill tip. However, it will include a picture tutorial on the proper way 
to cut a quill. Participants will leave with a handout on the proper way to cut a quill, complete 
with safety instructions. This class is designed for the intermediate scribe, but all are welcome. 
 

Materials you will need 
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Step One: Clean the feathers 
 Fill a sink or basin with warm soapy water and simply dunk the feathers in and lather 
them up. Be thorough – get your fingernails into all the crevices. Add a bit of bleach to the water 
and let the feathers sit for a minute. Drain the sink or basin and rinse the feathers thoroughly. 
Blot dry with a towel and store upright in a cup to air dry. 
 

Step Two: Soak the feathers 
 Fill a cup or jar halfway with water and plunge the feathers in, barrel first. Make sure the 
water completely covers the barrel. Leave overnight, or at least an hour. The feathers are ready 
when the barrel turns opaque. 

 
 

Step Three: Remove the pith 
 Remove the feathers from the water and dry with a towel. The barrel should be fairly 
pliable. With sharp scissors or a knife, cut off the tip of the barrel. Take the pithing tool and 
carefully insert it into the barrel. Remove the pith by scraping around until it ALL comes out.  
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Step Four: Scraping the barrel 
 The outside of the barrel is covered in a greasy, waxy material that must be removed 
before curing. With your fingernail, scrape the outside of the barrel until it all flakes off. Polish 
the barrel with a towel until shiny and flake-free. 

 
 

Step Five: Curing 
 When feathers first fall from a bird, they are too pliable to work as a quill. The barrel 
must be much, much harder in order to stand up to the rigors of cutting, sharpening, and writing. 
 There are three methods of curing a feather. The first is to simply leave the feather alone 
for two or more years and the barrel with harden on its own. Most people haven’t got the time or 
the patience for this method, though. 
  

The second method is using hot sand. 
 a. Collect a cup or two of fine sand (think beach sand). Make sure it is clean, with no 
organic material in it. Place it in a saucepan or metal can over a heat source and heat it to no 
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more than 220 degrees F – more than that and you can shrivel the barrel. Sand heats up very 
quickly! Use a meat thermometer for this step, plus oven mitts. 

 
 

 b. Holding the feather in a gloved hand, spoon sand into the open barrel with the other 
hand. Make sure to fill the barrel all the way. When full, plunge the barrel into the sand and 
cover it completely.  

 
 

 c. Watch it carefully for five minutes, then take it out. The barrel should be completely 
opaque and yellowish. It should also be very, very hard. 
 
 The third, most modern method, is using an electric iron. 
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 a. For this method, you will need a dutching tool. A dutching tool is simply a metal rod 
that can be heated and inserted into the barrel. You can make one easily using a cup hook and a 
short length of dowel. Straighten the cup hook using pliers or a hammer. File the cup hook 
smooth with a blunt point. Insert the cup hook into the dowel. 

 
 

 b. Set the iron to poly/rayon, or whatever your middle setting is. No steam. Like the hot 
sand method, test the iron with a thermometer: the temperature shouldn’t be more than 220 
degrees F. 
 c. Place the dutching tool inside the barrel and carefully lay the feather against the hot 
iron. Be very careful to keep your fingers and any barbs out of the way.  
 d. Gently roll the feather against the iron while keeping the dutching tool still. Do this for 
approximately five minutes, until the barrel becomes opaque and hard. 

 
 

 e. Turn off the iron and place the dutching tool in a safe place to cool. 
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Step Six: Cutting the quill 
 This step is perhaps the hardest, and is definitely an art. You must have a very, very sharp 
knife. Craft knives and X-acto knives are too flimsy and will bend during cutting. They WILL 
fly out of your hand and cut you. 
 The characteristics of a good knife are a solid blade (i.e. NOT a flimsy razor blade) able 
to be sharpened and a convex cutting edge. Many people simply use penknives, pocketknives, or 
even sharpened kitchen knives. 
 Cover your lap and chest with a piece of leather. Wear a leather thimble on your knife 
thumb.  

Holding the feather in your off hand, slice a scoop, called the “cradle cut,” from the 
underside of the pen. Next carve out slivers, called “shoulder cuts,” from either side of the cradle 
to form a point. Lay the pen top side down and cut a vertical slit from the top of the cradle to the 
tip of the pen. Finally, cut the nib into a square with a single cut across the point.  

 
 
 
 
For further research: 
 
“Making a Quill Pen With Ed Ching.” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WAImP41BlZU 
 
Lovett, Patricia. Calligraphy and Illumination: A History and Practical Guide. New York: Harry 
N. Abrams, 2000. pp. 20-25. 
 
---. “Tools and Materials.” In The Historical Source Book for Scribes, by Michelle P. Brown and 
Patricia Lovett, 7-10. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999. 
 
New Hampshire Historical Society. Making a Quill Pen. 
http://www.nhhistory.org/edu/support/nhgrowingup/quillpens.pdf.  
 
Sparks, Julie C. “Making Quill Pens.” The Painted Word. http://jcsparks.com/painted/, 2000. 
 


