
How to make a paint brush  
Handout made by 

 Honarable Lady Silwa af Swaneholm 
 

You can find more information about period materials and tools at my homepage 
https://silwagoespurjo.com/ 

If you have any question: silwagoespurjo@gmail.com 
 

 
 

In Il libro dell Àrte, Cennino Cennini has written two chapters on how to make paint 
brushes. One with minever hair and one with hog´s bristle. This description is based off 
of his description on how to make brushes with minever. One the next page you can 
read the Cennini chapter about making minever brushes. 
 
 

https://silwagoespurjo.com/


How to Make Minever Brushes.  
Chapter LXIIII 
 
In our profession we have to use two kinds of 
brushes: minever brushes, and hog's-bristle 
brushes. The minever ones are made as follows. 
Take minever tails, for no others are suitable; 
and these tails should be cooked, and not raw: 
the furriers will tell you that. Take one of these 
tails: first pull the tip out of it, for those are the 
long hairs; and put the tips of several tails 
together, for out of six or eight tips you will get a 
soft brush good for gilding on panel, that is, 
wetting down with it, as I will show you later on.  
 
Then go back to the tail, and take it in your 
hand; and take the straightest and firmest hairs 
out of the middle of the tail; and gradually make 
up little bunches of them; and wet them in a 
goblet of clear water, and press them and 
squeeze them out, bunch by bunch, with your 
fingers. Then trim them with a little pair of 
scissors; and when you have made up quite a 
number of bunches, put enough of them 
together to make up the size you want your 
brushes: some to fit in a vulture's quill; some to 
fit in a goose's quill; some to fit in a quill of a 
hen's or dove's feather. When you have made 
these types, putting them together very evenly, 
with each tip on a line with the other, take thread 
or waxed silk, and tie them up well with two 

bights or knots, each type by itself, according to 
the size you want the brushes. 
 
Then take your feather quill which corresponds 
to the amount of hairs tied up, and have the quill 
open, or cut off, at the end; and put these 
tied-up hairs into this tube or quill. Continue to 
do this, so that some of the tips stick out, as long 
as you can press them in from outside, so that 
the brush will come out fairly stiff; for the stiffer 
and shorter it is the better and more delicate it 
will be.  
 
Then take a little stick of maple or chestnut, or 
other good wood; and make it smooth and neat, 
tapered like a spindle, and large enough to fit 
tightly in this tube; and have it nine inches long. 
And there you have an account of how a 
minever brush ought to be made. It is true that 
minever brushes of several types are needed: 
some for gilding; some for working with the flat 
of the brush, and these should be trimmed off a 
bit with the scissors, and stropped a little on the 
porphyry slab to limber them up a little; one 
brush ought to be pointed, with a perfect tip for 
outlining; and another ought to be very, very 
fine, for special uses and very small figures." 

 
Cennini, Cennino d'Andrea. Il libro dell' Arte. Translated by Daniel V. Thompson New York: Dover 
Publications Inc, 1933, chapter XLIII, p 40-41. 
 
Before you start making a brush I recommend you to read the whole handout. 
The part that needs most patience and takes the longest time is arranging the fine hairs 
into a brush tip. When writing this handout I have made 15 different brushes and still 
need to improve my skills but the tips are starting to improve. I have made some small 
adjustments to facilitate the making of the brushes compared to Cennini’s description. 
This description also shows how you can get two brush tips at once if the hairs from the 
tails are long enough. 
 
 



Materials needed: 
 

● Tail from either squirrel, ermine, weasel, mink or any other mustela animal. Other fur 
pieces with long hairs from the same animals also work but the tail ones are longer. 

● Tweezers 
● Cup of water 
● Silk thread 
● Beeswax 
● Scissors or a sharp knife 
● Quills from goose or other type of birds depending on what size you want your brush 
● Wooden stick, dried ones from the woods or bought ones (like grill sticks or dowel rod) 

 
The following materials are optional and not used by Cennini but I think they facilitate the work 
of brush making  
 

● Crochet hook, or something else to rinse out the membrane from the quill with. 
● Sand paper, to make small adjustments on the top of the quill. 
● Gesso, to make the brush tip harder before inserting it in the quill. 
● Fish glue, to make sure the quill sticks onto the stick. 
● Olive oil, to treat the stick with to give it some extra protection against water and paint. 
● Matches, to compare your size of the brush tip with. 

 
1. Start with picking hair by hair from the tail with a pair of tweezers, Cennini writes 
about using the longest hairs at the tip of the tail. The mink tail I used for this brush did 
not have those so I just picked the straightest and firmest hairs. Collect the hairs in 
small piles and remember to try and put them together very evenly, with each tip on a 
line with the other. This requires a bit of patience but the more carefully you are forming 
the bunches evenly, the less hair you need to move. 

2. When you have a bunch of hairs, dip your finger in the water and press the finger 
down in the middle of the bunch and carefully drag them together and then lift them up 
from the surface you collected the hairs on. I used a book for this since the blank 



surface made it easier to drag the hairs to the edge of the book and then lift them up 
without the movement messing up the arranging of the tips too much. 
 
Hold the bunch of hair in a firm grip between two fingers, wet them with water and 
carefully press and squeeze the hairs together. Probably some of the hairs in the tip will 
have moved and fallen out of line. Use the tweezers and carefully pull out this hairs 
while you still keep a steady grip on the rest of the bunch. Then put the hairs back in 
line, tip to tip with the other hairs, squeeze and press forming it into a even tip again, 
use more water if the hairs split too much. 
 
If you are satisfied with the shape of the bunch put it aside and repeat the process with 
picking hairs and forming bunches. You probably need at least 5 more bunches in the 
same size. When you think that you have enough bunches for making a brush tip, you 
probably need more! This is a mistake I learned by doing it more than once! 

When you have enough formed and pressed bunches of hair add them together evenly, 
tip by tip, a pile at a time and squeeze and press a bunch at a time, using water until 
you have one bunch. Now use the tweezers to remove the tips of single hairs that are 
not in line.  
 
You can either add them back to your bunch or just put them aside. The bundle in the 
picture above and to the left contains about 100 hairs and the one to the right is as wide 
as a match and contains between 600-700 hairs. 
 
4. Take silk thread about 30-40 cm long, fold it and wax it. Lay it down on a smooth 
surface and put the bunch of hair on the thread. If the hairs are short you should make 
the first knot in the middle of the hairs. If they are long put the thread about one third up 
from the tip. Make sure that no hairs have moved too much and very carefully make a 
tight knot around the bunch.  



Flip the bunch and fold the thread around it making another knot and repeat this until 
you have a little row of thread and knots (5-6 times). As you can see on the picture 
below one side is more even then the other. 
 
Take a little water and firmly form this side. Then you have your tip. If the hair is short 
and you made the knot in the middle of the bunch you will only have one tip from this 
bunch and can continue with step 6!  

 
5. If the hair is longer and you were able to tie the knot closer to the tip then continue 
with this step and make two brush tips. Otherwise continue with step 6! 
Prepare three more double folded and waxed silk threads and tie them in the same way 
as in step 4 around the bunch with a small gap between each strand (picture on next 
page). 
 
Wind the remains of the threads around the bunch so that the gaps between the middle 
threads and the outer threads looks like below. Secure the threads with a final knot and 



then roll it between your fingers so that the threads form a even shape. Now you can cut 
the hairs on the uneven side of the bunch forming a flat brush tip. Continue to step 7! 

 
6. If you made step 5 skip this step and go to step 7!  
After tying your thread around the bunch 5-6 times wind the remains of the threads 
backwards around the hair away from your tip until the thread covers ca: 1 cm of hair. 
Then secure the thread with some final knots, cut the threads and roll the tip between 
your fingers so that the waxed threads form an even shape. Then cut away the 
remaining hairs forming a back on your brush tip. Your tip should now look like the tip 
on the right in the picture below! Go to step 8. 
 
 
7. Cut the hairs in the gap between the threads 
forming two tips. One pointed and one flat. 
 
 
8. Dip the brush tip in gesso and form it to a nice 
shape. Put it aside and prepare the quill and stick 
while the tip dries. The gesso will make the tip a bit 
harder and facilitates the insertion of the brush tip 
into the tube made from the quill.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
9. Take a quill, compare the brush tip with it to make sure that it will fit into the quill and 
then cut it off. Use a crochet hook to clean out the membrane from the quill. Soak the 
quill tube for a short while in some water. This makes the quill a bit more flexible and 
eases the insertion of both the brush tip but also the stick. When the quill dries it will 
make a snugger fit around the brush tip. More flexibility of the quill will also reduce the 
risk of the tube breaking when the stick is inserted into the quill tube in a later step. 

 
10. Grind the tip of the quill on fine sand paper so that the hole in the top widens. Be 
careful not to grind too much. Try if the brush tip fits, if the hole is too narrow, take out 
the tip again, if the tip gets stuck in the quill use the crochet hook or something else to 
get it loose again. Grind the quill a little at a time and try the tip between the grindings. If 
you grind too much the hole will be too wide and not hold the tip in place.  



11. Prepare the stick you have chosen to use by sanding the surface and possibly 
making the top of the stick narrower so that it fits into the quill tube. When it fits well, 
take the stick out from the quill tube. Oil the stick with a little olive oil, that will help 
protect a little against color stains and water. If you have fish glue, dip the top of the 
stick in fish glue and gently insert it into the tube. Otherwise just insert the oiled stick 
into the tube. Allow glue, handle and tube to dry thoroughly before using your brush. 
When it has dried, rinse out the gesso from the brush tip. Now your brush is ready for 
use. 

 
 
This handout is written by me, Silwa af Swaneholm in the SCA  / Josefin Jansson in 
mundane life. If you have any questions, please contact me at: 
silwagoespurjo@gmail.com 
 

mailto:josefinjansson84@gmail.com

