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Imagine being the first to think it: the 
written line can be anything we want. Any 
colour, any thickness. As expressive as if 
drawn with a paintbrush, or as consistent as 
if made by a machine—anything we want.
We take it for granted that all we have to do is 

simply hunt around inside our pencil case for the most 
suitable tool for a particular idea or task—a Sharpie or 
a highlighter perhaps. Before the felt-tip pen, however, 
our options were frighteningly few. Pens had nibs, and 
nibs wrote in calligraphy. Most ink was black. There 
were pencils, of course, but that was about as much va-
riety as you got. Everything else, such as a paintbrush, 
was reserved for the fine arts (and didn’t really fit in 
your pencil case anyway).
So how did we get from such scarcity to today’s bounty?
First, a quick zip through the first millennia or so of pen 
history. The first pens were made from hollow reeds, 
and by the 6th century from feather quills, which could 
be cut to a sharper point to create a finer line, which the 
new, smoother writing materials like parchment and 
vellum could accommodate. Quills were no passing 
trend: they remained the writing instrument of choice 
for 13 centuries.
The thing with quill pens is that they had to be dipped 
into a pot of ink, continuously, constantly. So when met-
al pens appeared around the 16th century, pen-makers 
saw an opportunity to insert a small reservoir of ink 
into the pen itself. By the 19th century, the manufac-

ture of metal nibs had improved; they were now more 
flexible, and with a finer point, and could be affordably 
mass-produced. The quill pen couldn’t compete; the 
fountain pen—with its versatile nib and its self-con-
tained reservoir of ink—was now king. And 135 years 
later it remains, impressively, still in use.

That brings us to the modern era—and to the ball-
point pen. László Bíró, a Hungarian newspaper edi-
tor, wanted a pen that could write with the same vis-
cous, quick-drying ink used with newsprint, which 
would help reduce smudging. However, this kind of 
ink clogged the pens currently being manufactured. 
Ballpoint mechanisms had been attempted before, but 
none had functioned well. Bíró’s new design, launched 
in 1938, worked like a charm, and would come to chal-
lenge the primacy of the nib fountain pen. Marcel Bich 
bought Bíró’s patent in 1945, and in 1951 launched the 
now ubiquitous Bic Cristal—the inexpensive, dispos-
able pen with a hexagonal shape like that of the tradi-
tional pencil. In 2005, Bic sold its 100 billionth Cristal.

Something should be noted about the ballpoint pen: the 
effect it had on the written line. The ballpoint, with the 
uniform thickness of its line, shattered our relation-
ship to traditional writing, which had always been cal-
ligraphic, using variations in line thickness. And here is 
how things finally cracked open: the form of the written 
line itself was now a thing that could be altered. And 
along with this a brave new informality—the rules no 
longer need apply.
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The ballpoint pen may have started it all, but the felt-
tip pen picked up the baton and ran with it.
The felt-tip pen, or felt-tip marker, was inspired as 
much by the paintbrush as anything else, with inven-
tors looking to adopt the type of line made by a fibre 
point for use in lettering. People had begun tinker-
ing with absorbent tips for marking pens in the early 
1900s, but the first successful felt-tip marker came in 
1952: the Magic Marker. Though it would eventually 
become more pen-like in shape, the first Magic Marker 
consisted of a stubby glass ink bottle with a felt tip pro-
truding from the end. It was initially designed more as 
an artist tool than a writing pen, but its usefulness in 
everything from making posters and signs to labelling 
and marking up boxes and folders made it a hit with a 
general market.
And finally, in 1962, came the first fibre-tip pen de-
signed specifically for writing. Yukio Horie of the To-
kyo Stationery Company (later Pentel) wanted a writ-
ing tool that worked like a brush (his company made 
educational writing tools, including writing brushes). 
Horie bound acrylic fibres with resin to create a fibre 
tip that was hard enough to shape into a fine point, yet 
still soft enough to soak up ink. The Sign Pen (ideal, he 
claimed, for signing your name) had a felt tip much fin-
er than anything on the market—fine enough for both 
writing and drawing.
The Sign Pen was not an immediate success. Horie 
took his pen across the Pacific to a trade fair in Chicago, 
which created some buzz, but it wasn’t until a Sign Pen 
ended up in the hands of US President Lyndon John-
son that people took notice and sales took off—so much 
so that the pen was named Time magazine’s Product 
of the Year for 1963. NASA would later adopt the pen, 
using it for their Gemini 11 mission in 1966.
The Sign Pen changed the game, and its popularity 
inspired numerous variations throughout the 1960s—
notably Paper Mate’s Flair, and the Sharpie, the first 
permanent marker that also wrote like a pen.
Just as the pens were getting more interesting, so were 
the inks. Alongside traditional oil- and water-based 
inks appeared chemical solvents and alcohol-based 

inks, which allowed for new dyes and pigments, and 
a greater range of colour. (Some of these inks were 
downright noxious, and toxic, in particular those made 
with toluene and xylene, which fell out of fashion in the 
1990s.)
In 1963, the ink manufacturer Carter’s Ink developed 
a marker whose ink was not just fluorescent, but also 
transparent. Their pen, the Hi-Liter, could colour over 
written words and still allow those words to be legible. 
The highlighting Hi-Liter—along with the massively 
successful German-made Stabilo Boss—changed the 
way we took notes, and the way we studied.
So why all this innovation? Had the world always need-
ed a highlighter? It helps to take a look at the era in 
which the felt-tip pen came to be. This was the 1960s, 
a decade of mass social change. In all areas of society 
people were questioning and rejecting old structures 
and old systems—the old ways of doing things—and ex-
ploring new ideas, and new forms of expression.
Everything was affected, from the push for civil rights 
to things like advertising, education and art, with an 
emphasis on independent and creative thinking—and 
thumbing one’s nose at the establishment. Not sur-
prisingly, this social revolution affected the way people 
thought about communication as well, right down to 
the written word.
“The medium is the message,” Marshall McLuhan as-
serted in 1964—just two years after the Sign Pen was 
released. With the options suddenly available for ma-
nipulating the form that writing took, that form—and 
not just the content—had taken on a new importance. 
There are words, and there is the presentation of those 
words, and both are vital in conveying a message. That 
is the essence of typography, and the power of creative 
written expression.
What do you want to convey? What kind of pen will 
help you convey that? After the 1960s, our list of op-
tions was greater than ever before. That explosion of 
possibilities gave us the unlimited world of art and de-
sign that we know today. And the felt-tip pen, despite 
its lowly appearance, played no small role in this.  


