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HOW TO REMOVE PEN FROM
LEATHER: A COMPLETE AND
PRACTICAL GUIDE

Discovering  a  stray  pen  mark  on  a
beloved leather sofa, a favorite handbag,
or a new pair of shoes can be a moment
of real panic. Leather is a durable and
beautiful material, but it is also porous
and  can  be  easily  stained  by  ink.
However, before you resign yourself to a
permanent  imperfection,  know  that  in
most  cases you can successfully  learn
how  to  remove  pen  from  leather
using  household  items  and  a  little
patience.  The  key  is  to  act  quickly,
choose the right method for your leather
t y p e ,  a n d  a l w a y s  t e s t  i n  a n
inconspicuous  spot  first.  This
comprehensive  guide  will  walk  you
through every step, from understanding
the  stain  to  applying  safe,  effective
removal  techniques.

UNDERSTANDING THE STAIN AND
YOUR LEATHER

Before applying any cleaning solution, it
is essential to know what you are dealing
with.  Ink  stains  are  not  all  alike,  and
leather  finishes  vary  significantly.  Using
the  wrong  approach  can  cause  more
harm than the original pen mark.

Types of Pen Ink
Ballpoint pen ink – Oil-based and
relatively thick. This is the most

common type you will encounter
on leather and often the easiest to
remove because it sits on the
surface rather than soaking deep
into the leather fibres.
Gel pen ink – Water-based with a
gel-like consistency. It can spread
quickly and may absorb deeper
into unpigmented leather.
Fountain pen ink – Water-based
and very fluid. It penetrates
rapidly, making immediate action
crucial.
Permanent markers – Contain
solvents that can bond tightly with
leather finishes. Removal is more
challenging but not impossible.

Leather Finishes
Aniline leather – Dyed with
soluble dyes, leaving the natural
surface exposed. It is very porous
and absorbs liquids quickly. Ink
removal is delicate because harsh
solvents can strip the dye.
Pigmented (finished) leather –
Has a protective topcoat of
polyurethane or acrylic. This is the
most common type in furniture
and accessories. The protective
layer makes it easier to remove
ink without damaging the leather
itself.
Suede and nubuck – Buffed
leathers with a raised nap. They
are extremely absorbent and
require special dry-cleaning
methods rather than liquid
solvents.

https://template-dev.mobaptist.org/


2

2 How To Remove Pen From Leather 2025-08-10

Faux leather (PU/vinyl) – Not
genuine leather, but often
mistaken for it. Ink removal
methods for genuine leather may
damage faux leather, so treat it
differently.

IMMEDIATE ACTIONS: DO’S AND
DON’TS

When you first see a pen mark, resist the
urge  to  rub  or  scrub.  Rubbing  only
smears the ink deeper into the leather
and can spread the stain over a larger
area. Instead, follow these first steps:

Blot gently with a clean, dry cloth1.
or paper towel to absorb any wet
ink. Do not press hard.
If the ink is still wet, place a small2.
piece of clean blotting paper or a
cloth over the mark and press
gently to lift the ink.
Avoid using water, soap, or any3.
cleaner until you have identified
your leather finish.
Move the item out of direct4.
sunlight or heat, which can set the
stain.

These immediate actions buy you time
and  prevent  the  stain  from  becoming
permanent.  Now  you  are  ready  to
proceed  with  a  targeted  removal
method.

HOUSEHOLD METHODS FOR
REMOVING PEN INK FROM
LEATHER

Most  ink  stains  on  finished  (pigmented)
leather can be removed using common
products  you  already  have  at  home.
Always  test  any  solution  on  a  hidden
area, such as the back of a sofa cushion
or inside a bag seam, before applying it
to the visible stain. Here are the most
effective and leather-safe techniques.

Rubbing Alcohol
(Isopropyl
Alcohol)
Rubbing alcohol is widely considered the
most reliable and safest solvent for pen
ink  removal  f rom  leather .  I t
evaporates quickly and does not leave a
residue.  The  alcohol  dissolves  the  ink
binders, allowing them to be lifted away.

Dampen a cotton swab or a1.
microfiber cloth with 70% or 90%
isopropyl alcohol. Do not soak the
leather.
Gently dab the ink stain, starting2.
from the outer edge and working
inward. Do not rub vigorously.
As the ink transfers to the cloth,3.
move to a clean area of the cloth
or use a fresh swab.
Continue until no more ink lifts.4.
You may need several
applications.
Wipe the area with a clean, damp5.
cloth to remove any alcohol
residue, then dry with a soft towel.
Condition the leather with a6.
dedicated leather conditioner
afterward, as alcohol can dry the
hide.

Hairspray
An  old–fashioned  trick,  hairspray
contains  alcohol  and  can  break  down
fresh ballpoint ink.

Spray a small amount of hairspray1.
directly onto a cotton ball or cloth
(do not spray directly on leather if
possible).
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Blot the ink stain gently. You will2.
see the ink transfer to the cotton.
Repeat with fresh cotton until the3.
stain lifts.
Wipe with a damp cloth and4.
condition the leather.

Note:  Avoid  hairsprays  with  heavy
perfumes or oils that could leave a sticky
residue.

Hand Sanitizer
Because it contains ethyl alcohol, hand
sanitizer can work in a pinch, especially
gel formulas that stay in place.

Squeeze a tiny dab of hand1.
sanitizer onto the pen mark.
Let it sit for 10–20 seconds to2.
soften the ink.
Gently blot with a clean cloth until3.
the ink lifts.
Wipe away any sticky residue with4.
a damp cloth.

White Vinegar
and Baking Soda
Paste
This  mild,  non–toxic  option works best
for very light stains on finished leather.

Mix a small amount of white1.
vinegar with baking soda to create
a thick paste.
Apply the paste to the ink stain2.
using a soft cloth.
Gently rub in a circular motion for3.
30 seconds.
Wipe away the paste with a damp4.
cloth.
Dry and condition.5.

Be  cautious  with  vinegar  on  aniline
leather, as the acid can alter the dye.

Milk (For Dried
Ink Stains)
Believe it or not, full–fat milk can help lift
dried  ballpoint  ink  from  finished  leather
without harsh chemicals.

Soak a cotton ball in milk.1.
Dab the ink stain repeatedly,2.
allowing the milk to soften the ink.
Let the milk sit on the stain for3.
5–10 minutes.
Wipe clean with a damp cloth.4.
Condition the leather thoroughly,5.
as milk can leave fats that may
attract dirt if not removed.

Leather Cleaner
and Conditioner
If you prefer a commercial product, look
for  a  pH–balanced  leather  cleaner
specifically  formulated  for  leather  care.
Many brands also sell ink remover wipes
designed for  finished leather.  Follow the
manufacturer's instructions exactly.

STEP–BY–STEP GUIDE: HOW TO
REMOVE PEN FROM LEATHER
USING RUBBING ALCOHOL

For  the  majority  of  finished  leather
items, the following proven process will
give you the best  chance of  complete
removal.

Prepare your tools: cotton1.
swabs (Q-tips), soft white
microfiber cloths, 70% isopropyl
alcohol, distilled water, and a
leather conditioner.
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Test in an inconspicuous area:2.
Apply a small amount of alcohol to
a hidden spot and watch for colour
change or damage.
Blot, don't rub: Dip a cotton3.
swab in alcohol and gently dab the
ink. Work from the outside of the
stain toward the centre to keep it
from spreading.
Replace the swab frequently:4.
As soon as you see ink on the
cotton, switch to a fresh area or a
new swab. Transferring dirty ink
back onto the leather can worsen
the stain.
Allow the alcohol to evaporate:5.
After each dabbing, let the area air
dry for a minute. This prevents the
ink from being reabsorbed.
Repeat as needed: It may take6.
10–15 passes to lift a stubborn
stain. Patience is essential.
Final cleanup: Once the ink is7.
gone, lightly wipe the area with a
cloth dampened with distilled
water to remove any residual
alcohol.
Condition the leather: Apply a8.
small amount of leather
conditioner (cream or balm) to
restore moisture and protect the
finish. Buff gently with a clean
cloth.

SPECIAL CASES: SUEDE, NUBUCK,
AND FAUX LEATHER

Suede and
Nubuck
Liquid  solvents  can  ruin  the  nap  of
suede. Instead, use a suede eraser or a
pencil eraser to gently rub the ink mark.
For deeper stains, a suede brush can lift

dried ink particles. If the stain remains, a
specialized suede cleaner (spray foam)
applied  with  a  soft  cloth  may  help.
Always  brush  the  nap  afterward  to
restore the texture.

Faux Leather
(PU/Vinyl)
Faux leather does not absorb liquids the
way  genuine  leather  does.  However,
rubbing alcohol can damage the plastic
topcoat. Try a mild dish soap solution (a
drop of soap in water) on a damp cloth,
followed by a wipe with a dry cloth. For
stubborn  ink,  use  a  Magic  Eraser
(melamine foam) very gently – test first,
as it can remove the finish.

PREVENTION TIPS: KEEPING
YOUR LEATHER PEN–FREE

Keep pens capped and stored
away from leather surfaces.
When writing near leather, place a
piece of cardboard or paper
underneath your hand.
Treat leather regularly with a
protective conditioner to create a
barrier against stains.
Consider using a leather
protectant spray designed for your
specific leather type (e.g., aniline
vs. pigmented).
Act quickly if an accident happens
– the sooner you treat a pen mark,
the easier it is to remove.

WHAT TO AVOID WHEN
REMOVING PEN INK FROM
LEATHER

Some common mistakes can ruin your
leather forever. Steer clear of these:

Abrasive materials – steel wool,
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scrub brushes, or rough sponges
cut the leather finish.
Nail polish remover (acetone) –
strips dye and finish instantly.
Bleach or ammonia – causes

discoloration and brittleness.
Baby wipes or makeup wipes –
they contain oils and moisturizers
that can leave a greasy residue


