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An 18th century apothecary, shown with a large brass morta
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MORTARS
PEOPLE HAVE USED MORTARS FOR MANY CENTURIES IN BOTH FOOD AND DRUG

PREPARATION.  THE MORTAR AND PESTLE HAS BECOME A SYMBOL
OF THE PHARMACIST’S TRADE.

People have used mortars for many centuries to grind or
mix food and drugs. They probably started as a small
hollow in a rock. The Papyrus Ebers (a famous Egyptian
document listing remedies or “cures” for many diseases,
infections, and accidents) mentions a mortar as early as
1552 B.C. By the 1600s they had become an essential
household item for grinding foods.  Artisans also used
them for grinding dyes, and chemists & druggists used
them for preparing medicines. 

Mortars have been made from many different
materials, including wood, brass, ivory, marble and stone. B
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This layer of clay would then have any inscription or
ornamentation added to the outside in wax. When it
was dry, the whole thing was again be greased. The
cope (outer mould) was then built around the model, a
fire lit within the core and the whole thoroughly baked.
When the cope had been dried it was lifted along with
the clay from the core. The clay was then broken
away, leaving a clear impression on the cope. The
two parts were then finally clamped together and
molten metal poured between them, leaving the
finished mortar inverted over the core.

In the pharmacy, mortars have been used in two main
sizes.  Large bell metal mortars, used for heavy work
or large quantities, were mounted on a wooden block
or even a section of tree trunk with a huge pestle
hung on a chain from a beam.  Smaller mortars in a
variety of materials were used on the pharmacy
counter or in the dispensary.  Mortars are always
made with an associated pestle used to grind the
substance within the mortar. However it is very rare
for a historical mortar to have survived with its original
pestle.

Although mortars are functional items, they are often
highly decorated with popular designs of the period
and country of origin.  Designs included foliage,
masks or figures, shells and Tudor roses.  Some
mortars also have wording commemorating an event or re
mortar.  Most foundries had their own individual designs a
particular bell founders by the decoration on their mortars

Mortars and pestles have become a recognisable symbol
apothecaries’ tokens from the 1600s, on signs for pharma
pharmaceutical businesses, and also on the coat of arms
(For more information about pharmaceutical symbols, inc
Information Sheet 13 Pharmaceutical Symbols)
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