
One of the oldest pieces of chemical apparatus is the 
mortar and pestle used for grinding solids. This device 
was not invented by chemists but was rather adapted  
by them from devices developed for everyday house-
hold and commercial use. Indeed, archeologists have 
discovered crude stone mortar and pestles used for 
grinding grain that date from as early as 16,000 BC 
(figure 1, top), as well as more refined Egyptian exam-
ples, dating from 1,900 BC, that were used for grinding 
pigments (figure 1, bottom). 

	
 Over the centuries mortars and pestles have been 
made in a bewildering variety of shapes, sizes and ma-
terials. The Oesper collections own examples made of 
stone (figure 2), bronze (figure 3), brass (figure 4), and 
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Figure 1. Top: Crude stone mortars and pestle, circa 16,000 
BC. Bottom: A stone Egyptian mortar and pestle for grinding 
pigments, circa 1,900 BC.

Figure 2.  A traditional stone mortar and pestle 
from Mexico, 1/2 pint capacity.

Figure 4.  Two brass mortar and pestles, 1/2 pint capacity. 
The example on the left is 19th century, whereas that on the 

right is a reproduction for display in a modern pharmacy.

Figure 3.  A reproduction of a 17th-century bronze 
mortar  and pestle.



cast iron (figures 5 and 6). 
	
 A common material used for modern laboratory-
style mortars and pestles is porcelain. Though always 
used to make the mortar itself, in certain designs it was 
used only for the grinding head of the pestle, which 
was instead attached to a wooden grip (figures 7 and 
8), whereas in yet other cases the entire pestle was 
made of porcelain (figures 9 and 10).
	
 Less common materials used for mortars and pes-
tles include glass (figure 11) and wood (figures 12 and 
13). However, the smoothness of the glass surface
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Figure 5.  A 19th-century cast iron mortar and pestle, 
1 pint capacity.

Figure 6.  Two large 19th-century cast iron mortar 
and pestles, 1 gallon capacity.

Figure 7.  A 19th-century unglazed porcelain mortar and 
pestle with a foot and wooden grip, 1/4 pint capacity.

Figure 8.  Variations on figure 7 sans foot, 
1/4 pint capacity. Note the variations in the wooden grips.

Figure 9.  Large externally glazed porcelain mortar and 
pestle, 1 quart capacity.

Figure 10.  Small externally glazed porcelain mortars and 
pestles, 2-1 ounce capacity.



makes these examples less efficient for grinding and 
the softness of wood limits the use of these mortars and 
pestles to the grinding of relatively soft materials. Not 
shown are the small agate mortars and pestles used to 
make mulls for IR spectroscopy.
	
 It is of interest to note that the word mortar comes 
from the Latin mortarium, used to describe the trough 
employed to mix mortar for cement, and that the term 
pestle comes from the Latin pistillum, meaning to 
grind or crush.
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Figure 12. A variety of wooden mortars and pestles. 
These were not intended for laboratory use but rather for use 

in the kitchen or as displays for modern pharmacies.

Figure 11. Glass mortars and pestles, 
left: 1 pint capacity, right: 2 ounce capacity. 

Figure 13. A large 19th-century wooden mortar and pestle, 
1/2 gallon capacity. 


