
Liquid MeasurementsDry  Measurements

Apothecary Weights and Measures Tutorial

Apothecary Vocabulary and Symbols  
N.B. - Scale given is small to large

Dry  Measurements

grain (equivalent to 1 minim liquid)
Symbols which may be used to express a grain:

G.  𝔊  gr.
Alternate Spellings:  grayne, granum

scruple

℈          э

Alternate Spellings:  scrupulus

drachm
ʒ    ʓ    ƺ    ƺ           dr
 

Alternate Spellings:
drachma, dragme, dramme, dram

ounce
℥                   These last two usages are rare

Alternate Spellings:
unce, unciam, uncia, once, oncia, oz
 
pound

             lb.    l.
Alternate Spellings:
pounde 

Liquid Measurements

minim  (equivalent to 1 grain dry)
 It should be borne in mind that minim and drop are not the same quantities, 
the former containing nearly half as much more as the latter, thus 10 minims of 
Tincture of Opium are equal to 15 drops ; formerly it was customary to prescribe 
all medicines by drops as let fall from the mouth of a bottle; but the quantity in a 
certain number of these differed so considerably, according to the density of the 
fl uid, or the vessel it was dropped from, that an alteration in the plan was found 
necessary, and that of admeasurement was adopted  1  

Alternatively, Some systems equate a drop with a minim
Symbols which may be used to express a minim:

m     min             M

gutte, a drop  - expressed as “gtt”

drachm and ounce: same as dry

pint,  (Octarius)  expressed as “O”

quart, quarterne, quarter =  “qt”
or expressed as some variant of “q”, may be like:

gallon, (Congius)  expressed as “C”

Fractions

1/2 = ss, ṡṡ, Ss, ∫s, ſs, ∫s, ∫∫ ß, ß, β, §, 
β, ß, ß, ß

handful - usage is uncommon

1  from the book “The Corner Cupboard; Or, Facts For Everybody”, by Robert Kemp Philp.



Quantity

Quantities are expressed using the Roman Numeral System, and all numerals are lower case.
If you never had the opportunity to learn this numerical system, then now is your chance:

LEARNING THE ROMAN NUMERAL SYSTEM:

To fi gure out the numerical quantity called for, start with the fi rst lower case letter, following the size needed, 
and  tally them up together, adding from left to right.

When you encounter a smaller number before a larger number, that smaller number will be subtracted from the 
larger number before continuing to tally the total.

1 = i
5 = v
10 = x
50 = l
100 = c

The fl y in the ointment comes when other letters are substituted for something listed here, prime 
case in point is j, instead of i.  Some notations use j interchangeably for i, and some notations use 
it only for the last in a set of more than one i.
e.g.  iii = iij = 3

i =  j = 1
ii = ij = 2
iii = iij = 3
iiij = iv = 4
v = 5
vi = vj = 6
vii = vij = 7
viii = viij = 8
viiii = viiij = ix = 9
x = 10

xi = xj = 11
xii = xij = 12
xiii = xiij = 13
xiv = xjv = 14
xv = 15
xvi = xvj = 16
xvii = xvij = 17
xviii = xviij = 18
xix = 19
xx = 20

xxx = 30
xxxx = xl = 40
l = 50
lx = 60
lxx = 70
lxxx = 80
xc = 90
c = 100
d = 500
m = 1000

Application:℥ = Ounces℥i = 1 ounce℥iss = 1.5 ounces℥ij = 2 ounces℥iiss = 2.5 ounces℥iijss = 3.5 ounces℥iv = 4 ounces℥v = 5 ounces℥x = 10 ounces℥xss = 10.5 ounces

℈ = Scruple
℈i = 1 scruple
℈iss = 1.5 scruples
℈ii = 2 scruples

Larger numbers are indicated 
by putting a horizontal line over 
them, which means to multiply the 
number by 1,000. Hence the V at 
left has a line over the top, which 
means 5,000.V

ʒ = Dram

ʒss = 1/2 dram 
ʒiij = 3 drams
ʒvss = 5.5 drams
ʒvij = 7 drams

O = pint

Oi = 1 pint
Oiss = 1.5 pints

C = Gallon

Ci = 1 gallon
Ciss = 1.5 gallons
Cij = 2 gallons
Cijss = 2.5 gallons 

G, gr. = grains

gr.iij = 3 grains
Gviij = 8 grains

N.B. grams and grains may look similar 
in their notational appearance, through 
assumptive behaviour and inexperience. 
Extra care should be taken not to confuse 
these quantities.  Grams would be noted 
as  a quantity, followed by a lower case 
“g”, and without a period following it, e.g:  
“5g” Conversely, in Apothecary notation, 
the size of the measurement comes fi rst, 
followed by the quantity.



Equivalency Tables

Source: Pharmaceutical Calculations for the Pharmacy Technician
By Barbara E. Lacher

Source: Math for Nurses: A Pocket Guide to 
Dosage Calculation and Drug Preparation 
By Mary Jo Boyer



Apothecaries’ Weight

A system of units of mass used by druggists in the English-speaking world, before 15th – 19th century. The pound, 
ounce, and grain of apothecaries’ weight have the same magnitudes as the corresponding units in troy weight, but the 
scruple and dram are not found in troy weight. The division of the pound into 12 ounces is undoubtedly modeled on the 
Roman libra, but how the apothecaries’ pound got its present value is controversial.

By the middle of the 18th century, English druggists were using avoirdupois weight instead of apothecaries’ weight, at fi rst 
to measure what they sold, and then for compounding medicines as well. By the middle of the 19th century apothecaries’ 
weight had largely disappeared. In the United Kingdom the Medical Act of 1858 required the use of avoirdupois weight; the 
Weights and Measures Act of 1878 retained only the apothecaries’ ounce, and that merely permissively.
http://www.sizes.com/units/apoth_wt.htm

Absolute Funkiness . . .  Troy and Avoirdupois and Apothecary

Author’s/Compiler’s Apology:  I realize that some graphical comparions and equivalency tables are repetitive, but since the issue here 
is a comparative and contrasting analysis of fi ve different systems of weights and measures, different graphical representations may 
help different types of readers understand the information better, so several styles of graphics are used to convey the same information. 

How many ounces in a pound?

It depends on which type of pound you are referencing. There are 16 ounces in an Avoirdupois Weight pound. There are 
12 ounces in a Troy Weight pound and 12 ounces in a pound of Apothecaries’ Weight. In the USA, the Avoirdupois unit 
is the standard, which makes the US pound equal to 16 ounces.

What about Fluid Measurements?

One fl uid ounce is 1⁄16 of a U.S. pint, 1⁄32 of a U.S. quart, and 1⁄128 of a U.S. gallon. The fl uid ounce derives its name 
originally from being the volume of one ounce avoirdupois of water, but in the U.S. it is defi ned as 1⁄128 of a U.S. gallon. 
Consequently, a fl uid ounce of water weighs about 1.041 ounces avoirdupois.

The saying “a pint’s a pound the world around” refers to 16 US fl uid ounces of water weighing approximately one pound 
avoirdupois in the United States, but that is true only in the United States. In the rest of the English-speaking world, an 
Imperial pint—being 20 Imperial ounces of water—will weigh one and a quarter pounds. An Imperial pint is approximately 
19.2 US fl uid ounces. The Imperial pint is approximately 568.26 mL. The US liquid pint is approximately 473.2 mL.   

And, making matters worse, the British and the American Apothecary weights and measures are also different, as the 
Troy and Avoirdupois weights and measures are different...
OH BOY!!  What a Mess!

In this Global Digital age, where you can either download or purchase books or formulas from anywhere wordlwide, 
a solid understanding of the original source and date of the formula must fi rst be ascertained before one can, at least 
with a little more accuracy, determine the actual weights and measures to be used in the formula at hand.



http://www.sizes.com/units/apothecaries_measure.htm#U.S.

gal.)

Conversion to 
Troy System

Conversion to
Avoirdupois System

Avoirdupois
;







Reference: http://ts.nist.gov/WeightsAndMeasures/Publications/appxc.cfm



TABLE OF BRITISH APOTHECARY MEASURE     

20 minims   = 1 fl uid scruple
3 fl uid scruples   = 1 fl uid drachm
                   = 60 minims
8 fl uid drachm   = 1 fl uid ounce
20 fl uid ounces   = 1 pint
8 pints                  = 1 gallon (160 fl uid ounces)

TABLES OF U.S. UNITS OF MEASUREMENT

Apothecaries Units of Liquid Volume

60 minims (min or )  = 1 fl uid dram (fl  dr or ʓ)    = 0.225 6 cubic inch
8 fl uid drams              = 1 fl uid ounce (fl  oz or ℥)  = 1.804 7 cubic inches
16 fl uid ounces  = 1 pint (pt or )
                           = 28.875 cubic inches
                           = 128 fl uid drams
2 pints                       = 1 quart (qt) = 57.75 cubic inches
                           = 32 fl uid ounces 
                                    = 256 fl uid drams
4 quarts              = 1 gallon (gal)   = 231 cubic inches
                           = 128 fl uid ounces  
                                    = 1024 fl uid drams

Avoirdupois Units of Mass  (U.S.)

[The “grain” is the same in avoirdupois, troy, and apothecaries units of mass.]
 
27-11/32 grains  = 1 dram (dr)
16 drams              = 1 ounce (oz)
                           = 437-1/2 grains
16 ounces              = 1 pound (lb)
                           = 256 drams
                           = 7000 grains

Apothecaries Units of Mass   (U.S.)

[The “grain” is the same in avoirdupois, troy, and apothecaries units of mass.]
    
20 grains                   = 1 scruple (s ap or ℈)
3 scruples                   = 1 dram apothecaries (dr ap or ʓ )
                                = 60 grains
8 drams apothecaries       = 1 ounce apothecaries (oz ap or ℥)
                                = 24 scruples 
                                         = 480 grains
12 ounces apothecaries    = 1 pound apothecaries (lb ap)
                                = 96 drams apothecaries
                                = 288 scruples 
                                         = 5760 grains

Reference: http://ts.nist.gov/WeightsAndMeasures/Publications/appxc.cfm

Finally, after obtaining a small set of vintage Apothecary 
weights, here are measured equivalents in grams:

1/2 grain  = .035g
2 grains   = .13g
3 grains   = .20g
4 grains   = .26g
5 grains   = .32g
6 grains   = .39g
40 grains = 2.60g

1/2 scruple = 0.645g
1 scruple    = 1.295g

1/2 Drachm = 1.945g
1 Drachm    = 3.89g
2 Drachms  = 7.785g
4 Drachms  = 15.56g

All measurements were 
made on a digital scale 
with .005g accuracy, 
and were weighed 3X 
each.  Still, the weights 
could be slightly off due 
to a zillion factors  -PK



16th Century Apothecary Text

Pictures enlarged for detail



Reading a Perfumery Formula, USA Published, Circa1900

Translation:

Compound Essence of Tonka Bean
Bruised Orris Root  2 oz.
Tonka Beans (cut small)  6 drams
Essence of Ambergris  30 minims
Oil of Ylang-ylang  30 Minims
Compund essence of Orris  4 oz.
Oil of Lemon  1/2 dram
Otto of Rose  1/2 dram
Oil of Bergamot  80 minims
Spirit  (Alcohol) 16 oz.
Macerate fourteen days and fi lter

  Also note:  at the bottom of the above picture, the last line in 
the Alexanda Bouquet says:
“Spirit Oj.  Mix”
 - This would read and translate to:
Spirit 1 pint.  Mix  (as in “Mix it up”)

Blame me for all of the mistakes in this Document

Author and Compiler:
Paul Kiler
If you need to fi nd me for some reason, just Google me, 
Seek, and Ye Shall Find


