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This paper investigates how the practical knowledge of artisans was defined, negotiated and 
appropriated by natural philosophers in early modern Europe. E.W. Tschirnhaus (1651-1708) 
and Nicolas Hartsoeker (1656-1725) were both natural philosophers and expert instrument 
makers, closely connected to the world of craftsmen. They collaborated with glassworkers, 
blacksmiths, miners, and other practitioners in gathering natural knowledge. Both excelled in 
“la méchanique” and recorded the ideas and practices various artisans had taught them. In 
the 1680s, Hartsoeker and Tschirnhaus turned their manufacture of optical instruments for 
academic experiment, passion (liefhebberij), and sale into professional opportunities to run 
the glassworks in Cherbourg and Saxony, respectively, and later into courtly science. In this 
paper, I will consider the strategies Tschirnhaus and Hartsoeker employed as brokers of craft 
expertise. As natural philosophers, they sought control over all processes of production, from 
start to finish—from transforming raw materials into glass to shaping them into finished 
products (lenses, burning mirrors, telescopes). In laying claim to all stages of material 
production, they sought to mitigate their dependence on artisans, or ouvriers, and established 
themselves as philosophical practitioners, overseers, and purveyors of la mechanique. Where 
then can we trace the input of the practical men who informed what Tschirnhaus and 
Hartsoeker were doing? Sometimes the natural philosopher cloaked artisanal epistemology 
as his own personal “experience” or “habit”. Other times, we encounter artisans in the texts 
natural philosophers wrote where they took note of their working beliefs, terminology, and 
operations. 
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