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Abstract

In this paper, I take up the question to what extent and in which sense we can conceive of Johannes Baptista Van 
Helmont’s (1579-1644) style of experimenting as “modern”. Connected to this question, I shall reflect upon 
what Van Helmont’s precise contribution to experimental practice was. I will argue - after analysing some of 
Van Helmont's experiments such as his tree-experiment, ice-experiment, and thermoscope experiment - that 
Van Helmont had a strong preference to locate experimental designs in places wherein variables can be more 
easily controlled (and in the limit, in relatively closed physical systems such as paradigmatically the vessel, globe 
or sphere (vas, globus, sphera)). After having reviewed some alternative candidates, I shall argue that Van 
Helmont’s usage of relatively isolated physical systems and a moderate degree of quantification, whereby 
mathematical procedures mainly refer to guaranteeing that quantities are conserved by roughly determining 
them, are the characteristics that best captures his contributions to “modern” experimentation. 
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