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Maps of Frederick Christian von Wrede as a source on the history of Silesia 
 
In-depth and comprehensive studies of old maps are of considerable importance not 
only for the history of cartography. These maps are a major source of knowledge of 
many fields of historical science, often not much valued by some researchers. In the first 
place, it applies to broadly understood historical geography. It is hard to imagine making 
serious attempts at recreating the former geographical environment without their help, 
particularly without knowing the limits of forests, courses of rivers, existence of 
marshlands, and ponds, etc. 

Usefulness of all cartographic documents in any research of geographical and 
historical nature has been mentioned by many historians or geographers.1 In Poland, 
the first histographer that appreciated a major role of old cartographic documents not 
only as a scientific tool, but also as providing important information for a historian was 
probably M. Kromer, a bishop of Warmia2. 

The above remarks primarily concern multi-section handwritten maps collected 
and carefully stored in various Polish and foreign archives and libraries. Some of them 
have not been well researched yet and have not always been properly popularised 
among prospective researchers, either, and, often, those documents are very valuable, 
original, and have extremely rich and varied content. 

Starting in the 18th century in a clear majority of European states matters 
relating to topographic maps almost entirely came under the responsibility of military 
authorities. In Silesia those were either Austrian or Prussian authorities. 

The first official cartographic picture of Silesia was made in 1723–1733 by 
Austrian engineering lieutenant J. W. Wieland (d. 1736). After his death, maps were 
revised, supplemented, and corrected by Eng. Lieut. M. von Schubarth. That work was 
continued until the 1740’s.3 Maps made by Wieland and von Schubarth were published 
in 1752 as the so-called Altas Silesiae.4 It was published by the known printers Homman 
Heirs company in Nuremberg.5 

                                                      
1 Cf. I. Gieysztor, Études cartographiques de l’histoire de Pologne, (APH, vol. 2, 1959, pp. 70-99); A. Nyrek, O 
potrzebie zespołowych badań geograficzno-historycznych na Śląsku (AUWr, Historia XV, Wrocław 1969, pp. 
65-77); B. Zaborski, Kaszuby na przełomie XVIII i XIX wieku w świetle mapy Schröttera-Engelhardta z lat 
1796–1802 (Wiadomości Służby Geograficznej, 1936, No. 2, pp. 239-262). 
2 Cf. R. Marchwiński, Kromer a Grodecki. Podstawy kartograficzne kromerowskiej Polonii (AUNC, Historia 
XVI, Toruń 1980, pp. 133–149). 
3 Cf. inter alia: A. Heyer, Die erste Staatliche Vermessung Schlesiens under Karl VI. (1720–1752) (Zeitschrift 
des Vereins für Geschichte und Alterthum Schelsiens, vol. 24, 1890, pp. 305–355); V. Novák, Wielandovy 
mapy Slezska (SSbor., 1951, z. 3, pp. 289–299 ; z. 4, pp. 484–503). 
4 The date in the atlas is 1750 as the date when printing was finished. 
5 More on Atlas Silesiae cf. e.g. J. Janczak, Zarys dziejów kartografii śląskiej do końca XVIII wieku. Opole 
1976. 
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The maps of the first atlas of the Silesian land were naturally not fit for military 
purposes. No wonder that the militant Prussian King Frederick the Great, a newly 
enthroned ruler of the major part of the Silesian territory, was not satisfied with them. 
Thus, before Homman’s Atlas Silesiae was out of the press, the monarch issued an order 
to make a new cartographic picture. The royal order resulted in a series of beautiful, 
detailed topographic maps of Silesia. The work was supervised by Prussian Eng. Maj. F. 
Chr. Von Wrede (1702– after 1763), a Westphalian by birth. In 1748, von Wrede was 
promoted to Lieutenant Colonel, and 10 years later became Colonel. 

Just after his assignment, von Wrede formed a mobile party of professionals who 
soon began mapping the area. Work over a new topographic picture was carried out in 
1747–1753. Maps were drawn in the 1 : 33 333 scale. They received the collective title 
reading Kriegeskarte von Schlesien. The picture was made up of as many as 201 sheets, 
including 195 map sheets, 5 title sheets, and 1 special sheet. The size of a single sheet is 
47 X 68.5cm. All of them (including the title sheets) are precisely orientated in the 
northern direction. Silesia did not have a cartographic document that was so a large and 
detailed.6 Nonetheless, the picture made by Wrede did not cover the entire region. It 
skipped its central areas south of the Oder River, in the section from Głogów until Oława. 

The document is made up of 5 parts. The first concerns the Silesian and Czech 
border in the area running from Lusatia to Moravia. Mapping of that area done in 1747 
was reproduced in 42 map sheets. The separate title sheet included the legend of the 
marks used and the plans of 18 towns (Jawor, Ząbkowice Śląskie, Kłodzko, Dzierżoniów 
(Rychbach), Świdnica, Radków, Lubomierz, Nowogrodziec, Złotoryja, Kamienna Góra, 
Bolków, Strzegom, Świebodzice, Gryfów Śląski, Jelenia Góra, Lwówek Śląski, Paczków, 
and Bystrzyca Kłodzka). All town plans were made in one scale marked as a graphic 
scale on the title sheet. The additional sheet 43 presented the known Battle of 
Hohenfriedberg fought in 1745. The map was drawn in the same scale as the entire 
picture. 

Work that began with mapping of the areas in the Silesian and Czech border 
together with their background commenced because of hasty preparations of Frederick 
the Great for a new war with Austria. 

The second part of the picture made by Wrede covers the area between the right-
hand bank of the Oder River in the West and the then border of the Commonwealth of 
Poland in the East and between the River Stobrawa in the North and the new Prussian 
and Austrian border (in the part of Cieszyn Silesia) in the South. It was mapped in 1748–
1749. It comprises 40 map sheets and a title sheet. The latter, besides the title, the 
legend, and the scale of the maps, includes 9 plans of towns: Opole, Koźle, Racibórz, 
Gliwice, Kluczbork, Strzelce Opolskie, Krapkowice, Żory, and Bytom and their scale, too. 

In 1750 another part of the picture was made which presented the left-hand 
parts of Upper Silesia and a vast stretch of the area on the right-hand bank of the Oder 
River between Oława and Namysłów (naturally, those were already Lower Silesia 
areas). That part is made up of 35 map sheets and a title sheet. The line outlining the 
entire area runs more or less from Oława in the North until Bogumin in the South, and 
from there along the new Prussian and Austrian border through Opawa and Karniów to 

                                                      
6 Cf. H. Schenger, Des grossen Königs Kriegeskarte (Schlesische Monatshefte, 1938, No. 1, pp. 17–18); idem, 
Friderizianische Siedlungen rechts der Oder bis 1800 auf Grund der Aufnahme von Hammer und von 
Massenbach (Beihefte zum Geschichtlichen Atlas von Schlesien, hrgs. von der Hisotrischen Kommission für 
Schesien, z. 1, Breslau 1933, pp. 3–13). 
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Paczków, running further on through Ziębice back to the town of Oława. Besides the 
legend, the two scales (for the map and the towns), the title sheet includes 14 plans of 
towns (Nysa, Głuchołazy, Prudnik, Otmuchów, Grodków, Karniów, Namysłów, Brzeg, 
Głubczyce, Opawa, Głogówek, Biała, Ziębice, and Hulczyn). 

As it can be seen, the work of the Wrede team was carried out expeditiously. 
Within 4 years over the half of the Silesian territory had been mapped, without any 
deterioration to the quality of the drawn maps. 

In 1751 another part of the picture was produced covering the north-western 
parts of Lower Silesia in the left-hand bank of the Oder River, more or less from the 
mouth of the Lusatian Neisse, and running up to Głogów, and West of the Głogów-
Złotoryja line and North of the Złotoryja-Nowogrodziec line. In the West, the border of 
the maps was set up by the line between Silesia and Lusatia. This part is made up of 36 
map sheets. Besides the typical elements (title, explanations of marks, and scales), the 
title sheet includes 15 plans of the following towns: Głogów, Kożuchów, Żagań, Przewóz, 
Nowe Miasteczko, Szprotawa, Bytom Odrzański, Chojnów, deserted Grodzieniec Castle, 
Bolesławiec, Sulechów, Polkowice, Lubsko, Krosno Odrzańskie, and Zielona Góra. 

The last 5th part of Werde’s picture was made in 1753. The 42 map sections 
include the right-hand bank of Lower Silesia that comprises the area between the Oder 
River – from Sulechów till the town of Oława – and the border of the Commonwealth of 
Poland. The southern edge of this part is set up by an Oława – Namysłów – Kluczbork 
line. Besides the standard elements, the title sheet shows a cartographic picture of 11 
towns: Wrocław, Oleśnica, Prusice, Oława, Bierutów, Byczyna, Syców, Wołów, Wińsko, 
Wąsocz, and Góra. 

All together the entire document contains plans of as many as 67 towns, which is 
also quite an achievement, regardless of their small dimensions and certain 
simplification of the drawing. 

Individual sheets in each part were numbered. Numbering runs from left to right 
and vice versa, coming down from top to bottom. Only in the part on the Silesian and 
Czech border, which is an exception, numbering of the individual sheets runs from top to 
bottom and vice versa, moving in pillars from left to right. Behind a frame in each sheet, 
there are the four cardinal directions marked and also numbers of the adjacent sections 
(if any). The latter ones allow using them even without referring to a special index that 
was actually not made by the makers of the picture. 

Each map sheet has its own title, e.g. Ein Theil des Oelsischen und Breslauischen 
Fürstenthums Oelser und Namslauer Creisses. Each sheet also has a graphic scale that 
indicates 1/4, 1/2, 3/4, and 1 mile or 2000 Prussian rods (Ruthen). The drawing of 
the content does not break off in the borders of Silesia, but goes slightly beyond those 
lines, however, without filling entire sheets in the edge sections. 

The right-hand side of each map sheet has a separate table containing a list of 
towns marked and their owners (Designation derer Oerter und Eigenthümer) and, 
occasionally, also data on each settlement: the number of townspeople or peasants 
(Bürger und Bauren), the number of small farmers and villagers (Gärtner und Häusler), 
and, finally, the number of horses (Pferde). As it could be seen, owing to very valuable 
information the maps by von Wrede are additionally an important source of statistics, 
especially for ownership, social, and economic research. In sheet 32 of the 5th part, as an 
exception the number of buildings in Wrocław was given. At that time, their number 
totalled 3,227, of which 2,013 were located in the town itself, and 1,124 in the suburbs. 
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The Wrede maps were given rich and varied contents. Their legend contains 
several dozen marks. As regards church facilities, the maps show churches and chapels – 
Protestant and Catholic, cloisters, stand-alone chapels and hermitages, and finally, 
places of indulgence where miraculous paintings were located. Special marks indicated 
castles or other settlements of the nobility. Ruined or deserted castles were indicated 
separately. Transportation routes were richly illustrated. They included post offices, 
stone-made bridges, wooden bridges, and ferries. Towns where fords were located fit 
for crossing by vehicles or people travelling on foot were underlined in red. A network 
of roads coloured in brown was differentiated to indicate postal routes, ordinary, or field 
roads and footpaths (important for the military). Various aspects of economic life were 
accurately presented in great detail. The maps indicate windmills, watermills, sawmills, 
wood-tar production facilities, brickyards, glassworks, smith and copper works, and 
lime kilns. Places were numerous resources were produced were indicated: gold, silver, 
mercury, tin, lead, copper, iron, and sources of any mineral waters. Separately were 
marked resort towns, forester’s lodges, hunter’s lodges, and, finally, also battlefields 
(perhaps, because of sightseeing reasons, too), though the latter ones were indicated 
rather occasionally. 

Explanations provided in the legend do not include the entire content of the maps 
of von Wrede. Though not separately indicated in the legend, the maps show woods 
(marked in gray), larger animal settlements, bushes, meadows, marshes (marked in blue 
horizontal dashes), running and still waters (marked in blue), and fish ponds so 
numerous at that time in the Silesian land. Nearly all rivers and lakes, and also most of 
the ponds were given names. Relief features were drawn, by and large, plainly and 
suggestively, by means of hatching. However, their picture has become hardly legible, 
and occasionally has faded completely under the drawing of woods. Larger and more 
distinct mountains and hills were described. 

In the woods, there are sometimes areas marked that had been destroyed by 
more notorious fires, like for example, a vast area of the Lower Silesian Forrest east of 
Iłowa that was devastated by that ominous element. A special entry made there says: 
“der gross Brand Anno 1719 im Monat Augusty”. Sometimes there are names given in 
case of large wooden complexes. Rich is a network of roads and trails. In general, the 
drawing of woods in the maps of von Wrede is by far more accurate than that in the 
maps of Wieland and von Schubarth – given the all differences resulting from the 
various scales used.7 

The picture by von Wrede quite accurately presents settlements, simultaneously 
trying to suggestively render their individual shapes. Names of the towns were quite 
consistently differentiated. Relevant inscriptions also indicate existence of farmsteads 
and certain industrial facilities not distinguished in the legend, such as, for example, 
paper mills, marble mines, and other quarries, large factories, etc. 

Finally, colourful shaded lines mark the political and administrative borders, i.e. 
the borders of Silesia, the borders of duchies into which that land was somewhat usually 
divided and the borders of districts. Besides the borders, the maps also bear relevant 
inscriptions. The borderlands of states meticulously show disputed areas, like for 
example, that in the section of the Silesia and Greater Poland border in the region of 
Milicz or Żmigród. 

                                                      
7 Cf: also A. Nyrek, Stan praktyki i wiedzy leśnej na Śląsku do połowy XIX wieku (Sobótka, 1972, No. 3 pp. 
413–432) 
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All in all, the maps of von Wrede were quite a cartographic achievement. 
Nonetheless, civil cartography did not benefit much from that since it was a common 
custom at those times that topographic maps were kept as a top secret, and when 
threatened with becoming disclosed to the enemy they would be deliberately destroyed. 
There are known cases, too, when military maps were purposefully forged. Frederick the 
Great ordered its subordinates to perpetrate such actions.8 

Nothing peculiar then that the maps of von Wrede were not published just after 
they had been made or at any other time thereafter. Fortunately, their colourful hand-
written originals have survived until our times. Today, they are kept in the Deutsche 
Staatsbibliothek in Berlin. Their black and white copies that have been scaled down to 1 
: 100 000 are owned by the cartographic section of the Ossolineum Library in Wrocław. 

 
translated by Katarzyna Hussar 

                                                      
8 Cf. e.g.: Catalogus Mapparum Geographicarum ad historiam pertinentium que curante collegio historico-
geographorum adiuventibus viris congressui ordinando in polytechnico Varsoviensi exponuntur, Varsoviae 
1933, pp. 2–3. 


