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As a result of the general progress in science, the turn of the 17th century saw the 

beginnings of modern geography of Silesia1. Along with the intellectual trends of the 
Enlightenment, it was enormously influenced by the geographical discoveries of the 
15th and 16th century. Of great importance was also the increase in productive forces 
resulting in, among other things, a growing interest in natural resources (e.g. mining), 
and consequently in their geography and production techniques. In Silesia, this was 
manifested by poems by Walenty Roździeński, Officina ferraria (Kraków 1612) and, 
somewhat earlier, by Krzysztof Winter's Fabrilium Silesiae officinarum fodinarumque 
descriptito et denotatio brevis (Frankfurt 1556)2. Growing local patriotism lay at the 
heart of the development of regional geography. In Silesia, this new movement was 
represented by cartographer Martin Helwig, naturalist Caspar Schwenckfeld and 
geographer Nicolaus Henelius. 

Martin Helwig (1516–1574), 'the father of Silesian cartography', produced the 
first map of Silesia (first edition in 1561) which was not based on works of ancient or 
medieval scholars but on own research and field measurements conducted during his 
many Silesian travels, as well as on information collected from local inhabitants. Martin 
Helwig's map contains data on hydrography, (partially) orography, urban density and 
forestation of Silesia3. 

Another representative of this trend in Silesian geography was Caspar 
Schwenckfeld (1563–1609), called by his contemporaries 'the Silesian Pliny'4. His most 
prominent work is Stirpium et fossilium Silesiae catalogus, published in 1601 in Leipzig. 
This 400-page long volume (plus the introduction), combining geography, natural 
sciences and medicine, contains a vast catalogue of Silesian plants and mineral 
resources. Only the introduction is devoted to geographical issues. The extensive 
material, however not organized in a scientific manner, served as a basis for many later 
studies. Geographers were mainly interested in the above-mentioned introduction, 
entitled Silesiae geographica delineatio brevis. 

One of the followers of Schwenckfeld was Nicolaus Henel, or Henelius (1582–
1656), son of an evangelical pastor from near the town of Prudnik. Young Henelius was a 
pupil of schools in Prudnik and Opawa, and later of the St. Elisabeth Gymnasium in 

                                                           
1 B. Olszewicz. Najdawniejsze opisy geograficzne Śląska, Katowice 1936, p. 47; K. Buczek, Ślązacy w 
kartografii polskiej XVI wieku, Katowice 1937; J. Zembaty, Najdawniejsze mapy Śląska i ich autorzy 
(Kwartalnik Opolski 1957, No. 2 pp. 115–147). 
2 W. Rożdzieński, Oificinaferraria..., Introduction by R. Polak, Katowice 1948; K. Winter, Kuźnic śląskich i 
kopalń opis i oznaczenie krótkie, Introduction by W. Ogrodziński, Katowice 1937. 
3 Zembaty, Najdawniejsze mapy Śląska…, p. 122. 
4 Olszewicz, Najdawniejsze opisy..., p. 47; Rożdzieński, Officina terraria..., Introduction, p. XI; J. Partsch, 
Schlesien, part 1, Breslau 1896, p. 3. 
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Wrocław. In 1600 he entered the University of Jena to study medicine. Soon though, he 
transferred to the faculty of law. In 1608, accompanying a Wrocław patrician Rediger, he 
left for an almost 3-year trip across Western Europe visiting, among other countries, 
Germany, France and Italy. Having returned to Silesia, he settled in Wrocław, where he 
held several important city offices and died as the city representative ('syndyk'). 
Christoph Koler paid a tribute to Henelius: lllustrae et aeternum Silesiae nostrae situs, 
imo totius Germaniae, ac singulare seculi huius ornamentum5. 

Henelius was a quite prolific writer. His two most interesting works were 
published in 1613: Silesiographia and Breslographia. The former, of a geographic-
historical-legal profile, was devoted to the land of Silesia, and the latter, historical and 
legal in nature — to the Wrocław City Council. Additionally, like most of the educated 
men of the period, Henelius was a poet. His most extensive, and at the same time most 
serious poetical works are the three volumes of Epigrams, published in 1615–1616. 

Geographers and historians are interested in his Silesiographia, a work which, 
together with a large appendix containing privileges granted to Silesia by emperors and 
dukes, amounts to 143 printed pages. It comprises nine chapters. The first four — the 
geographical ones — cover a total of 50 pages and are devoted to such issues as the 
geographical situation, the terrain and the political division of Silesia (chapter I), flora, 
natural resources and fauna (II), hydrography (III), and finally the towns of Silesia (IV). 
The remaining chapters, devoted to historical and legal topics, fall outside the scope of 
the present article, which is intended to portrait Henelius solely as a geographer. 

Silesiographia was based on material that came from different sources. Four main 
types of sources can be distinguished: a) ancient and early-medieval authors (e.g. 
Tacitus, Pliny, Dytmar); b) authors more or less contemporary to Henelius (Franciszek 
Faber, Marcin Kromer, Joachim Cureus, Georgius Agrícola, Filip Melanchton, Martin 
Helwig); c) the above-mentioned work by Schwenckfeld, the primary resource for 
Silesiographia; d) and finally Henelius' own observations, a very important source, 
emblematic of modern geography. 

The latter gave Henelius, who, as we know, came from near Prudnik, a very good 
knowledge of eastern parts of Silesia. Schwenckfeld, on the other hand, worked in 
Jelenia Góra and knew the western territories better. 

In the eyes of Henelius, the Silesian land had a form of an uneven square of 40 
German miles in length and 20 miles in width, with eastern vertices located by the 
Vistula river source near Cieszyn, and the Brynica river source near Bytom, and western 
vertices by the Kwisa river source and near the town of Krosno. In describing the 
geographical situation of Silesia, Henelius followed Schwenckfeld and Cureus (Gentis 
Silesiae annales). When listing lands neighbouring Silesia, he did not mention Bohemia. 
Politically, he divided Silesia into 16 duchies (principatus vel ducatus) with their names 
derived from their capitals (Wrocław, Świdnica, Jawor, Głogów, Żagań, Opawa, Opole, 
Racibórz, Cieszyn, Brzeg, Ziębice, Oleśnica, Karniów, Krosno, Nysa and Legnica), and four 
free baron estates (freie Herrschaften) — Syców, Milicz, Pszczyna and Żmigród. Henelius 
also mentioned that until recent times, Silesia had also included such lands as the 

                                                           
5 More details on the life of M. Henelius can be found in H. Markgraf's work Nicolaus Henels von Hennenfeld 
(1582–1656). Leben und Schritten, in 'Zeitschrift des Vereins für Geschichte und Alterthum Schlesien', vol. 
XXV. The work also contains the above quotation (p. 1). 
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Duchies of Oświęcim, Zator and Siewierz, the territory of Wschowa (then in Poland), and 
the Bohemian Kłodzko County6. 

The exponents of the new geographical school, much like the old geographers 
(especially the German ones), did not treat Silesia neither as part of Germany, nor as 
part of Poland. To them, Silesia was a separate political and geographical organism. 
Aversion towards the Slavs must have been so great that they did not even mention the 
dependence of Silesia on the Bohemian Crown. Schwenckfeld and Henelius only 
remarked that local people spoke two languages: German and Polish7. 

Henelius accurately observed the diverse landforms of Silesia. In the south, 
mountains predominated, whereas in the north and west the land was flat, sometimes 
only slightly undulating. It is worth noting that when describing landforms, Henelius, 
much like all other contemporary geographers, neglected the plains, concentrating on 
the mountains, whose scenery had always attracted attention and stimulated 
imagination of human beings8. 

Early medieval authors did not pay much attention to the natural features of 
terrain. Even Długosz, 'the father of Polish geography', mostly neglected this issue, only 
listing largest mountain systems, such as the Sudetes (the 'Bohemian Forest' or 
'Hercynian Forest'), the Silesian Beskids (Byeszkid) and the 'Sarmatian Alps', meaning 
both the Carpathians and the Sudetes9. Stein mentioned the Bohemian Mountains, the 
Sobótka and the hills near the Grodziec castle (arx Grotis-burgiensis)10, while Helwig 
marked on his map, so rich in hydrographical and urban data, only parts of the Sudetes 
and two names of mountains: the Giant Mountains (Riesenberg) and Jesioniki (Gesenck). 

Schwenckfeld and Henelius were the first to amass knowledge on the Silesian 
mountains. When describing them, Henelius gives a prominent place to the Sobótka 
mountain11 (Zobothus siue Zottensis mons, der Zottenberg12), lying two miles away from 
Świdnica, and not far away from Wrocław, overlooking the whole surrounding plain. It 
seems that this special regard for the mountain is a relic of the cult of the Sobótka which 
had been practiced in pagan times, and which was still very much alive in the folk 
tradition of the Henelius' period. The southern part of the region was occupied by the 
Sudetes (Sudeti, Sudóde)13, a part of the Hercynian Forest which was already known by 
the ancients14, also referred to as the Bohemian Mountains (Boiemici, das Böhmische). 
Henelius divided the Sudetes into the eastern and western part, with the Nysa Kłodzka 
river as the boundary. He explained that the western part had been given different 
names by different authors. It was called the Karkonosze (Carconessi15), or Ryfy 

                                                           
6 Silesiographia, pp. 4–8. 
7 See: J. Wojtal, Głosy szlacheckiej opinii o Śląsku, 1572-1648 (Sobótka, 1953, pp. 143-166); A. Skowrońska, 
Z szesnastowiecznych polemik o polskość Śląska (Sobótka, 1955, No. 3, pp. 433–445); K. Schwenckfeld, 
Stirpium et fossiliumSilesiaecatalogus, Introduction, p. 13 (page numbers mine). 
8 Silesiographia, pp. 5–7. 
9 Olszewicz, Najdawniejsze opisy..., p. 19 
10 B. Sthenus, Descriptio totius Silesiae, Breslau 1927, p. 11. 
11 The original name: The Ślęża Mountain, which is currently in use. 
12 I have used Polish names followed by names used in Silesiographia (in brackets). 
13 The name 'the Sudetes' as referring to the whole mountain ridge separating Silesia from the Bohemia 
was promulgated by Cureus (Olszewicz, Najdawniejsze opisy..., pp. 43–44), whose work was known to and 
drawn on by Henelius. 
14 Olszewicz. Najdawniejsze opisy..., p. 22. 
15 Schwenckfeld uses the name Horkonoss. 
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(Riphae), the Giant Mountains (Gigantaei, Riesen) or the Snow Mountains 
(Schneegebirge); the latter name, as Henelius explained, related to the fact that they 
were covered in snow all year round. He himself used almost all above-mentioned 
names in Silesiographia. The highest peak of the Sudetes was the Giant Mountain 
(Gigantaeus Möns, der Riesenberg). To the east of the Kłodzko district, up to the Duchy of 
Cieszyn (the Carpathians), there were the Nysa-Moravian Mountains (das Neissische-
Mährische Gebirge), or Jesioniki (das Gesencke). Silesia was separated from Hungary and 
Poland by the ridge of the Carpathians (Carpathi iuga), also called the Hungarian 
Mountains (die Ungarischen Gebirge) or the Jablunkov Pass (Jabelunka). Today, these are 
the Silesian Beskids. 

It seems unnecessary to compare the Henelius' descriptions of the mountains 
with those of Schwenckfeld16. It is sufficient to mention that almost entire description in 
Silesiographia comes from Silesiae geographica delineatio brevis, with minor alterations. 
Perhaps the only contribution of Henelius was in compiling and systematizing the 
material contained in the Schwenckfeld's work. In must be noted, though, that Henelius 
omitted almost all mountain peaks and hills which were listed by Schwenckfeld in a 
separate subsection and which supported famous and powerful castles such as Ostrzyca 
by Proboszczów, Grodziec, Książ, Chojnik etc.17 

Geographers of the new school, although they hugely advanced the field of 
orography, did not manage to free themselves from the influence of their predecessors, 
who often cited various tales and legends. The example are the extensive descriptions of 
demons allegedly inhabiting the Karkonosze, with the most famous being the 'Ribenzal' 
(called so in Silesiographia)18; such passages are found both in the works of 
Schwenckfeld and of his faithful follower, Henelius. 

In Poland, hydrography found its prominent expert in Jan Długosz, who listed 
almost 50 rivers in Silesia. As shown below, in this respect he was quite well ahead even 
of the geographers of the new school. However, later geographers of the old school paid 
little attention to hydrography. For instance, Stein listed only 10 Silesian rivers, Schedel 
— 8, and Cureus — 519. 

Henelius based his description on the most renowned experts in Polish and 
Silesian lakes and rivers — Długosz and Helwig (the map of Silesia by Martin Helwig 
depicts 40 rivers). From the former, he took the method, and from the two, he drew 
information on rivers, enriching it with his own observations and correcting errors. He 
criticised geographers who had confused the Szprewa (Svevus) with the Oder (Viadrus). 
Svevus (die Spre) has its source in the Sudetes, two miles away from Budziszyn, and 
having crossed the Sorbian March, it turns west, and thus cannot be a tributary of the 
Oder, as Długosz had thought20. 

He could not, however, verify each piece of information. For instance, the Nysa 
Łużycka was supposed to flow through Przewóz, Żary (!), Mużaków, Lubsko (!) and 
Gubin. Neither Żary nor Lubsko lie on the banks of the Nysa Łużycka, but are instead 

                                                           
16 K. Schwenckfeld, Stirpium et fossilium..., Introduction, pp. 7–11. 
17 Ibid., p. 11. 
18 Silesiographia, p. 6; In SchwenckfeldRiesenzahl (Stirpium etfossilium..., Introduction, p. 8). 
19 Olszewicz, Najdawniejsze opisy..., pp. 15, 23, 40, 43; Sthenus, Desctiptio..., pp. 12–13. 
20 Olszewicz, Najdawniejsze opisy..., p. 19. It seems highly unlikely that Henelius could have not known 
Długosz's works. If not directly, he appears to at least have drawn on it indirectly via other authors, for 
example though Kromer whom he quoted quite often in his Silesiographia. 



 

JULIAN JANCZAK : Nicolaus Henelius – a geographer of Silesia 

Copyright © 2012 Wrocławskie Towarzystwo Miłośników Historii                                                                       5 

located 26 and 21 km to the east of the river, respectively. Most probably, when 
identifying the location of the Nysa Łużycka, Henelius used the Helwig's map, where the 
river course had been simplified, and both towns incorrectly located by the river. 
Henelius also wrongly located some other rivers. As Schwenckfeld, Długosz and Stein, he 
placed the source of Oder near a village of Odra, while in fact it lies 38 km further21. 

In total, Henelius' Silesiographia listed 30 Silesian rivers, providing a more 
detailed description of 14 of them22. Schwenckfeld, in his Silesiae geographica delineatio 
brevis, listed 20 Silesian rivers, plus 3 situated outside the borders of Silesia (Elbe, Úpa 
and San). However, he only knew and could describe in more detail rivers flowing out of 
the Karkonosze23. Thus, Silesiographia seems to give a more accurate description of 
Silesian rivers in terms of both quantity and quality24. Henelius also used a more 
scientific method, as compared to Schwenckfeld. He based his description on the Oder 
catchment area, including the main river and its tributaries, much like Długosz did with 
the Vistula system. Schwenckfeld's method, instead, is based on mountain river systems. 
He first lists rivers flowing from the western part of the Sudetes (Elbe, Úpa, Jizera to the 
south; Bóbr, Kamienna, Kwisa to the north), and then rivers having their sources in the 
Carpathians (Oder (!) and Vistula). When describing individual Silesian rivers, Henelius 
includes the following elements: the source, the mouth and the course mapped based on 
the location of towns and villages. 

As mentioned above, Henelius first listed the Oder (Odera, Viadrus, die Oder), 
notable not only for its size, but also for the fact that it once had been the border 
between Germany and Poland25. 'The master of Silesian waters', it flowed through 
Bogumin26, Racibórz, Koźle, Opole, Brzeg, Wrocław, Lubiąż, Ścinawa, Chobienia, 
Frankfurt, Gryfino and Szczecin. Rich in fish, 'harmless to adjacent lands', it flooded the 
nearby fields only sometimes after heavy snow. 

Then comes a description of the Oder tributaries: the Bóbr (Boberus, Bober), 
whose Slavonic name derives from beavers nesting in its vicinity, and which has its 
source near the village of Bober and enters the Oder near Krosno; Kamienna (Zacus, der 
Zack) with the source in the Sudetes, flows into Bóbr near Jelenia Góra, rich in fish and 
renowned for its hot baths; Kwisa (Quissus, der Queiss), forming the borderline between 
Silesia and Lusatia, with the source near the village of Gierczyn, entering Bóbr near 
Żagań. Other described or mentioned rivers include: Kaczawa (Catłus, dieKatzbach), 
Nysa Kłodzka and Nysa Łużycka (Nissa, die Neisse), Barycz (Bartha, die Bartsch), Widawa 
(Weida, die Weyde), Opawa (Oppa) with Morawica (Morus, Mora), Oława (Ola, Olaua, die 
Olaw), etc. 

                                                           
21 Schwenckfeld, Stirpium et fossilium..., Introduction, p, 10; Sthnus, Descriptio..., p. 12; Olszewicz, 
Najdawniejsze opisy..., p. 16. Perhaps the authors made this error intentionally, providing the name of a 
closest town. 
22 Silesiographia, pp. 21–25. 
23 Schwenckfeld, Stirpium et fossilium..., Introduction, pp. 9–10. 
24 Henelius and Schwenckfeld list 30 and 20, and describe 14 and 7 rivers, respectively. 
25 'Quodinter Germaniam ac Poloniam limes olim habitus' (Silesiographia, p. 21). This sentence comes 
from Aeneas Silvius, the author of Cosmographiae libri duo, whence it was cited by later geographers 
(Olszewicz, Najdawniejsze opisy..., p. 11, and 'Dodatki', p. 56), including probably Philipp Melanchthon, 
who is quoted by, among other authors, Henelius (Silesiographia, p. 21). 
26 Names of places are translated from German (given by Henelius aside Latin names) into Polish based on 
'Słownik nazw geograficznych Polski zachodniej i północnej' Rosponda, Wrocław 1951. 
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Particularly interesting is the description of the Vistula (Wisła, die Weichsel), 
which has its source in Silesia, in the Duchy of Cieszyn in the Sarmatian Mountains 
(Carpathians); flowing by numerous towns and villages (Henelius lists 17 of them), it 
enters the Baltic Sea (Sarmatian Sea or Balthicum). 

Rivers were unregulated and floods could sometimes become dangerous. One 
such flood, from 1608, is mentioned by Henelius in his description of the Kaczawa. The 
water damaged the adjacent fields and gardens, destroyed wind mills, granaries and 
other buildings, carrying away lots of cattle and pigs. 126 people died27. 

Silesia has few lakes, and they are not large. Henelius lists 6 of them (Sławskie, 
Swiebodzińskie, in the Giant Mountains etc.), Schwenckfeld only 2, and Stein 328. 
However, artificial ponds were very common, in which fish farming flourished (mainly 
the carp). 

At the time when Silesiographia was published (1613), there was a growing 
interest in the theory and practice of mining and smelting. In the 16th century, several 
dozens of mining towns and settlements sprung up in Silesia, such as Boguszów (1499 
?), Kowary (1513), Miedzianka (1517), Tarnowskie Góry (1526), Srebrna Góra (1536), 
Bolesławów in the County of Kłodzko (1581), etc.29 Thanks to large-scale explorations 
conducted by miners and scientists, the knowledge of Silesian minerals was greatly 
advanced, mostly as far as Schwenckfeld was concerned. Also Henelius had to be aware 
of the importance of natural resources. Being a poet rather than a scientist, he was not 
an expert in minerals, and drew on Schwenckfeld in this respect. He also used a treatise 
by Georgius Fabricius and a work by the famous Agricola entitled De veteribus et novis 
metallis30. Henelius listed almost all Silesian minerals that were known and valued at 
that time, together with the main places of their occurrence. Perhaps intentionally, he 
omitted those locations which had been know to Schwenckfeld but which played no role 
in the mining production. 

Exploration and exploitation of noble metals, including gold and silver, played a 
significant role in the history of Silesian mining industry. Henelius lists the most famous 
gold-bearing deposits of Złotoryja, Lwówek Śląski, Strzegom (in that period, they were 
almost exhausted), areas near Cukmantl (today Zlate Hory), Złoty Stok, the Giant 
Mountains and areas near Jelenia Góra; gold-bearing sand could also be found in such 
rivers as the Kaczawa, Bóbr, Kamienna and Izera. Silver was mined near Srebrna Góra, 
Bytom, Tarnowskie Góry, Złoty Stok, Boguszów, Cukmantl, Świdnica, Kamienna Góra, in 
the Giant Mountains and by the Izera. As for non-ferrous metals, they occurred in 
Miedzianka, in the Duchy of Nysa, near Cukmantl, Boguszów and in Gierczyn and 
Przecznica near the source of the river Kwisa; tin — near the source of the Kwisa; lead 
— near Tarnowskie Góry and Boguszów. Iron mines were located in the vicinity of 
Kowary and Cukmantl. Hard coal was mined near Boguszów and Świebodzice. Ferrous 
sulphate (koperwas) was mined in the Giand Mountains, near Szklarska Poręba, 
Cukmantl and Miedzianka. Sulphur, alum, minium (cinnabar), arsenic and other 
minerals were also mined. Marble, used to decorate buildings, was mined by the Kwisa 
near Lubań and Gryfów Śląski and near the Ślęża mountain; limestone, used to produce 

                                                           
27 Silesiographia, p. 23. 
28 Schwenckfeld, Stirpium et fossilium…, Introduction, p. 10; Sthenus, Descriptio…, p. 13. 
29 W. Kuhn, Schlesische Siedlungsbewegungen in der Neuzeit, Historische Kommission für Schlesien, 
Breslau 1938, pp. 15–16. 
30 Silesiographia, p. 14. 
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lime and gypsum, and flint, used to sharpen iron tools and to produce glass — in the 
quarries of Lwówek, Złotoryja and Nowogrodziec. Other materials included clay, 
precious stones and ingredients used to produce gunpowder. As Silesia had no salt 
deposits, the mineral had to be imported from Poland and Saxony31. 

However, this picture was incomplete, not only in the details. Henelius ignored 
some locations where mining was active. Hard coal was mined in Nowa Ruda already in 
154532. As for iron, Henelius mentioned only the main mining centres, namely Cukmantl 
and Kowary, while neglecting the open pits of Bytom and Żagań district. Additionally, 
bog iron was mined in multiple locations almost all over Silesia (e.g. Namysłów, Milicz, 
Oleśnica, Żmigród, Brzeg). 

Interestingly, mines were located predominantly in smaller towns or villages, 
which proves that previously they had been poorly developed. The only exceptions were 
Kowary and Cukmantl, as well as certain silver mining centres. 

Ancient geographers were largely indifferent towards the wealth of the world of 
plants and animals. It only changed with the Renaissance scholars, who devoted much 
attention to the flora and fauna of the New and Old World. Schwenckfeld and Henelius 
were the first Silesian naturalists. The work of Schwenckfeld is an extensive but purely 
informative catalogue, whereas the description in Silesiographia, while being a form of 
excerpt from Schwenckfeld, delivers a vivid, synthetic picture of Silesian flora.  

Here is how Henelius saw the world of plants in Silesia33: The landscape 
abounded in woodlands. They covered not only the mountain or sub-mountain areas 
(e.g. Karniów, Prudnik), but also the plain (e.g. Żagań)34. Non-fruit bearing trees in 
Silesia included: fir, pine, spruce, larch, yew, maple, alder, oak (oak leaves are used to 
feed pigs), beech, ash, sycamore, poplar, birch, lime, elm, willow etc. The trees provided 
wood to build houses, beehives, or even ships, as well as served as fuel or as material to 
produce various tools and pots. 

Fruit was also grown in Silesia. Fruit bearing tress included: apple tree, pear, 
cherry tree, plum tree, walnut tree etc., and were grown both in suburban gardens and 
in peasants' orchards. Henelius listed a total of 33 tree species of Silesia. Apart from 
most popular cereals, millet, various vegetables and flowers were grown in the region. 
Industrial crop was also extensively cultivated, such as flax (used in weaving), and 
madder, used to produce red dyes. In the areas of Krosno, Gubin and Zielona Góra, 
grapevine was grown. The production, however, did not satisfy the demand of the 
domestic market, so wine had to be imported in large quantities mainly from Hungary, 
Austria and Moravia35. Moreover, Silesia had vast grazing lands and lush meadows 
providing feed for cattle. Henelius especially mentioned the grazing lands and meadows 
near Bolesławiec, Głogów, Złotoryja, Zielona Góra and Prudnik36. 

Data show that mixed forests dominated in Silesia. It must be noted, though, that 
Henelius gives us a very incomplete picture of Silesian forests; for example he never 
mentions large forests on the right bank of the Oder in the Duchy of Opole or those 
between Psie Pole and Wołczyn, which were known from the map of Martin Helwig. 

                                                           
31 Ibid., pp. 12–18 and respective locations in chapter IV. 
32 Kuhn, Schlesische Siedlungsbewegungen..., p. 15. 
33 Silesiographia, pp. 9–12. 
34 Ibid., pp. 10, 38, 42, 45. 
35 Ibid., pp. 56–57. 
36 Ibid., pp. 10–11, 32, 35–37, 42. 



 

JULIAN JANCZAK : Nicolaus Henelius – a geographer of Silesia 

Copyright © 2012 Wrocławskie Towarzystwo Miłośników Historii                                                                       8 

Silesian fauna was equally rich37. It is worth noting that the geographers before 
Henelius, including Schwenckfeld, neglected the world of animals, except for 
Bartholomäus Stein who mentioned five game animals (boar, deer, roe deer, hare and 
bear) and three bird species38. 

Wild animals, hunted for their meat, leather and fur, mainly included deer, boar, 
chamois, hare, wolf, fox, bear and weasel. Another such animal was the beaver, found 
alongside the banks of the Oder, Barycz and Bóbr. Henelius listed 16 wild animal species 
inhabiting Silesia. The abundance of game animals stimulated hunting. In addition, 
domesticated animals were bred, mainly cattle and sheep, which were particularly 
popular. 

Silesia was also a land of many bird species. Wild birds included wild duck (living 
by fish ponds, lakes and rivers), partridge, wild goose, crane, quail etc. Predatory birds 
included eagle, hawk, falcon, kite, heron, owl etc.; smaller birds — nightingale, lark, 
tawny owl (?) and 'a thousand' of other birds, as Henelius writes. In total, he lists 42 
species of wild birds. As for domestic birds, he mentions the goose, duck, hen, dove, 
peacock and turkey. 

Silesian rivers and lakes formed the habitat for numerous fish species (Henelius 
lists 30). These included crucian, gudgeon, sturgeon, eel, roach and dace. Particularly 
interesting was the carp, farmed in many fish ponds39, which were mainly located in the 
north of Silesia. Some of these ponds have survived to this day. Henelius points out to 
the ponds near Żmigród and Wołów. 

Another activity, bee-keeping, is described in Silesiographia in much detail (both 
wild and domesticated bee-keeping). However, the Silesian production did not satisfy 
the domestic demand for honey, which was commonly consumed in the form of a 
beverage. Therefore, Silesia had to import it, mainly from Poland, but also from distant 
Lithuania. Imported raw honey was then processed further in Raciborz, Opawa and 
other locations40. Finally, Henelius mentions the activity of gathering maggots (used to 
produce red dye), which was already in decline in that time. 

Old-school medieval geographers paid little attention to human settlements. They 
were only interested in prominent towns and castles. Even the renowned Długosz lists 
few Silesian towns and villages in his Chorografia and Dzieje, but the humanist Stein 
already mentions as many as 6341. This area of research was hugely advanced by the 
first representatives of the new geographical school: Helwig, Schwenckfeld and 
Henelius. Apart from hydrography, topography is an important element of Martin 
Helwig's map. The map contains 134 towns within the political boundaries of Silesia 
alone42. Schwenckfeld was less meticulous, writing about 120 urban settlements in 
Silesia but listing only 70 names43. 

The most complete register of Silesian towns and villages from the turn of the 
17th century comes from Henelius who devoted almost a whole chapter of his 

                                                           
37 Ibid., p. 18–21. 
38 Sthenus, Descriptio…, p. 14. 
39 Silesiographia, p. 26. 
40 Ibid., pp. 47–49, 57. 
41 Olszewicz. Najdawniejsze opisy..., pp. 20, 39. 
42 The difference between Henelius and Helwig is that the former lists also the towns that were outside the 
political boundaries of Silesia. 
43 Schwenckfeld, Stirpium et fossilium..., Introduction, pp. 3–7. 
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Silesiographia to the topic44. He listed alphabetically 159 locations, both in Silesia and in 
the neighbouring lands. At the end of the 15th century Silesia had 158 towns45, out of 
which 134 are mentioned by Henelius; his list contains all larger towns and omits only 
minor urban settlements, such as Mysłowice, Gorzów Śląski, Kostomłoty, Albrechcice 
etc. Instead, he mentions 25 that were either rural settlements (e.g. Nakło by Opole, 
Mikołajowice by Legnica), or lay outside the political boundaries of Silesia (e.g. Żary, 
Gubin). 

The catalogue of towns found in Silesiographia comprises laconic notes and short 
but informative descriptions, including features of local production as well as 
information on largest and most important buildings. Perhaps the best way to 
characterize the catalogue it to give a few examples. Szprotawa — according to Henelius 
— was a large and pretty town, third largest after Głógów and Bytom (Odrzański), 
surrounded by the Bóbr and Szprotawa rivers. It had a castle and a female monastery. 
The capital of the Duchy, Opole had a nice college building and an old castle by the Oder. 
Opawa, also a capital town, situated by the junction of the rivers Opawa and Morawica, 
was quite wealthy and populous. Surrounded by robust walls, it had many churches, 
with the particularly beautiful parish church; houses of local citizens were equally large 
and beautiful. The town also had nice and spacious suburbs, as well as two monasteries, 
one male and one female. 

Town names are given by Henelius in different variations and forms. Several 
name types may be distinguished: a) Latinised German names, such as Bernstadium 
(Bierutów), Creuzberga (Kluczbork), Francosteina (Ząbkowice Śląskie); b) Latinised 
Polish names, e.g. Vratislavia (Wrocław), Oppolia (Opole), Stinavia (Ścinawa); c) names 
translated into Latin, e.g. Ceruimontium (Jelenia Góra), Aurimontium (Złotoryja); d) 
German names (marked with bold font), e.g. Hernstadt, Griinberg, Kupferberg. He does 
not, however, provide purely Polish names (with few exceptions, such as Dobrodin, Góra, 
Prudnica). A good example is the name Bierutów — Bernstadium, Bernstadt, Berlitouia et 
Berolthouia nonnullis Berolstadium. Schwenckfeld is not that meticulous and most often 
gives us only two forms, in Latin and German. Sometimes Henelius attempts to explain 
the origin of the name of a given town, e.g. Jelenia Góra — Hirschberga, Hirschberg, 
Ceruimontium, a ceruorum venatu sic dictum — or Złotoryja, deriving its name from gold 
mines, etc. Typically for contemporary scholars, he tries to identify the location of each 
town, listing nearby rivers or mountains, or a relevant territory or duchy, e.g. Koźle — 
supra Oderam situm; Miedzianka — intra Riphaeos montes ad Boberum il. In some cases, 
therefore, the locations are quite precise, but not always. Sometimes, they are 
completely incorrect, e.g. Tarnowskie Góry — oppidum ad radices Carpathi situm. 

Both in Henelius and in Schwenckfeld, we find first attempts to classify towns. 
Both authors propose three categories (urbs, oppidum and oppidulum). Urbes are 
capitals of duchies (with the exception of Bolesławiec). In Silesiographia, there are 16 of 
them. Schwenckfeld mentions 20 towns of this type, adding the largest towns (Strzegom, 
Głubczyce, Bolesławiec and Kłodzko) to this category; the latter is the capital of the 
Kłodzko County. Classification of the remaining towns into oppida (in Henelius 87, and 
in Schwenckfeld 14) and oppidula (47 and 18, respectively), though, is much less precise. 
Oppida are predominantly medium-sized towns, whereas oppidula are small urban 
                                                           
44 Silesiographia, pp. 30–50. 
45 W. Dziewulski, Zaludnienie Śląska w końcu XVI wieku i początku XVII wieku (Studia Śląskie, Poznań 
1952). 
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settlements. It is quite difficult to compare Henelius and Schwenckfeld here, as the 
latter, when specifying the size of a town, uses an ambiguous abbreviation opp., which 
may mean both oppidum and oppidulum. Henelius treats most towns annotated with the 
abbreviation as belonging to the second category — oppidum (11 out of total 17). 
Henelius' division of Silesian towns into oppida and oppidula is imprecise and 
sometimes fails to recognise their actual size. For instance, the large Strzelin (387 
citizens) is classified as oppidulum, whereas the small Sobótka (170 houses) or equally 
scarcely populated Wiązów (108 inhabitants) fall within the category of oppida, to 
mention only a few46. What could possibly excuse Henelius, is that his classification was 
strongly influenced by the contemporary tradition. Apart from the above mentioned 
classification, Henelius separately mentions four villages (vicus), two urbecula and two 
towns which did not belong to any of these categories. 

Apart from dividing towns into urbes, oppida and oppidula, Henelius uses two 
more classifications. Medieval towns often functioned as fortresses, and their defensive 
capacity and safety was paramount to the life of their citizens. Recognising this problem, 
Henelius divides towns into the fortified ones — surrounded with walls (24 settlements) 
or protected by castles (50 settlements) — and those without any fortifications. The 
number of the vulnerable towns amounts to 25. These data, however, require 
interpretation. Among the fortified towns, he fails to mention many renowned and large 
duchy capitals, such as Żagań or Krosno47. Possibly, it was obvious to the 
contemporaries that such towns had fortifications. 

Particularly interesting and original were the attempts to perform a functional 
classification, as a result of which two types of industrial towns were distinguished: 
oppidum metallicum and oppidum textorum. The former category includes Żagań, 
Kowary, Srebrna Góra, Tarnowskie Góry, Głuchołazy, Cukmantl, Boguszów, Miedzianka 
and Andelska Hora; the latter — Rychbach (today Dzierżoniów), Wołów, Jelenia Góra, 
Kożuchów, Frysztat and Czernina48. Again, however, Silesiographia fails to provide the 
full picture. The metallurgic group does not include, for example, Świdnica, and the 
textile one, such centres as Gryfów, Środa, Bolesławiec or Góra Śląska. Henelius also 
describes the farming activity of townsmen, the fertility of their land, the grazing lands, 
forests, vineyards, the trade and framer's markets. 

 
 
* * * 
To sum up, Silesiographia provides us with a comprehensive (as for the beginning 

of the 17th century) and relatively detailed picture of Silesia; although heavily drawing 
on Schwenckfeld, as in the case of orography and natural resources, it is nonetheless 
often a fine example of independent and original research. Importantly, Henelius was 
able to recognize the versatility and wealth of the Silesian land. Only the issue of 
agriculture was dealt with slightly less efficiency. The most interesting and original 
passages of Silesiographia are those devoted to fauna and flora, the towns and the 
hydrography. The list of Silesian towns ranks among most comprehensive and detailed 

                                                           
46 Silesiographia, pp. 46, 48, 49, under respective towns. Data on the number of citizens' and settled 
inhabitans, see Dziewulski, Zaludnienie Śląska..., pp. 442, 443, 453. 
47 K. A. Müller, Vaterländische Bilder oder Geschichte..., pp. 24, 214, 227–228, 248–249, 263. 
48 Silesiographia, chapter IV, under respective towns. 
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records of its times, together with the map of Martin Helwig. Likewise, the Henelius' 
catalogue of lakes and rivers is second only to that by Długosz and to the Helwig's map. 

Initiated by Schwenckfeld, the search for new ways and methods in the area of 
Silesian geography — characterized predominantly by the attempts to employ one's 
own observations in describing the physical and geographical phenomena — and the 
extensive material amassed during the many years of his painstaking work, required 
further development. Henelius was first to take on this task, and his work undoubtedly 
played a significant role in advancing and disseminating the geographical knowledge on 
the Silesian land. Despite some errors and inaccuracies, this is the most important 
contribution of Nicolaus Henelius, a geographer of Silesia. 

 
Translated by Katarzyna Hussar 

 


