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In recent decades, the regions, with 
their distinctive geographical, ethno-con-
fessional, administrative or developmental 
features, have become the centerpiece of 
the claims referring to the distinct identity 
of their inhabitants in regard to integration-
ist political constructs or to concurrent na-
tional designs. They have also been a source 
of anxiety, on grounds that have to do with 
ethnic loyalty, unequal development, or po-
tential centrifugal tendencies in regard to an 
administration structured in keeping with 
the paradigm of modern centralism, with 
its bureaucratic and leveling tendencies. 
The regions, as agents of economic devel-
opment and catalysts of community soli-
darity, have been enjoying increased public 
interest, capitalizing on the opportunities 
generated by the dynamics of the European 
project and by the revival of the identities 
of the stakeholders, as agents of cohesion 
or disintegration. Historiography has re-
sponded to this plethora of approaches that 
cover all the humanities and social sciences. 
According to the place occupied by the 
matters pertaining to regional history in the 

general interest area of professional histo-
rians, the interpretations belonging to this 
genre range from the self-serving official 
support, likely to affect the scientific quality 
of the approaches, to skeptical analyses that 
question their very relevance for our knowl-
edge of the essential data of the past.

The critical edition of the manuscript 
drawn up in Sibiu in 1723 (eight copies of 
which can be found in the Vienna, Berlin, 
Innsbruck, Budapest and Bucharest collec-
tions) of Captain Friedrich Schwantz von 
Springfels, an engineer and topographer, 
prepared by the Cluj historian Mircea-
Gheorghe Abrudan, offers a possible solu-
tion to these contradictory developments. 
The author deserves credit for the ethi-
cal principles underlying his editorial ap-
proach and for his genuine interest in this 
primary historical source. These, together 
with the express references to the previous 
contributions associated with the trans-
fer of this document to the collections of 
the Romanian Academy, are a testimony 
to the modesty and the dedication which 
must accompany the work of a historian, 
so exposed to the temptations of vanity. 
Mircea-Gheorghe Abrudan proves to be a 
good mediator between the edited docu-
ment, drawn up in the 18th century in the 
context of the German exploration of oth-
er countries, and the reading public, pos-
sessing very good knowledge both of the 
German language and of the realities pre-
sented by the author, a man in the service 
of the Austrian Empire. The return to the 
concerns regarding the history of Oltenia 
comes to continue a number of previous 
endeavors affected by various ideological 
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imperatives, from the national militantism 
of the 19th century, through the national-
communist statism of the previous cen-
tury, to the unquestioning admiration for 
the Western civilization of the recent de-
cades. The period during which the Kleine 
Walachei (Valachia Cisalutana, Oltenia) 
was under the rule of the House of Austria 
(1716–1739) also comes to illustrate, but 
at a different level, the historiographical 
disputes caused by the inclusion of Tran-
sylvania in this political design of medieval 
extraction, turned into a vector of modern-
ization starting with the Enlightenment 
period, and which was the source of na-
tional disputes whose echoes are still iden-
tifiable in the mindset of the ethnic com-
munities of Central and Eastern Europe. 
The positions of the Romanian historians 
ranged between highlighting the expan-
sionist nature of Oltenia’s annexation and 
the recognition or the exaggerated praise 
heaped upon the influence of Joseph II’s 
reforms on a number of similar initiatives 
occurred in the Romanian Principalities.

In his introductory study, Mircea-
Gheorghe Aburdan briefly presents the 
Habsburg expansion towards Central and 
Eastern Europe and Southeast Europe, the 
transition from Little Europe to Greater 
Europe, as Pierre Chaunu once described 
the Austrian integration of Central and 
Eastern Europe, following the failure of the 
second Ottoman siege of Vienna and the 
offensive of the Holy League which ended 
in the victories scored by Prince Eugene of 
Savoy. The annexation of Oltenia after the 
Austrian-Ottoman war of 1716–1718, the 
two subsequent decades of Austrian rule, 
and then the loss of this territory following 
the Treaty of Belgrade are all presented in 
a text that focuses mainly on the concrete 
events as they unfolded, without however 
disregarding, through a recourse to con-

temporary sources, the changes occurred 
in the attitude of the population towards 
the new authorities, as well as the reforms 
implemented here by the imperial authori-
ties (fiscal, socio-economic, demographic, 
administrative, judicial, religious). In the 
following subchapters, political history is 
replaced by a unique attempt at a personal 
history, meant to piece together the biog-
raphy of engineer Friedrich Schwantz von 
Springfels. The editor carefully selects the 
concise references found in Hungarian and 
Saxon authors and also draws on testimo-
nies featured in various document collec-
tions edited by Romanian historians. The 
competition between the editor’s erudition 
and the scarcity of sources presents the 
reader with the opportunity of a digression 
into the anatomy of the mechanisms that 
ensured the functioning of the Austrian ad-
ministration, challenged by its detractors 
but nevertheless efficient enough to ensure 
the completion of infrastructure projects es-
sential to the development of commercial 
exchanges, such as the Via Carolina, the 
road from Turnu Roºu to Râmnic, and the 
regulation of the flow of the Olt River, un-
der the supervision of the same Schwantz 
von Springfels, between 1717 and 1722.

In what concerns the Austrian attempts 
to turn to good account the economic and 
demographic resources of the new prov-
ince, which had their origins in the Aus-
trian cameralism, the editor also high-
lights the contribution of Schwantz von 
Springfels as a topographer, as between 
1720 and 1722 he drew up two maps of 
Oltenia. The detailed description of these 
first modern maps of Oltenia comes to il-
lustrate the interdisciplinary nature of an 
intellectual’s training at the beginning of 
the Enlightenment period and the man-
ner in which it was placed in the service of 
the public interest. The incursion into the 
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archives ends with the references concern-
ing the number of existing copies of these 
maps and their precise location, useful for 
the possible future investigations. It must 
also be said that the book comes with a 
dvd featuring three different copies of the 
manuscript and of the 1722 map, with all 
the Vienna and Bucharest versions.

The working method employed by the 
author of the report that accompanied the 
1722 map and was intended for the Im-
perial War Council in Vienna meant that 
the presentation had to be structured in 
keeping with the conventions of the Ger-
man historical and geographical school of 
the 18th century. The chapter devoted to 
the origin of the local inhabitants indicates 
the propensity of the Austrian engineer for 
the comparative investigation of sources, 
as demonstrated by his incursions in the 
hermeneutics of a number of classical and 
medieval texts regarding the Roman origin 
of the inhabitants and of their language, 
or the references to the theory regarding 
the royal descent of the Hunyadis. The 
historical approach is followed by a return 
to the geography of the part of Wallachia 
lying beyond the Olt River, accompanied 
by notes on the borders of the province 
and on its importance for the defense of 
the territories controlled by the House of 
Austria. Also present is a comprehensive 
analysis of the communication routes, 
where the historical information blends 
with the presentation of military opera-
tions and of the projects set in motion by 
the new authorities. The section dealing 
with the governance of the country, which 
confirms the administrative autonomy of 
Oltenia within Wallachia, includes a pre-
sentation of the capital (Craiova) and a 
number of military observations regarding 
the creation of an administrative center in 
the area of Târgu-Jiu. The following sec-

tion speaks about the administrative divi-
sions of the region, followed by a number 
of considerations regarding the heraldry 
of Oltenia, which the author relates to the 
campaigns of John Hunyadi and to the at-
tempts of the military high command to 
individuate the counties. The following 
sections involve a tentative regional soci-
ology, focusing on aspects such as the re-
ligion and the culture of the inhabitants, 
social categories, economic activities, and 
data concerning everyday life. The last 
subchapters return to the initial aims of the 
report, the assessment of the economic po-
tential of the region, and include a minute 
description of the rivers, an analysis of the 
soil, and a survey of the mineral resources.

The report drawn up by engineer 
Friedrich Schwantz and the remarkable 
editorial work undertaken by historian 
Mircea-Gheorghe Abrudan combine into 
a historical text that fully comes to re-
spond to the current questions regarding 
the scientific nature and the usefulness of 
history. In terms of the dynamics of his-
torical development, we are introduced to 
the reality of a political and administrative 
experiment belonging to the chronologi-
cal interval in which Dimitrie Cantemir 
was publishing his famous Description 
of Moldavia, preserved for posterity due 
to the contribution of a man trained in 
the hard sciences. A reading of this text  
indeed comes to provide one with food for 
further thought. Apart from the manifest 
erudition and the permanent recourse to 
ethics, the editor deserves credit for having 
avoided the method inspired by counter-
productive rivalries and favors an interdis-
ciplinary method, essential to the develop-
ment of knowledge.
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