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I have so often said to Trotsky, who has at last understood me, that an independent
Poland poses no great danger to us. Poland is not Russia and no matter what govern-
ment it has, it will not be dangerous to our Soviet organisation. But we absolutely cannot
allow a bourgeois government to be formed in the south of Russia, a government that
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will become a pole of attraction for Ukraine and Central Russia, and we would then lose
these provisioning granaries that are so valuable to us. Wrangel is a mortal danger to us
and he must be fought at all costs.

Poland - we will possess it anyway, when the hour comes, and in any case, the plans to
create a ‘Great Poland’ are grist to our mill, because as long as Poland makes these claims,
the Germans will be on our side. The stronger Poland gets, the more the Germans will
hate it, and we know how to use this indestructible hatred of theirs. We can always unite
the whole Russian people against Poland and we can even ally ourselves with Germany,
while the existence of an independent southern Russia [Wrangel’s] will pose a threat to
Soviet Russia, permanent ferment of discord, and eternal uncertainty.

I have no special sympathy for the Germans, but I find it easier to deal with them than
anyone else, if their pride is to be hurt. As victors, they were useful to us, combating the
power of the tsarist regime and bringing corruption to the upper classes, for, in general,
Germans are masters of corruption. As the vanquished, they are useful to us as well -
thanks to their passive resistance in the enforcement of the peace terms and their under-
ground plans, this state of fever and unrest, which we need in order to carry out our rev-
olutionary work. [...] Everywhere the Germans are our helpers and natural allies, because
their bitterness over the defeat they have suffered leads them to riot and disorder, through
which they hope to break the iron hoop of the Treaty of Versailles. They want revenge,
and we want revolution. For the moment, we have common interests. They will diverge and
Germany will become our enemy on the day we want to see whether a new Germanic
hegemony or a communist European union will emerge from the ruins of the old Europe.!

These were apparently words uttered by Lenin to Jules Humbert-Droz, the
Swiss delegate to the Second Congress of the Third International in Moscow, in
July or August 1920. They were recorded by a Polish intelligence officer, Major
Zygmunt Oldakowski, in his report from Bern, sent on 27 September that year to
the headquarters in Warsaw. When I read this report for the first time, working in
early 1991 in the archive of the Jézef Pilsudski Institute in New York on a mon-
ograph on Poland’s eastern policy of 1918-1920, I wondered about its credibility
and its political significance. Could it be that the leader of the Bolshevik revolu-
tion was presenting in this way the logic of Soviet Russia’s geopolitical game with
Germany, a logic hidden from the world, and revealed in part only at Rapallo in
1922 and ultimately in Stalin’s pact with Hitler (known as the Molotov-Ribbentrop
Pact) in August 19392

The document was undoubtedly authentic. It ended up on the desk of Jozef
Pilsudski, the Commander-in-Chief. But could the words put into Lenin’s mouth
have been true? Were they not perhaps a record of the fears of Polish military circles
analysing the potential threat to their country’s independence, which had just been
regained and defended against the Red Army’s offensive in the summer of 1920?

! Jozef Pilsudski Institute of America, Adiutantura Generalna Naczelnego Dowddztwa, vol. 29,
no. 5239, Report of Maj. Z. Oldakowski of 27 Sept. 1920 from Bern (copy of a translation of
Lenin’s statement into Polish).
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I was soon able to ascertain that these words were not hidden from the public,
but were, in fact, published in an English translation in the most influential British
newspaper of the day, The Times of London, as early as 6 November 1920 - without
the source (that is, Polish intelligence) being mentioned - as correspondence from
Helsingfors.” Immediately after that, in December, they appeared in a newsletter
published by the Russian émigrés in Berlin, and were subsequently quoted after
that source in one of the first (now unjustly forgotten) Western analyses of Soviet
foreign policy, by the American historian (a Princeton and Columbia graduate, and
a US military intelligence officer during the First World War) Alfred L.P. Dennis.’
Thanks to the memoirs of Jules Humbert-Droz (1891-1971), published towards
the end of his long life and covering the period of his participation in the Third
International (at Lenin’s personal request, he was elected its secretary already in
1921), we can also learn more about the historical and personal context of the
conversation recorded by Major Otdakowski.*

It may have indeed been, as it was quoted by Major Otdakowski in his report.
But what real significance could the line of collaboration with Germany have in
Soviet Russia’s policy in its early years? How did this line emerge? Answers to
these questions could first be sought in studies based on archival material from the
German side of this collaboration. Let me list just the most important among them,
namely studies by Gabriel Rosenfeld, Richard Himmer, Gerhard Wagner, Richard
Debo, and Manfred Zeidler.” After the partial opening of post-Soviet archives, this
body of knowledge was considerably expanded by source publications of histo-
rians using these archives (mostly, though not only, Russian historians). Here it
is worth mentioning studies by researchers like Yuri Diakov, Tatiana Bushuyeva,
Sergei Gorlov, Viktor Zubachevsky, Yulia Kantor, and Mariusz Wolos.®

)

The Times, 6 Nov. 1920, p. 1.
Ost-Information (Berlin), no. 81, 4 Dec. 1920; A.L.P. Dennis, The Foreign Policies of Soviet Russia
(New York, 1924), pp. 154-155.
J. Humbert-Droz, Mon évolution du tolstoisme au communisme, 1891-1921 (Neuchatel, 1969);
id., L'origine de U'Internationale communiste: De Zimmerwald a Moscou (Neuchatel, 1969).
G. Rosenfeld, Sowjetrussland und Deutschland, 1917-1922 (Berlin, 1960); R. Himmer, ‘Soviet
Policy toward Germany during the Russo-Polish War, 1920°, Slavic Review, 35, no. 4 (1976),
pp. 665-682; G. Wagner, Deutschland und der polnisch-sowjetische Krieg 1920 (Wiesbaden, 1979);
R.XK. Debo, Survival and Consolidation: The Foreign Policy of Soviet Russia, 1918-1921 (Montreal—
Kingston, 1992); M. Zeidler, Reichswehr und Rote Armee, 1920-1933: Wege und Stationen einer
ungewohnlichen Zusammenarbeit (Miinchen, 1994).
I0.J1. Ipaxos, T.C. bymyesa, @awucmckuti meu xoeanca 6 CCCP: Kpacnas Apmus u petixceep:
Taiinoe compyonuuecmeo, 1920-1933: Heussecmmovie dokymenmot (Mocksa, 1992); C.A. Topros,
Cosepuiero cexpemno: Mockea-Bepnun, 1920-1933: BoenHo-nonumuveckue OmHOUEHUS MeNOY
CCCP u I'epmanueit (Mocksa, 1999); B.A. 3ybauesckmit, ITonumuxa Poccuu 6 LlenmpanvHo-
Bocmounoii Espone (nepsas mpemv XX 8.): ceononumuueckuti acnexm (Mocksa, 2019), pp. 129-
136 [a summary of the author’s many years of earlier research on the subject — my thanks go
to Prof. Mariusz Wolos for drawing my attention to this important publication]; }0. Kanrop,
3aknsmas opymba: cexpemmuoe compyoruuecmso CCCP u I'epmanuu 6 1920-1930-e 200vt
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In preparing my monograph on the political relations of ‘Poland and three
Russias’ in 1918-1920, I also had the opportunity to gather material for it in some
Moscow archives, including the Russian Central Archive of Social and Political
History, which contains fonds with documents relating to the most important
activists of the Bolshevik party and the institutions controlled by it. In the fonds of
Lenin’s secretariat (fond 5, op. 1, Documents of Lenin’s state activities 1917-1923),
my attention was especially drawn to documents listed under no. 2137: Letters
and reports from the plenipotentiary representatives of the RSFSR in Germany
to the People’s Commissariat of Foreign Affairs on the situation in Germany and
the Soviet-German relations. With its 87 folios, the collection includes letters
from 11 June 1920 to 1 October 1921. Most of them - and up to June 1921 all of
them - are by Viktor Kopp (the last part, from the summer of 1921, also features
some reports by Yuri Lutovinov). They are all addressed to the Commissar of
Foreign Affairs, Georgy Chicherin, with copies forwarded to Lenin, and, less
often, to Trotsky.

The importance of the information from this fonds for understanding Soviet
Russia’s foreign policy in 1920-1921, as well as the internal discussions among
its authors about the possibilities of developing relations with Berlin, seemed fun-
damental to me. In the narrative of my monograph, focused on Jozef Pilsudski’s
eastern policy, they are of secondary importance - and this was how I use them.
I return to a specific theme presented in this fonds in another of my mono-
graphs, where I examine the case of a clandestine meeting between the envoy of
the Polish Deputy Prime Minister Ignacy Daszynski and Viktor Kopp in Berlin,
in late September 1920, the purpose of which was to accelerate the conclusion of
an armistice and then peace treaty in the still ongoing Soviet-Polish war.”

Looking not so long ago at how Soviet-German relations between 1918 and
1921 are presented in the Polish literature, as well as in the more recent Western
historiography, I was surprised to find that the archive fonds in question had not yet
been presented in detail or analysed. Although a few publications mention Viktor
Kopp as an important figure in shaping Soviet Russia’s policy in Berlin, they do
so without providing a broader context or the essential material base, for exam-
ple, available at the RGASPI (Russian State Archive of Socio-Political History).®

(Cankr-Ilerepbypr, 2009); 0. Kantop and M. Bonoc, Tpeyeonvnux Mockéa - Bapwasa -
Bepnun: Ouepxu ucmopuu cosemcko-nonbckux-zepmanckux omuouseruii 6 1918-1939 ez. (Cankr-
ITetep6ypr, 2011).

See A. Nowak, Polska i trzy Rosje. Polityka wschodnia Pitsudskiego i sowiecka proba podboju Europy
w 1920 roku (wydanie poszerzone) (Krakow, 2021; 1st edn 2001), pp. 517-521, 667-673, 687-694;
id., Pierwsza zdrada Zachodu. 1920: zapomniany appeasement (Krakow, 2015), pp. 449-483; Eng-
lish edn: The Forgotten Appeasement of 1920. Lloyd-George, Lenin and Poland (London - New
York, 2023), pp. 253-273.

See e.g. P. Madajczyk, ‘Niemcy wobec wojny polsko-radzieckiej 1920 r.’, in Wojna polsko-sowiecka
1920 roku. Przebieg walk i tlo migdzynarodowe, ed. A. Koryn (Warszawa, 1991), pp. 172-174;
K. Jorica, Wojna polsko-sowiecka 1920 roku w dokumentach niemieckiej dyplomacji (Wroctaw,
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A breakthrough in recent Russian historiography came with, in addition to the
already mentioned valuable study by Viktor Zubachevsky, studies devoted to Kopp
and Soviet-German relations of 1918-1924 by a researcher from the Ivanovo
State University, Professor Vasily Chernoperov. They are based on comprehen-
sive, well-used research conducted in the most important archives relevant to this
subject — not only the RGASPI, but also the AVPRF (Archiv Vneshney Politiki
Rossiiskoy Federatsiyi — which includes the fonds of Chicherin’s secretariat, the
German desk, and the personnel department), the GARF (Gosudarstvennyi Archiv
Rossiyskoy Federatsii — here we can find the fonds of the People’s Commissar of
Foreign Trade, Leonid Krasin).” Chernoperov’s studies - little known or, rather,
never cited in Polish, and hardly ever cited in Western historiography - make
it possible to reconstruct in greater detail than ever before the meanderings and
contexts of the origins of Soviet policy towards Germany.

Using the results of this research, it is possible to delve more deeply into the
contents of Viktor Kopp’s reports to Chicherin, as well as other source material
gathered in the course of my research at the RGASPI (including the minutes of
the Politburo of the Bolshevik Party’s Central Committee and the reports of Adolf
Joffe, the other key Soviet diplomat in the relations with Germany) and the RGVA
(Rossiyskiy Gosudarstvennyi Voyennyi Arkhiv). Above all, it is possible to see,
in a new and powerful light, the strategic significance of the peculiar game Soviet
Russia began playing with Germany in 1920. And this is what I want to offer to
the readers of this article.

The starting point for understanding Soviet-German relations must be the
Peace of Brest-Litovsk of 3 March 1918. The treaty, which Lenin decided to con-
clude with the Central Powers, primarily the Second German Reich, less than
four months after seizing power in Petrograd, was a tactical concession forced by

2002), pp. 27-28; W. Petter, ‘Niemcy i Reichswehra w wojnie polsko-sowieckiej (1919-1920)’,
in Rok 1920 z perspektywy osiemdziesieciu lat, ed. A. Ajnenkiel (Warszawa, 2001), pp. 250-253;
B. Musial, Kampfplatz Deutschland, Stalins Kriegspline gegen den Westen (Berlin, 2008); Polish
edn: Na zachdd po trupie Polski (Warszawa, 2009).

° See e.g. B.JI. UepHouepos, Junromamuueckas Oesmenvrhocme B.JI. Konna u nodeomosxa
bonvuesuxamu ‘eepmarckozo Oxmsbps’ 8 1923 200y (ViBaHoBO, 2006); id., Junromamuueckas
desmenvHocmov B.JI. Konna 6 T'epmanuu 6 1918-1921 ee. (ViBanoso, 2006); id., “Viktor Kopp
und die Anfinge der sowjetisch-deutschen Beziehungen 1919 bis 1921°, Vierteljahrshefte
fiir Zeitgeschichte, 60, no. 4 (2012), pp. 529-554; id, ““Cumescknit BOmpoc” B MOTUTUIECKOI
u3HM T'epMaHNU U MeXIyHapOSHBIX OTHOLICHNAX IIO JJOHECEHVAM COBETCKMX U OPUTAHCKMX
pumtomatos (1920-1922 rr.)’, Becmmuuk Tomckozo zocydapcmeentozo yHugepcumema, no. 488
(2023), pp. 191-195; id., ‘Anmomar B.JI. Konm u ero ponb B popMUPOBaHNI COBETCKON IONTUKY
B oTHOMeH ['epmanum B (1919-1924 rr.)’, thesis for the degree of Doctor of Historical Sciences
(H. Hosropog, 2006), the most complete version among Prof. Chernoperov’s studies on Kopp
has been obtained from the website: https://www.dissercat.com/content/diplomat-vl-kopp-i-ego-
rol-v-formirovanii-sovetskoi-politiki-v-otnoshenii-germanii-1919-1924 - and provides the basic
framework of reference for Kopp’s biography in the remainder of my article. I would also like to
thank here Prof. Svetlana Mulina for her assistance in gaining access to this fundamental work.
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circumstances, namely the military weakness of the new Soviet government (lack
of an army). Lenin (despite the opposition of some members of the Bolshevik Party
leadership to this decision) was, as it were, buying time to allow the Soviet govern-
ment to consolidate, in exchange for the territory ceded by Russia under the treaty.
Marxist ideology, as interpreted by Lenin during the First World War, added a clear
sequel to this tactic: the hope of an imminent revolution in war-weary Europe,
especially in Germany, a country with the strongest working class. The ‘peaceful
coexistence” with the capitalist (or imperialist, according to Lenin’s terminology)
neighbour was expected to soon move into that revolutionary stage which would
resolve all foreign policy dilemmas or, in fact, would resolve foreign policy itself.

However, what would influence the future development of the ‘German
line’ in Soviet state policy stemmed not only from ideology but also from the
geopolitical and institutional-legal consequences of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk.
These included, above all, the very establishment of regular diplomatic relations
between Soviet Russia and the Second Reich. In April 1918, Wilhelm von Mirbach
arrived in Moscow (via Petrograd) as German ambassador, while Adolf Joffe was
received in Berlin in the analogous capacity as plenipotentiary representative of
Soviet Russia. Willy-nilly, the Soviet state had to deal with the organisation of not
only the preparations for a European revolution, but also a foreign policy appa-
ratus capable of pursuing that policy in Russia’s relations with other, ‘bourgeois’
states. On 30 May 1918, the position of the head of this apparatus - the People’s
Commissar of Foreign Affairs — was entrusted to Georgy Chicherin.

By signing a peace treaty with Germany and its allies (Austria-Hungary, Turkey,
and Bulgaria), the Soviet state was exploiting the division in the ‘capitalist camp’
caused by the Great War. At the same time, however, it inevitably entered into
this division, if only tactically: siding with the Central Powers against the Entente
Powers. The closure of the eastern front was obviously helping the Germans to
focus on the decisive battle in the West. Russia, like Ukraine, established under
the patronage of the Central Powers by the earlier Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, could
become a valuable resource base for the Second Reich. This geostrategic calcula-
tion allowed the relations between Wilhelm II’s Germany and Lenin’s Russia to
survive its most profound crisis. It was brought about by the assassination of the
German ambassador Mirbach on 6 July 1918 by left-wing Esers, who were trying
to start an uprising against Bolshevik rule in Moscow. The assassination called
into question the sense of Germany’s continued policy of seeking agreement with
Soviet Russia. Yet the conviction that ultimately prevailed in Germany was that
this course was worth maintaining - in view of the increasingly difficult situation
on the Western Front. The assassination of the ambassador required an official
apology from the Soviet side. Lenin personally went to the embassy building, but
refused to express any public remorse on behalf of his state. Another thread that
must be introduced at this point was Lenin’s unique complex, involving the inves-
tigation launched against him and made public a year earlier (in July 1917) by the
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Provisional Government of the Russian Republic, which was intended to demon-
strate the Bolshevik leader’s links to the German General Staft and the Second
Reich’s financing of his party’s subversive activity behind the lines of the Russian
army fighting the Germans. In 1917, Lenin was publicly denounced as a German
agent.!” As we shall see, this complex would again have a significant impact on
the further history of Soviet-German relations.

Among the tasks which the Soviet officials received in Berlin, which they had
to complete as urgently as possible, was the matter of exchanging prisoners of war:
there were more than 1.25 million Russian soldiers held captive in Germany, and
nearly 170,000 soldiers of Emperor Wilhelm II in Russia. The Soviet mission in
Berlin had no professional staft. Faced with such a situation, its head, Adolf Joffe,
sought to obtain a release of Viktor Leontevich Kopp, his comrade from the 1909-
1912 period, when they jointly published the newspaper Pravda (associated with
Lev Trotsky at the time) in Vienna. It was to Kopp that he entrusted the office that
was to handle the evacuation of Russian prisoners of war and, at the same time,
(unofficially) engage in revolutionary agitation among these prisoners. Born in
Yalta in 1880 to a bourgeois Jewish family, Kopp studied at the Kharkiv Institute
of Technology (where he met Leonid Krasin, the future Soviet foreign trade com-
missar). Active in the Russian Social Democratic Workers’ Party (initially, like Joffe,
in its Menshevik faction), from 1903 he organised its illegal system for transferring
people and political literature in Berlin. Drafted into the tsarist army with the out-
break of the Great War, he was taken prisoner by the Germans in 1915. And it was
from there that he was called to his first position in Soviet foreign policy: coun-
sellor of the representative office in Berlin and head of the Re-evacuation Office.!!

Apart from the organisation of the return of the POWSs, another aspect of this
first, brief stage of Soviet Russia’s relations with Germany deserves to be highlighted
as a prelude to a more permanent line: the launch of talks on close economic
cooperation between Soviet delegates and the most important representatives of
German industrial and financial circles. The talks were initiated as early as July
1918 in Berlin by Jofte and Leonid Krasin (before the First World War, the latter
combined revolutionary activity in the Bolshevik party with a managerial career
in the big German company Siemens und Schuckert). The hopes, expressed by
Joffe’s and Krasin’s German interlocutors, for a good deal with ‘Jewish business-
men’, that is, German companies taking control of Russian raw materials and
ousting the rival Anglo-Saxon or French capital from the Russian market, were
also shared by the Imperial Ministry of Foreign Affairs.!?

10 See R. Pipes, The Russian Revolution (New York, 1990), pp. 407-438, 567-670.

' T provide the data on Kopp’s biography and political career after Yepuomepos, ‘JIumromar
B.JI. Komrr’, pp. 112-138.

12 See K. Riezler, Tagebiicher, Aufsitze, Dokumente-eingeleitet und herausgegeben von Karl Diet-
rich Erdmann (Gottingen, 2009), pp. 385-387; cf. W. Baumgart, Deutsche Ostpolitik 1918: von
Brest-Litowsk bis zum Ende des Ersten Weltkrieges (Oldenbourg, 1966), pp. 262-284.
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Although Soviet Russia had concluded an additional political and economic
treaty with the Second Reich on 27 August 1918, in view of Germany’s apparent
defeat on the Western Front, Lenin and his comrades in the Bolshevik Party lead-
ership were already preparing to implement their ‘Plan A’, that is, a revolution
in Germany. With preparations for it, led by Joffe’s outpost in Berlin, well under
way, the Soviet delegation was expelled from Germany on 6 November and dip-
lomatic relations were severed.

However, the plans of Lenin, Trotsky, and other Soviet leaders, pursued with
full conviction since at least October 1918, did not materialise. Despite the vast
sums of money (more than ten million roubles in gold) allocated by Joffe and his
staff to supporting revolutionary activities in Germany, the Soviet-inspired upris-
ings (for example, in Bremen and Berlin) were brutally suppressed by early 1919.
Under the leadership of the Social Democrat Friedrich Ebert, the political foun-
dations were laid for a new Germany, a parliamentary republic, later contemptu-
ously referred to by Adolf Hitler as the Weimar Republic - after the place where
its constitution was adopted. For the time being, the Red Army proved too weak
to break through to Berlin through the ‘partition wall’ (Stalin’s term) of the new
or rebuilt states that came to separate Soviet Russia and Germany after 1917. The
state that stood in the way above all was Poland, against which the Red Army had
waged a war since early 1919.

However, what still remained just as significant was the plan — which I have
taken the liberty of calling ‘Plan A’ - of the leadership of the Bolshevik Party and
Soviet Russia, to bring about a European revolution and turn Germany into its
second focus, alongside Russia. The durability of these intentions was reflected in
the establishment of the Third International in March 1919. It was to bring together
communist organisations recognising the leading role of Moscow as the first ‘home-
land’ of the international proletariat. The manifesto of the International, drafted
by Trotsky, left no doubt that the strategic goal was still a ‘worldwide October’.

In practice, from the spring of 1919 onwards, the Bolshevik leadership had
to focus its military efforts on the home front: the fight against “White” Russia.
It also needed economic contacts with the outside world in order to address
immediate logistical and economic needs in the ruined country. This meant that
Moscow had to adopt plans not to achieve maximum gains, but to survive and
prepare for the next revolutionary offensive in the more or less distant future. The
division in the enemy camp, or the ‘capitalist encirclement’, provided a natural
opportunity to do so. The vanquished Germany, forced to accept the terms of the
Treaty of Versailles and not reconciled to the loss of its territories in the east to
a reborn Poland, appeared in such circumstances as a convenient partner with
whom it was worth resuming the political game against a common enemy: the
victorious Western powers and, especially, Poland. The dismantling of the Polish
‘partition wall’, that is, a state separating Soviet Russia from Germany, and the
resumption of economic (or even military) cooperation between the two powers
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contesting the fragile Versailles order were two easy motives for re-establishing
relations between them.

The initiative came from the Soviet side. On 17 April 1919, Chicherin’s proposal
to the German government to engage in serious peace talks with Bolshevik Russia
was announced on the radio.”® On 12 May, German intelligence made contact in
Stockholm with a Soviet diplomatic agent, Karl Moor, who encouraged Berlin to
cooperate with “the only country at present not controlled by the Entente”. Moor
was given an opportunity to come to Berlin. There, he sought to persuade the
head of the German Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ulrich von Brockdorft-Rantzau,
to take his proposal seriously and send at least a trade mission to Moscow. When
the Germans were forced to accept the final version of the Treaty of Versailles, this
prompted the ostentatious dismissal of Brockdorff-Rantzau. However, just before
the dismissal was announced - on 12 June - he had managed to approve the
arrival of Viktor Kopp in Germany as a special envoy of the Soviet government.
The shared hostility towards the Versailles system established by the Western
powers inspired the idea of building a strategic axis between Soviet Russia and
Germany, an axis that would cross Poland. Over the following two years, Kopp
would be the main channel for discussing this idea between Berlin and Moscow.'

He returned to Berlin in the second half of July 1919. His regular partner in
political talks was the head of the Russian desk in the German Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, Adolf (Ago) von Maltzan. Kopp was also received on several occasions by
Hermann Miiller, Minister of Foreign Affairs (from June 1919 to March 1920 and
then Chancellor from March 1920 to 21 June 1920). In the early months, it was
Karol Radek who paved the way for Kopp to establish numerous contacts among
the German economic elite. Sent to Berlin from Moscow to organise a communist
party and an uprising against the legitimate government, after the failure of the
January 1919 rebellion, Radek was imprisoned in Moabit. Treated almost as a guest
of honour by his German hosts from August onwards, Radek ran a political salon
in Moabit, as it were (until he left the prison at the end of that year), with the most
important politicians and financiers of the nascent Weimar Republic visiting him.'®

Radek’s guests and Kopp’s new contacts were representatives of the so-called
eastern orientation in German politics, that is, supporters of cooperation with
Russia, even Bolshevik Russia, against the victorious Western powers. Alongside
such influential business figures in as Walther Rathenau, co-owner of Germany’s
largest electrical company AEG, they included the first representatives of military
circles, in despair over the reduction of the Reichswehr under the terms of the
Treaty of Versailles.'s

B Noxymenmot enewneti nonumuxu CCCP, vol. 2: 1 aueaps 1919 2. - 30 uwons 1920 (Mocksa,
1958), pp. 131-135; Debo, Survival and Consolidation, pp. 47-66.

14 See Debo, Survival and Consolidation, pp. 67-70.

1> See J.-F. Fayet, Karl Radek (1885-1939). Biographie politique (Bern, 2004), pp. 289-314.

16 See Yepuonepos, ‘[umrtomar B.JI. Konr’, pp. 174-210.
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The treaty entered into force in January 1920, coinciding with the Bolsheviks’
final victory in the Russian Civil War. The question that remained open was
whether Soviet Russia would choose to stabilise its position in the Versailles system.
Will it try again to break it up? In the first case, Soviet diplomacy had the option
of taking the route that the British Prime Minister David Lloyd George wanted to
open for it. It was a path of negotiation, leading to trade deals and then political
deals concluded through a compromise with the Western powers."” Under the
second scenario, Soviet Russia was faced with two mutually exclusive options. It
could go back to the plan of carrying out a frontal attack on the core of the cap-
italist system and taking the revolution to Berlin. However, it could also develop
the idea of working with a non-revolutionary Germany, with a German state
seeking to break the “iron rim of the Versailles Treaty”. In both of these possible
versions of Lenin’s policy, Poland had to occupy a strategic place in 1920: either
as a country on the path of the revolution from Moscow to Berlin, or as a state
to be once again territorially divided between Moscow and Berlin, and thus to
satisfy Germany’s revisionist appetites and restore Russia’s strategic domination
over Eastern Europe.

Quite a few people in Germany were waiting for such an offer. In addition to
the bitterness over the Versailles terms and tension over the anticipated plebiscite
struggle for Silesia, and Warmia and Masuria, the ground for such sentiments in
German nationalist circles in early 1920 was made more fertile by the demands of
the Entente that both the Kaiser himself, in exile in the Netherlands at the time,
and many of his officers, accused of war crimes, be brought before a tribunal. The
newly appointed Reichswehr commander, General Hans von Seeckt, speaking in
public and writing in his private letters, expressed his indignation and the need to
establish in such a situation genuine cooperation with Russia, no longer “White’
(because it had collapsed), but ‘Red’. He demanded that, at the very least, Soviet
Russia should not be hindered in its efforts to regain its 1914 borders. If the devil
is taking Poland, this devil must be assisted, as he said in February 1920, during
a public lecture in Hamburg. At the beginning of March, representatives of all
parties in the Reichstag Foreign Affairs Committee spoke out strongly in favour
of establishing relations, beginning with trade relations, with Soviet Russia as
soon as possible. In March and April, Kopp held further meetings with the lead-
ers of German industry. His plans included ordering 1,200 steam locomotives for
Soviet Russia; he also discussed purchasing 22 aircraft. Rathenau, in turn, insisted
on a visit by a delegation of German financiers and industrialists to Moscow for
serious talks on cooperation. Kopp, meanwhile, had obtained official confirmation
of his status as Soviet Russia’s plenipotentiary for the evacuation of prisoners of
war and moved to new stately headquarters at Unter den Linden 7. He continued

17 This political line is discussed in my monograph, see Nowak, The Forgotten Appeasement of
1920.
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to do what he could to persuade his superiors in Moscow to speed up the talks
with Berlin.!8

He came up against obstacles. The most serious among them was Lenin’s
recurring hope for the rapid implementation of the maximum plan: a revolution in
Germany. That hope was revived by the attempted right-wing putsch on 13 March
by Wolfgang Kapp and General Walther von Liittwitz. Having received no clear
support from the Reichswehr, Gustav Bauer’s social democratic government fled
to Dresden and then to Stuttgart. However, the general strike he organised quickly
paralysed the putschists and forced them to capitulate. The communists, who did
not support the strike in defence of the social democratic government, themselves
attempted to exploit the chaos to overthrow Bauer’s government. On 3 April,
Hermann Miiller’s new government deployed troops to the Ruhr area, engulfed
by a communist uprising, on the right bank of the Rhine, thus breaking the terms
of the Treaty of Versailles, which established the Rhineland as a demilitarised
zone. This in turn provoked France to retaliate — three days later, French soldiers
entered Frankfurt and several other cities in West Germany. The Soviet leaders
saw the putsch as an opportunity to fulfil their dream of a communist victory
in Germany. At the opening of the Ninth Congress of the Russian Communist
Party (Bolsheviks) on 29 March, Lenin described the Kapp-Liittwitz Putsch as
a German Kornilov affair that would “play the same role as in Russia’, ushering
in a turn towards ‘proletarian Soviet rule in Germany”. At a meeting in Moscow
on 25 March, the German communists, after listening to a report by their leader,
Julian Marchlewski, resolved that they would make every effort to form, as soon
as possible, a strike force from the German prisoners of war still remaining in
Russia to support a proletarian uprising in Germany."

The prospects for geopolitical cooperation between Moscow and Berlin were
opened up by a new phase of the Soviet-Polish war, especially when the Red Army
launched a vigorous offensive towards Warsaw in May 1920. On the German side,
the ‘eastern orientation’ was also reinforced by the preparations for the plebiscite
in Masuria, Warmia and Powisle (11 July) and the related expectation that the
Red Army, having seized more areas, including Gdansk Pomerania, would hand
them over to the Germans. Another factor reinforcing the orientation towards
an alliance with Soviet Russia was the failure of German diplomatic efforts at the
Spa Conference in early July. The aim of these efforts was to obtain permission to
raise the Reichswehr to 200,000 troops (as a potential bulwark against a Bolshevik
offensive into the centre of Europe) and, above all, to reduce Germany’s economic
burden resulting from the Treaty of Versailles.

18 See e.g. Wagner, Deutschland, pp. 42-52; Hans Meier-Welcker, Seeckt (Frankfurt am Main,
1967), p. 295; Himmer, Soviet Policy toward Germany, pp. 665-675; UepHomnepos, ‘[lumnmomar
B.JI. Komrr’, pp. 212-226.

19 See Komunmepn u udest muposoii pesontoyuu: JJokymernmot, cocr. 5I.C. [lpabkus u gp. (Mocksa,
1998), pp. 160-163.
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On 11 July, precisely on the day of the plebiscite in Warmia, Masuria and
Powisle, and a week after the start of the decisive offensive of the Red Army’s
Western Front on Warsaw, Kopp met with Ago von Maltzan, a liaison officer from
the Auswirtiges Amt. It should be noted that since 25 June, Germany had been
governed by a coalition cabinet with Konstantin Fehrenbach (from the Centre
Party) as Chancellor and the non-affiliated lawyer Walter Simmons as Minister
of Foreign Affairs. In Kopp’s view, the new government was more inclined to
cooperate with Soviet Russia than its social democratic predecessor, which Kopp
referred to as a “bastard” (y6nor01000unwiti) government in his 3 July telegram to
the commissar of foreign affairs.?” Informing Chicherin on 12 July of the plebiscite
results as “the end of the Polish nightmare”, Kopp argued for the conclusion of
a formal peace with Germany and the start of close cooperation as soon as possible.
On 16 July, in his subsequent report to the foreign affairs commissar, he explained
what this cooperation should consist of: a Soviet-German conference should first
of all address the “resolution of the Polish question”. As Maltzan informed his
superiors on 19 July, Kopp assured him that day that Moscow would speak strongly
in favour of taking back Gdansk Pomerania and Upper Silesia from Poland, and
handing them over to Germany. It is important that “the [Pomeranian] corridor
should fall”, emphasised Maltzan’s Soviet interlocutor.?!

Yet Lenin pushed through a different policy decision at that time. A meeting of
the Party’s Central Committee on 16 July featured a discussion about the answer
to the question of whether the Red Army should go farther west, “through the
corpse of White Poland”, or whether it should stop at the Bug River border, pro-
posed by the British government in the so-called Curzon note of 11 July. In short:
a European revolution or a geopolitical deal with other powers, restoring (Soviet)
Russia’s status as an equal empire. Lenin and two other Politburo members, Stalin
and Lev Kamenev, as well as Grigory Zinovev and Nikolai Bukharin, who were
preparing the Second Congress of the Third Communist International, about to
begin at that point, were carried increasingly on a wave of ‘revolutionary enthusi-
asm’. They wanted to attempt a full Sovietisation of Poland and go further west. In
addition to the members of the Central Committee (the absentees included Stalin,
who was in his capacity as commissar with the South-Western Front advancing on
Lviv), among the participants in the 16 July meeting were the commissars of for-
eign affairs and trade, Chicherin and Krasin. In the ensuing lively debate Trotsky
was not very optimistic about the prospects for further attack: The Poles are not
giving up, there is no visible disintegration in their army. However, he called for

20 Kopp’s letter to Chicherin of 3 July 1920 is quoted extensively by 3y6aueBckuit, [Tonumuxa
Poccuu, p. 134.

21 ‘Aufzeichnung des Wirklichen Legationsrats Freiherr von Maltzan. 19.07.1920’, in Akten zur
deutschen auswirtigen Politik: 1918-1945. Serie A, vol. 3 (Gottingen, 1985) (hereinafter: ADAP),
pp. 430-431. Kopp’s reports for Chicherin of 12 and 16 July are discussed after YepHonepos,
‘Humnomar B.JI. Komrr’, pp. 248-253.
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the mediation offered by the British Prime Minister to be accepted - he saw it as
an opportunity to deepen the rift between France (reluctant, of course, to reach an
agreement with Moscow) and England, ready to sell Poland in the name of con-
cord with Moscow. Karol Radek, as a member of the Central Committee, was
also critical of the possibility of a revolutionary attack on Europe. Some scepti-
cism was also expressed by Aleksei Rykov, Mikhail Kalinin, and the author of the
notes, Preobrazhensky. Lenin’s opinion prevailed, however. In the end, the Plenum
expressed its support, formally without opposition, for his proposal: to continue
advancing on Warsaw, towards full Sovietisation of Poland, but also not to break
off the talks with the British in London, but to conduct them on Soviet terms.

Regardless of the differences between the members of the Central Committee,
revealed in the course of the decision-making process, after 16 July, all had to fol-
low one line. This was no longer just about Poland. On 23 July, Lenin convened
a session of the Second Congress of the Third International in Moscow. The essen-
tial aims of Soviet Russia’s strategy were expressed in a telegram that day from
Lenin to Stalin, who was leading the Red Army’s South-Western Front assault on
southern Poland. In view of this direction of Stalin’s offensive, Lenin wrote that
he, together with Zinoviev and Bukharin, considered it necessary to “stimulate
the revolution in Italy”, and, along the way, to Sovietise Hungary, Czechoslovakia,
and Romania. In his reply the following day, Stalin deemed these objectives very
much realistic.?®

And what was Germany’s place in this strategy? The chairman of the Republic’s
Revolutionary Military Council (or Revvoensoviet), Lev Trotsky, described it quite
vividly: “A White Poland was that impenetrable wall that separated us from the
huge gunpowder supplies [literally: gunpowder cellars] of revolutionary Germany.
[...] A Red Poland means a proletarian revolution in Germany” (“benas ITonpia
ObITa TOV HENPOHNIIAEMOJI CTEHOII, KOTOpast OT/e/s/Ia HaC OT MOTYIIeCTBeHHBIX
HOpPOXOBBIX MOTpe60oB peBomounoHHoi Iepmanunm [...] Kpacnas Ilonpura
O3HAYaeT IPO/IeTapCKyio peBomonumio B ['epmannn”).?* Meanwhile, on 20 July,
President Ebert issued a proclamation declaring the German Republic’s neutrality
in the Soviet-Polish war. On 23 July, Fehrenbach’s government took the decision

2 Discussion and all quotations from the Central Committee’s meeting of 16 July after E.A. IIpeo6-
PpaxKeHCKUit, ApxusHole 0okymenmol u mamepuanv: 1886-1920 gg. (Mocksa, 2006), pp. 349-350;
see also Rossiiskii Gosudarstvennyi Arkhiv Sotsialno-Politicheskoi Istorii (Russian State Archive
of Socio-Political History; hereinafter: RGASPI), fond 17, op. 2, Minutes of the plenary meet-
ings of the Russian Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party (Bolsheviks), d. 31, Min-
utes of the meeting of 16 July 1920, pp. 1-2. The minutes of the plenum of 16 July (without theses
and complete resolutions) were published in M3secrmus [JK KIICC, no. 1 (1991), pp. 121-122.
Komunmepr u uodes, p. 186 (Lenin’s telegram to Stalin, 23 July 1920); Bonvuwesucmckoe
pyxosodcmeo. Iepenucka, 1912-1927: Céopruk 0oxymenmos, ed. A.B. Kpauronkus, O.B. XieBHiok,
JLII. Komenesa (Mocksa, 1996), p. 145 (Stalin’s telegram to Lenin, 24 July 1920).

JL.I. Tpouxkmii, ‘oknag Ha BecepoccuiickoM cbeszie mpodeccioHanIbHOTO CO03a YKeTe3HOJOPOX-
HUKoB’, 21 July 1920, in JI.J. Tpouxnii, Couurenus, Seria V, vol. 15 (Mocksa, 1927), p. 404.
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(announced two days later) not to allow any transports of war material through
German territory, which, obviously, only affected Poland. On 22 July, Lenin issued
a directive to Chicherin that Kopp should hold talks in Berlin, which led only
to a trade agreement, not a political agreement. The next day, however, Kopp,
immediately after his conversation with Minister Simmons, urged Chicherin to
persuade his party superiors to strike a political deal with Berlin on the follow-
ing terms: “1) Poland should cease being a barrier and become a bridge between
Germany and Russia” (“ITonbina gomKHa IepecTath ObITh GapbepoM ¥ CTaTb
MoctoM Mexpay I'epmanueit u Poccueir”); “2) the problem of the West Prussian
Corridor, vital for Germany, can only be solved by us [that is, by the Red Army,
now approaching the Pomeranian ‘corridor’ - A.N.]” (“>xusHennsit a1 ['epmanun
BOIIPOC 3aNafHO-IIPYCCKOTO KOPUIOpPa MOXKET OBITh pas3pelleH TOIbKO HaMu ).
Under point three, Kopp linked the question of a final political settlement with
Germany to an agreement with the Entente powers, after Poland’s defeat, of course.”

In his conversation with Kopp, Simmons set solving the Mirbach’s murder
from two years earlier as a prerequisite for starting concrete political talks with
Moscow “about good neighbourly relations”. In an official letter, which the German
minister sent to his Soviet counterpart on 22 July, he expressed specific wishes: the
German flag should be flown on the house where Mirbach was killed, and a com-
pany of Soviet troops, after giving an honorary salute in a tribute to the victim,
should march solemnly in front of the building.?® The following day, Kopp set off
for Moscow to hand over the German minister’s letter to the foreign affairs com-
missariat and to hold the necessary political consultations on further negotiations
with Berlin. Kopp’s proposals and Fehrenbach’s letter were discussed at a meet-
ing of the Central Committee’s Political Bureau on 31 July. The ‘highest author-
ity’, headed by Lenin (apart from him, the only other permanent member of the
Politburo present was Nikolai Krestinsky; Trotsky and Stalin were absent, because
they were busy with the war against Poland, while Lev Kamenev had been sent
to London for diplomatic talks), decided that Chicherin should prepare a “peace
conference with Germany on the resumption of trade relations”. Significantly, at
the same meeting, the terms of the ‘peace’ talks with Poland were approved; they
were tantamount to its Sovietisation.”

% Quoted from Kopp’s telegram to Chicherin of 23 July 1920 (from the fond kept at the AVPRF)

after YepHomnepos, ‘Tumnomar B.JI. Konrr', p. 256.

Letter from Simmons to Chicherin, 22 July 1920, in Cosemcko-zepmarckue omuoueHuss om

nepezosopos 6 bpecm-/Tumoscke 0o nodnucanus Panannvckozo dozosopa. CoopHuUK 00KymeHmMos,

vol. 2: 1919-1922 (MockBa, 1971), p. 198.

¥ Minutes of the meeting of the Politburo of the Central Committee of 31 July 1920, RGASPI,
fond 17, op. 3, d. 99, point 6 (concerning the conference with Germany). The text of Chicherin’s
note submitted at this meeting with the terms of the truce with Poland was published in the
collection ITonvcko-cosemckas eotina. Panee ne onybnuxosanHvle 00KyMeHmMblL U MAMePUAnvl,
pen. .M. Kocriomko, 4. 1 (Mocksa, 1994), pp. 155-160.
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On 5 August, the Plenum of the Central Committee of the Russian Communist
Party (Bolsheviks) chose the preliminary composition of the delegation to the
conference with Germany. In line with Trotsky’s proposal, the delegation was
to be led by Adolf Joffe.” Three days earlier, Chicherin had sent a formal note to
the Auswirtiges Amt with consent to a joint conference on the resumption of
trade and, “if possible also political” (“mo BO3MO>XXHOCTHU TaKk)Ke MOTUTUIECKUX ),
relations. However, the requirement for a formal return to an apology for the
murder of Mirbach was, at Lenin’s request, firmly rejected.?’

Incidentally, the note contains an interesting formula for an ideological jus-
tification of Soviet Russia’s cooperation with Germany, which had been defeated
by the Entente powers. The government of an “oppressed class” (that is, the Soviet
leadership) can naturally communicate with the government of an “oppressed peo-
ple”, Chicherin wrote. In fact, he was merely elaborating on the thought presented
by Lenin in the introduction, of 6 July 1920, to the French and German editions
of his study Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism. Revolutionary Russia is
presented in this introduction as the leader not only of the class struggle, but of
a global coalition of peoples colonised and subjugated by the (primarily Anglo-
Saxon) empires that were victorious in the Great War. From Russia is to come the
spark of a worldwide revolt, not just a class revolt, but, in fact, also a geopolitical
revolt against the order established at Versailles. The vanquished Germany is one
of the countries invited to join this revolt.*

Obviously, however, the class struggle and the idea of a European revolution,
carried through the “corpse of White Poland” to Germany, took precedence in the
practical intentions of Lenin and his comrades. Hence, the apparent reluctance to
go along with Kopp’s proposals and to move quickly to a general political agree-
ment with ‘bourgeois’ Germany, as well as the emphasis that the primary objec-
tive of the conference with Germany would be trade relations. In early August, as
the Red Army was already surrounding Warsaw from the north and approach-
ing the Pomeranian ‘corridor’, Lenin was excited by the possibility of exporting
the revolution to Berlin. In Petrograd, German-language training was already
being prepared for of the krasnye komandiry of the future German Red Army. In
Lomza, in the immediate rear of Mikhail Tukhachevsky’s Western Front troops

28 See RGASPI, fond 17, op. 2, Minutes of meetings of the plenums of the Central Committee of
the Russian Communist Party (Bolsheviks), d. 32, minutes of the meeting of 5 August 1920,
item 5: conference with Germany. Trotsky’s telegram of 4 Aug., addressed to the Politburo and
Chicherin, on entrusting the talks with Germany to Joffe, The Trotsky Papers 1917-1922, vol. 2:
1920-1922, ed. ].M. Meijer (Mouton - The Hague, 1971), p. 242.

2 Chicherin’s note to Simmons of 2 Aug. 1920, in Joxymenmu: snewneti nonumuxu CCCP, vol. 3:
1 wrons 1920 2.-18 mapma 1921 2. (Mocksa, 1959), pp. 75-77.

30 T analyse this ideological strand in Lenin’s political concept extensively in A. Nowak, Powrét
TImperium zla’. Ideologie wspolczesnej Rosji, ich twércy i krytycy (Krakow, 2023) (to be published
in 2026 in English by Brill as Ideologies of Russian Imperialism: 1913-2023), pp. 25-42.
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advancing on Warsaw, the first German unit was being formed. A little farther,
in Minsk (Belarus), an entire German brigade had already been formed by mid-
-August, according to a member of the Western Front War Council, Jézef Unszlicht.
At a Politburo meeting on 10 August, a decision was made to send a hundred
German communists, “fit for Soviet and propaganda work”, to the East Prussian
border. This was to be the responsibility of the head of the Comintern, Zinoviev. On
14 August, the Western Front Commissar Ivar Smilga urged Trotsky to ensure that
a “German printing press and German comrades” were sent to the captured Warsaw
as soon as possible. Warsaw was to be only a stopover on the way to Berlin.*!

Lenin wanted to keep going. On 12 August, abandoning the language of class
political correctness altogether, he wrote to Efraim Skliansky, deputy chairman of
the Revvoyenvensoviet, coordinating the supervision of the Red Army, that “it is
of utmost importance to finish off Poland” (“apxuaxxso go6uts [Tompury”).* In
another note to Skliansky he stressed the need to “cut Poland off from Gdansk”
(“orpesats ITonpury ot [lanT3nra”).

It was on this day, 12 August, that Kopp handed Simmons Chicherin’s note on his
return from Moscow. As we know, it did not meet the condition of apologising for the
killing of Mirbach - and this was something Kopp spoke about with regret the follow-
ing day in a conversation with Ago von Maltzan. He tried to console his disappointed
German interlocutor by assuring him that once there was a Bolshevik government in
Poland, it would give the Germans all their “ethnic territories” (as we know from his
other enunciations, for Kopp this meant Gdansk Pomerania, part of Wielkopolska, and
Upper Silesia). If, on the other hand, only a “reformist government” was to be formed
in Poland - this was a stipulation in the event of a diplomatic deal with England,
which was being negotiated by Kamenev at that point in London — then Soviet Russia
would demand from it the right of unlimited (extraterritorial?) transit to Germany.**

31 Rossiyskiy Gosudarstvennyi Voyennyi Arkhiv (Russian State Military Archives, hereinafter:

RGVA), fond 4, op. 3, d. 1575 (Cnucok cosepuienno cexpemnuix npuxasos PBCP 3a 1920 2.),

no. 2378/467 (on the establishment of a German-language Special School of Red Commanders

in Petrograd); RGVA, fond 104 (Ynpasnenue apmuamu 3anadnozo ®ponma), op. 15, d. 17, p. 2

(Smilga’s telegram to Trotsky of 14 Aug. 1920); Ilonvcko-cosemckas 6otina, 4. 1, p. 176 (min-

utes of the Politburo meeting of 10 Aug. 1920), p. 198 (telegram by Wladystaw Dolecki [Jakub

Fenigstein] of the Provisional Polish Revolutionary Committee of 17 Aug. 1920 to W.L. Gerson

of the Cheka concerning the German unit in Lomza). Unszlicht’s telegram of 18 Aug. 1920 about

the formation of a German brigade in Minsk is quoted by Musial, Na zachdd po trupie Polski,

p- 39; see also J. Szczepanski, ‘Niemcy wobec najazdu bolszewickiego na Polske w 1920 roku’,

Res Historica, no. 31 (2011), pp. 80 and 81.

ITonvcko-cosemckas 6otina, 4. 1, p. 180 (Lenin’s handwritten remark quoted in a footnote

to Smilga’s telegram to him of 12 Aug. 1920).

3 Quoted after The Trotsky Papers, p. 254 (the editor of this edition dates this note by Lenin
to Skliansky to 17 Aug. 1920, but given the context of the actions on the Polish front, it seems to
me that it was more likely written on 12 Aug.).

3 ‘Aufzeichnung des Wirklichen Legationsrats Freiherr von Maltzan. 12.08.1920°, in ADAP,
pp. 495-496.
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The fate of the political system in Europe after the First World War was hang-
ing in the balance. On 3 August, Karol Radek proclaimed the “Death of the Peace
of Versailles” on the pages of Pravda. The head of the Reichwehr, General von
Seeckt, had emphasised a week earlier, in a secret note to the highest authorities
of the German Republic, that the liquidation of Poland by the Red Army forces
could restore Germany’s pre-1914 eastern borders. He predicted an inevitable defeat
for the Entente, if it tried to forcibly stop this inevitable revision of the Versailles
system. In addition, he called for concrete cooperation with Soviet Russia.*

As the Red Army’s offensive unfolded, Soviet diplomacy was playing a political
game in London, with the Politburo member Lev Kamenev as the chief negotiator.
The British Prime Minister Lloyd George opened up the prospect of convening
a new conference of the powers in London, which would - this time featuring
Soviet Russia — revise the terms of the Treaty of Versailles. Lloyd George had
already invited US President Woodrow Wilson to this conference on 5 August.
In the background of this project was the re-establishment of a kind of traditional
concert of the powers, including Soviet Russia and - as Lloyd George also wanted -
Germany. When it came to Poland, the British Prime Minister was ready to hand
it over to Lenin as long as the Red Army’s offensive stopped at the German bor-
der.*® Kopp and his superiors in Moscow knew, of course, that France was more
determined to defend the Versailles system - and such a split in the Western
powers camp was what the Soviets wanted in this game. If France decided on its
own to intervene militarily to prevent Germany’s de facto alliance with Lenin’s
Russia, then the Red Army should support its German neighbours — as victims of
“French imperialism”. Kopp wove these reflections into his note addressed directly
to Lenin on 19 August, as well as into his interview for the German social dem-
ocratic newspaper Freiheit of 14 August.””

Bringing about a formal agreement between Moscow and Berlin in such
a favourable situation became an obsession for Kopp, as it were: since we are
challenging the Versailles system, it is better to have Germany, any Germany, on
our side, and treaty-bound at that. Starting from this premise, Kopp at the same
time warned Moscow against being too hopeful about the current capabilities of
the German communists as a factor of revolution. An agreement between the
Soviet government and the German government would be a solid foundation
for a future, more certain success of the revolution. In the name of such calcu-
lations, in August the Soviet representative in Berlin sent appeal after appeal to
his Moscow headquarters to somehow resolve the Mirbach case through a com-
promise and to start the Soviet-German conference immediately. However, as

35 See K. Pagiex, ‘Cmepts Bepcanbckoro mupa’, IIpasda, 8 Aug. 1920; ‘Aufzeichnung des Chef der
Heeresleitung hn Reichwehrmmisterium Generalleutnant von Seeckt. 26.07.1920.’, in ADAP,
pp. 455-458.

36 See Nowak, The Forgotten Appeasement of 1920, pp. 100-116.

37 See Yepnonepos, ‘Humnomar B.JI. Konr’, pp. 267-270.
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early as on 15 August Trotsky sent a telegram to the Politburo members present
in Moscow, suggesting that they firmly reject the Germans’ ‘idiotic’ demand for
redress for Mirbach’s murder. During its meeting on 19 August, the Politburo
considered Kopp’s proposal presented by Chicherin. Point 2 called for an official
declaration of “assistance” by Soviet Russia to Germany, in the event of a breach
of its neutrality by a “third power” (meaning France). Point 3 provided for the
issuing of an appeal to the population of the Pomeranian ‘corridor’ for an armed
uprising against the Polish Army units deployed there. Point 1, concerning hon-
ourable redress in the Mirbach case, was decisively rejected by the Politburo. As
Chicherin informed Kopp on 23 August, in the case of the second point, it would
be possible to accept a declaration that Soviet Russia would be ready to defend
Germany’s ‘neutrality’, while the third point was right in principle, but at the
present moment, there was no proper formula for it...*

This was because everything had changed in the meantime, with the Polish mil-
itary triumph over the Red Army in the Battle of Warsaw. Moscow became aware
of the failure of its over-ambitious plans. The Politburo decided to focus its efforts
on eliminating the last outpost of ‘White Russia’, that is, Crimea, with General Peter
Wrangel’s troops. In Europe, there was again a growing need to return to diplo-
matic negotiations, to get a break to gather new forces. On 23 August, Chicherin
wrote to Kopp that the conquest of Poland was out of the question for the time
being, though only temporarily. “There is no catastrophe, this retreat is paving
the way for a more successful strike, just a little patience is needed” (“Hukakoii
KaTacTpodbl HET, 3TO OTCTYIUIEHUE TOTOBUT 0o0Jiee YAAa4HBIN MPBDKOK, HYXKHO
TONIBKO HEKOTOpoe TepreHye”).?

The new strike, that is, the planned new advance of the Western Front under
Mikhail Tukhachevsky in September, was stopped once again by the Polish Army in
the so-called ‘Neman Operation’. However, already on 1 September, the Politburo
decided that Adolf Joffe would not prepare for any conference with Germany but
would instead be appointed head of the Soviet delegation to the serious peace talks
with Poland in Riga. And at the same meeting, the Politburo decided to instruct
Kopp in a sharp tone to ultimately ‘ridicule’ the German demands for an apology
for the murder of Mirbach.* This marked the failure of the feverish efforts of the
Soviet representative in Berlin to secure a formal Soviet-German agreement on an
anti-Polish basis as early as the summer of 1920. The failure was caused by Moscow,

38 See The Trotsky Papers, p. 250 (Trotsky’s note of 15 Aug. concerning Mirbach); minutes of the
meeting of the Central Committee’ Politburo of 19 Aug. 1920, RGASP], fond 17, op. 3, d. 103,
p- 2; YepHomnepos, ‘Tumnomar B.JI. Konrr’, pp. 270-274 (discussion of the Kopp-Chicherin cor-
respondence from 14-23 Aug. 1920).

% Quoted from Chicherin’s telegram to Kopp of 23 Aug. 1920 after Yepromepos, ‘Inumnomar
B.JI. Komrr’, pp. 282-283.

40 RGASPI, fond 17, op. 3, Minutes of meetings of the Politburo of the Central Committee of the
Russian Communist Party (Bolsheviks), d. 106, Minutes of the meeting of 1 Sept. 1920, p. 2.
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by the Politburo decision-makers, led by Lenin. Kopp, formally admitted to the
Bolshevik party (after years of ‘adventures’ with non-Bolshevik factions) only in
June 1920, nevertheless had the courage to stick to his opinion and defend it before
the ‘highest authority’. In a letter to Chicherin of 7 September (with copies for-
warded to Lenin and Trotsky), he lamented that “our failures on the Polish front”
(“Hamm Heymaun Ha monbckoM ¢ponTe”) had resulted in the absence of a direct
link with Germany, which in turn had fatally weakened the ‘eastern orientation’
of German policy. Right-wing nationalist circles are no longer hoping for a joint
action with Soviet Russia against France. “Summing up, it could be said that we
have been pushed back in the diplomatic field in Germany to the starting posi-
tions of earlier this year. This line, which I have pursued here, that is - to bind the
German government with concrete formal acts towards us even before our conflict
with Poland and the Entente has been resolved - has clearly failed” (“IlogBops
UTOTM, MOXKHO CKa3aTbh, YTO MBI OTOpOILIeHbI B 'epMaHUM AUIIOMATHYECKM Ha
VICXOJJHbIe TTO3MIIMY Hadajla TeKyIlero rofa. Ta MuHusA, KOTOPYIO s MpeciefoBa
3Jlecb, a UMEHHO - CBA3aTb IePMAHCKOe IPAaBUTEIbCTBO OIpefie/leHHbIN dop-
Ma/IbHBBII aKTaMM 110 OTHOIIEHUIO K HaM ele 0 TOTO, KakOyAeT ylakeH Hall
koH(MKT ¢ TTosbiieit 1 AHTAHTOI, HOTepIIeNa o4eBMAHOe KpyleHue”). He went
on to express his regret (after a fresh conversation with Minister Simmons on
7 September) that, had it not been for Moscow’s stubbornness on the Mirbach
issue, such a formal agreement could have been concluded with Germany when
the Red Army was surrounding East Prussia in its offensive against Poland. And
then Soviet Russia’s negotiating positions vis-a-vis Poland, Finland, and Romania
would of course have been much better...*

However, in his very following letter to Chicherin, from 11 September, Kopp
was already reassuring in one respect: Germany would not violate its neutrality
in favour of Poland. Hatred of Poland, especially in the regions bordering it, is
so powerful among Germans that any help for or agreement with Warsaw was
impossible for the ‘bourgeois government’ in Berlin, in any political configuration.
However, as Soviet Russia, having been defeated in the war with Poland, had lost
its ability to control this sentiment in Germany, the real benefits of the ‘friend-
ship with Germany’ had to be limited to economic matters for the time being. To
speed up agreement with the German government, Kopp argued that it would not
be well received by the German proletariat. “The establishment of friendly rela-
tions between the bourgeois government of Germany and us will be welcomed
by the [German] workers as their victory, and not as a departure from the rev-
olutionary path” (“ycranoBneHue APY>KeCKMX OTHOLIEHWIT MEXAY Oyp>KyasHbIM

41 RGASP], fond 17, op. 3, d. 2137 (IlucbMa u JOK/IafHbIE 3aMICKY IIOTHOMOYHOTO IIPEJCTaBUTENS
PCOCP B I'epmannn B.JI. Konna u 10.X. JIyToBMHOBa 0 COBETCKO-T€PMAHCKUX B3aIMOOTHOILIE-
HUAX U IO IPYTUM BOIIPOCaM BHEIUHE IONMUTUKHY, HanpasneHnHble B.V. Jlennny. 11.06.1920 -
1.10.1921 r., pp. 19-25), Kopp’s report for Chicherin from Berlin of 7 Sept. 1920, quot. on p. 21.
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npaBuTenbCTBOM ['epmanuy 1 HamMu Oy/ieT BOCIIPUHATO pabounMu Kak ux mobena,
a He KaK OTKa3 OT PEBOMIOLMOHHOTO IyTi”).*?

By offering these assurances, the Soviet plenipotentiary in Berlin wished to
deflect suspicion that he was disregarding the most important, ‘proletarian-inter-
nationalist’ point of view on international relations. He sought to persuade his
superiors in Moscow that the treaty he was proposing could hasten a military con-
frontation between Germany (based on just such a treaty with Soviet Russia) and
the Western powers, especially France, and there was nothing like war between
capitalist states to hasten a revolution...*

However, he failed to persuade them. At its meeting on 14 September, the
Politburo instructed Chicherin to reprimand Kopp for his persistent disregard of
the order to reject the German demands in the Mirbach case once and for all.**
Not only did Kopp not ‘ridicule’ these demands, as instructed by the Politburo,
but in the reports sent to Chicherin (with copies for Lenin) in the second half
of September, he continued to try to justify the validity of the line of agreement
with Berlin he had chosen as a strategy for the future. In a seven-page report
of 16 September, he started with an analysis of the new international situation,
following the failure of the Red Army’s assault on Europe through the Polish
gates. He described the political situation as a ‘protracted crisis’ and Moscow’s
necessary policy in this situation as “a revolutionary strategy of defending Soviet
Russia, punctuated by short offensive strikes wherever the course of events gives us
a chance of success” (“PeBomormonHas crparerust o6oponsr Coserckoit Poccun,
HepeMeH0IAsACA KOPOTKUMM HACTYIIATe/THBIMU YAAPaMI TaM, Ifie XOJ COOBITIII
JaeT HaM IIaHCHI ycrexa ). The main opportunity in this regard was created by
the ferment of German discontent, which should be matched by the Soviet pol-
icy pursued under the slogan of “liberating Germany from the Versailles yoke”
(“ocBoboxzenns I'epmannn ot Bepcanbckoro ura”). Ironically, Kopp wrote, the
slogan found its greatest support on the German far right. However, Soviet Russia
should recognise that the aim of these far-right formations was positive: “national
liberation”. All the more so, given that these formations were becoming increas-
ingly popular thanks to this very slogan, thereby taking popular support away
from social democracy. The Minister of Foreign Affairs Simmons, essentially rep-
resenting big German industry, understood the inevitability of an ‘eastern’ ori-
entation (that is, one geared towards relations with Russia, any Russia). But he
also understood that “Soviet Russia means in the near or distant future Soviet
Lithuania, Estonia and Latvia, then Soviet Poland, and, finally, Soviet Germany”
(“CoBetckas Poccus o3Havaer B Oosee-mMeHee 6rmskoMm OymyiieM COBETCKYIO

2 Tbid., pp. 28-30 (Kopp’s report for Chicherin of 11 Sept. 1920).

4 TIbid., pp. 31-32.

4 RGASPI, fond 17, op. 3, Minutes of meetings of the Politburo of the Central Committee of the
Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party (Bolsheviks), d. 108, Minutes of the meet-
ing of 14 Sept. 1920, p. 1.
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JIntBy, Octnanpuio u Jlateuto, 3ateM Coserckyto [Tonbiry 1, HakoHel. COBETCKYIO
I'epmann”). Hence, the understandable hesitation in German policy. It could be
overcome only by the Soviets’ own initiative. The moment for such an initiative
was the Red Army’s approach to the borders of Prussia. This moment was wasted
(the unfortunate Mirbach affair...). However, a similar moment — a chance for the
Soviet initiative to draw Germany towards Moscow — might soon recur. This would
be the case as long as the Western powers at any of the forthcoming international
conferences once again upheld the terms of the ‘Versailles dictate’ towards Berlin,
terms that were unacceptable to the German public. At that point, wrote Kopp,
concluding his report of 16 September 1920, “we must win over the German gov-
ernment to our side with specific benefits” (“cBsi3aTh repmaHcKOe IPaBUTENIBCTBO
OIlpefie/IeHHBIMY Oj1aramy B Haily ctopoHy’ ). Thanks to this “we will once and
for all pull Germany out of the imperialist, anti-Soviet bloc and we will secure its
neutrality also after the end of the Russo-Polish war” (“m»bI pa3 Ha Bceraa BolpBeM
[epMaHUIO M3 MMIIEPMAIMCTIYECKOTO aHTH-COBETCKOro 610Ka M obecrednM 3a
co00I1 ee HEMTPAIUTET U TI0 ¥ UCTOLIEHNN PYCCKO-TIOIbCKOIL BOITHBI ).
Undaunted by the Politburo’s criticism, Kopp responded with yet another
updated analysis of the situation and, at the same time, a defence of his own con-
cept. The following extensive report, from 27 September 1920, already accepted
the inevitability of the war’s imminent conclusion with Poland and focused on the
opportunities presented to Soviet policy by the worsening Polish-German con-
flict. T will take the liberty of quoting two extensive excerpts, as their importance
for understanding Soviet strategy throughout the inter-war period seems unique:

Imperialist Poland, designed by the Entente as a barrier between Germany and Russia
on the one hand, and on the other as a heating compress applied to Germany from the
east, has created for Germany something of which an outside observer has no clear idea -
German irredentism. [...] Upper Silesia, the Polish corridor, some districts in the Poznan
region - these are all bleeding wounds in the German state organism, the very thought of
which drives even the gentle German bourgeoisie to fury. “It’s better to have Bolsheviks
than Poles” - this slogan can be heard all across Germany’s eastern frontier. [...] A rec-
onciliation between Germany and Poland (in any case with an Ententephile Poland, and
Poland cannot be different, if it does not want to become Soviet Poland) - is a thing that
is absolutely impossible at the present historical moment.*

45 RGASP], fond 17, op. 3, d. 2137, pp. 33-35v (Kopp’s report for Chicherin from Berlin of 16 Sept.
1920).

6 Tbid., pp. 40-40v and 42 (Kopp’s report for Chicherin from Berlin of 27 Sept. 1920). The origi-
nal wording of the quote: “VimMnepuanucrudeckas [Tonbira, 3afyMaHHass AHTaHTON KaK O6apbep
mexpy epmanmeit u Poccueit, ¢ OHOM CTOPOHBL, 1 KaK COTPeBaTe/THbII KOMIIPEC, IIPU/IOXKEHHbII
k I'epmannu ¢ Boctoka, ¢ apyroii, cosgana aas [epManunu To, 0 4eM Hab/IIOfaTeNb CTABILNIL BHE
TepMaHVM HMe VIMeeT ICHOTO IPENCTBIICHNA TePMAaHCKYI0 MppefeHTy. [...] Bepxuaa Cunesus,
HOJIbCHCHIT KOPUAOP, HEKOTOPbIe OKpyTra [I03HaHN - BCe 3TO KPOBOTOYAII[IIE PAHBI HA HEMELIKOM
TOCYHapCTBEHHOM OPTaHM3Me, CaMast MBIC/Ib O KOTOPBIX IIPUBOANUT B OEIIEHCTBO [aXKe CTETIEHHOTO
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Kopp stressed that in such a situation, Soviet Russia’s policy should be based

on the following five points:

1. The dormant conflict between the Entente states, treating the Peace of Versailles as
the charter of a new Europe (the words of Millerand [Alexandre Millerand, President of
France - A.N.]), and Germany, whom the Peace of Versailles leaves no room to breathe,
should be highlighted by us at every opportunity and, at moments similar to our appear-
ance on the Prussian border, brought to a state of crisis. 2. Germany should be put in
a position where it would become impossible for it to join any anti-Bolshevik coalition.
[...] 3. In all our actions concerning Germany, it is necessary to emphasise this idea that
we do not recognise the predatory Treaty of Versailles and that Germany’s desire to over-
turn this treaty deserves the sympathy and support of Soviet Russia. 4. Conflicts between
Germany and Poland should be used by us in our discussions with Poland in the sense of
strengthening our and weakening Poland’s position. The principle of self-determination
of nationality should be defended by us on this point most energetically.*”

It is difficult not to see a parallel between the concept of Soviet Russia’s policy

towards Germany formulated in this manner and Lenin’s words, quoted at the
beginning of this article and probably most likely spoken in (the second half of)
September to Jules Humbert-Droz. It should also be added that on 22 September,
Lenin publicly presented a strikingly similar diagnosis of the possibility of exploit-
ing the German will to smash the Versailles system and the importance of elimi-
nating ‘bourgeois’ Poland to this end. The occasion for this speech was the Ninth
Party Conference in Moscow, which discussed the defeat of the Soviet offensive
against Warsaw. Analysed many times in historiography since its publication in
1992, this particular speech by Lenin does not need to be repeated here.*

47

48

HeMerKOoro 6roprepa, “Jlydiie GO/IbIIEBUKI, YeM IIO/LIKY — BOT JIO3YHT, KOTOPBLIT MOXKHO C/IBIIIATD
BO Bceil BOCTOYHOIT okpanHe ['epmannu. [...] [TIpumupenne T'epmanun ¢ Ionpiueit (1o kpaitHeii
Mepe ¢ aHTaHTO(MIbCKOI ITombinest — a uHOIT [Tonbira 65ITh He MOYKETD, €C/IV OHa He XOUeT CTaTh
[Tonbckoit COBETCKOI) Bellb /IS JAHOTO UCTOPUYECKOTO MOMEHTA abCOMIOTHO HEBO3MOXKHAS) .
Ibid., p. 42 (Kopp’s report for Chicherin from Berlin of 27 Sept. 1920). The original wording of the
quote: “1. JTaTeHTHbIT KOHIUKT MEXAY CTpaHaMM AHTAaHTBI, pacCMaTpUBaOLIMMY Bepcanbekmit
MUP KaK XapTuio HoBoit EBpomnsl (coBa Munbepana), n I'epMaHeit, 4y KoTopoit aToT Bepcab-
CKUIT MVp He OCTaB/IsIeT CBOOOMY ABIXaHs, JO/DKEH MOAYePKIBATHCS HAMI IIPY BCIKOM YEOGHOM
C/Iydae U B MOMEHTSI, TOOOHBIE HallleMy IIOSIB/IEHNIO Ha IIPYCCKOI IPAHILie, JOBEAEH KO COCTOs-
HUs Kpy3uca. 2. [epMaHust [O/DKHA OBITH IIOCTAaB/IeHA B TaKOe MOJIOXKEHNe, IPY KOTOPOM ML Hee
¢dbopmanbHO 6bUIO 6bI HEBO3MOXKHO BCTYIUIEHME B KaKyI0 ObI TO HU OBUIO aHTHOO/BIIEBICTCKYIO
Koamuuio [...] 3. Bo Bcex HallMX BBICTYIUICHMAX, Kacaomuxcs 'ep- MaHNUy, HeOOXONMMO TIOA-
4epKMBATh Ty MBIC/Ib, YTO MBI He IIPM3HAeM IPabUTeNbCKOTO BepcambcKoro Mmpa, 1 4To CTpeM-
neHvie ['epMaHu CBEPTHYTDb 9TOT MUP 3aCTyXKIMBAeT CUMIIATHIO 1 TOAAep>kKy Coerckoit Poccym.
4. Kondmuxrer Mexpy 'epmanuest u ITonmblieit JO/DKHBI ObITh UCIIO/Ib30BAHbI HAMM IIPU TI€PETO-
Bopax ¢ [Torblreit B CMBICIe YCUIeHMs Halllelt 1 ocabmennst mosuuyy Iompiun. Ipunimn camo-
OIpefie/ieH s HallOHATIbHOCTeI HO/DKeH 3aIlMIAThC HaMIU B 9TOM ITYHKTe CO Bcell aHeprueit .
See ““SI mpomury 3amuceIBaTbh MeHbIle: €TO He JO/DKHO IONafaTh B IedyaTh . BulcTymieHus
B. 1. Jlennna na IX xondepennun PKII(6) 22 centabpsa 1920 r.’, Vcmopuueckuti Apxus, no. 1
(1992), pp. 18-19.
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However, it has to be said that there is a difference between the line proposed
by Kopp and the position expressed by the leader of the Bolshevik party. That
difference was revealed at one point. It was point 5 of Kopp’s recommendation of
27 September, which I have not yet discussed. In it, the Soviet plenipotentiary in
Berlin urged his superiors in Moscow to force the Communist Party of Germany
to follow the strategy he had outlined. It was a strategy of geopolitical cooper-
ation, with the ultimate goal of dismantling the Versailles system. The German
communists should, therefore, combat any pacifist tendencies.*” Lenin, on the
other hand, did not give up his ideological belief in the supremacy of the revolu-
tionary cause, nor his hope that it was still, in the not-too-distant future, viable
in Germany. He also put a stronger emphasis on the fear that cooperation with
Germany in overturning the Versailles system might bring not only the “libera-
tion of the German people” from the “suffocating” rule of the victors, but might
also be used by Berlin to revive its own imperialism, just as dangerous as Anglo-
Saxon or French imperialism.*

The difference between these two points of view became apparent as early as
in October 1920. On 6 October, in a note concerning an article prepared by Karol
Radek for the German press, Lenin firmly forbade any mention “of our future (or
possible) assistance to the Germans through Poland” (“aTo6p! roBopuTSb 0 Hareit
Oynymieit (Wi BO3MOXHOIT) oMol HemiaM depes ITombury”).”! We can only
guess at the reasons behind this ban. It may have stemmed from the priority given
to the battle with Wrangel at this point and a desire to temporarily close the sec-
ond front - against Poland. However, it was probably also an expression of Lenin’s
habitual attitude, emphasised here: not to be exploited by the German side in this
game, which the leader of the revolution himself joined in 1917.

Kopp, meanwhile, in another report for Chicherin, reassured him that the
possible coming to power of far-right forces in Germany would not be a threat to
Soviet Russia. In view of the impending peace on the Soviet-Polish front and the
related prospect of the “perpetuation of Polish tyranny” (“yBexoBeHust mombcKOro
npoussona”) in the Pomeranian ‘corridor’ and across the eastern borderlands with
Germany, he also reiterated his belief that this would only serve Soviet Russia being
recognised as a natural partner by German ‘bourgeois circles’.”* Kopp wanted

4 RGASPI, fond 17, op. 3, d. 2137, p. 42v (Kopp’s report for Chicherin from Berlin, 27 Sept.
1920): “5) KommyHuctrdeckast ormosunus B [epMaHum JO/KHA KOOIIEPUPOBATh C HAMM B TOM
CMBICTIe, YTOOBI HECOBMECTMMOCTD Bepcanbckoro Mupa ¢ MHTepecaMyl 1 JlaKe caMoli BO3MOJXK-
HOCTBIO IIPOJIETAPCKOIL PeBOMIOTINY B ['epMaHuy IIOXIepKIBAIach ObI ¢ GONBIIIEI BBITYKIOCTHIO
Y KOHKPETHOCTBIO, YeM 9TO JIeNaNoch 40 cux mop. [Taunducrckoil Meoann He ODKHO OBITh
B KOMMYHJCTIYECKOV KpuUTike Bepcambckoro myupa”.

0 See “SI mpoury samucbiBarb MeHblie”, p. 19.

Sl Komunmepn u udes, pp. 208-209 (Lenin’s note prompted by the manuscript of K. Radek’s
article, 6 Oct. 1920).

52 Kopp’s report for Chicherin of 8 Oct. 1920, kept at the AVPRF, is discussed after YepHomnepos,
‘Oumnomar B.JI. Komrr’, p. 296.
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this anti-Polish, revisionist tendency to serve as the basis for a formal agreement,
which had not been reached in the summer. Something else was more impor-
tant to the Bolshevik Party authorities at this point: the Fourth Congress of the
Independent Social Democratic Party of Germany (USPD, which had won nearly
19 per cent of the votes in the German parliamentary elections in June) and the
intention to win it over to the side of the Moscow-controlled Communist Party of
Germany. Lenin sent a delegation of the Third International, headed by its chair-
man, Grigory Zinoviev, to the congress, which was taking place in Halle. Thanks
to Kopp’s efforts, the delegation was able to enter Germany legally, with Minister
Simmons’ permission. Zinoviev’s fiery four-hour speech in Halle on 14 October
brought a call for revolution and a justification for mass revolutionary terror...
Zinoviev was arrested, and German government and business circles again became
increasingly fearful of a partnership with Russia - the centre of the world revolu-
tion. Kopp described the participation of the Soviet delegation at the Halle con-
gress as “a hard experience for the stability of the Russian-German relations” (he
used this very term: not Soviet-German, but ‘pyccko-repmanckux’).>?

At Moscow’s behest, he now had to deal with getting Zinoviev out of prison,
again putting aside his line of building a strategic relationship with Berlin. However,
he stuck to the point from which these relations could be revived as soon as pos-
sible. That point was the Polish question, that is, the strengthening of the Polish
state and the related desire to destroy it by German supporters of a radical revi-
sion of the borders and the dismantling of the Versailles system. It was then, in
late November 1920, that Kopp established closer, regular contact with General
Hans von Seeckt. In the last days of November, the Soviet plenipotentiary in Berlin
met the Reichswehr commander personally, of which he informed Chicherin in
a telegram of 2 December and then in a comprehensive report. In a sense, the
way for the meeting was paved by the order for the Red Army that Kopp was
instructed by Moscow to place with the German war industry from the autumn
of 1920 onwards. This was about dozens of aircraft, 200,000 rifles, a thousand
machine guns, motorbikes, engines, specialised cameras, and even footwear and
uniforms for Soviet soldiers. The intensity of talks on these matters was so great
that Kopp had to arrange with the German authorities a visit of an entire delega-
tion of Soviet specialists in military technology.>

According to a 2 December report for Chicherin, Seeckt presented a vision of
German military specialists organising the Russian arms industry, which in turn
would be a source of armaments for Germany, deprived by the Treaty of Versailles
of the possibility of legally developing its army. This thread, however, was only
a postscript, as it were, to the much bolder proposal for cooperation put forward

3% Discussion of Kopp’s summary report on the Zinoviev affair for Chicherin of 28 Oct. 1920 (kept
at the AVPRF) after Yepnomnepos, ‘Oummomar B.JI. Komrr’, pp. 299-301.
5% See Zeidler, Reichswehr und Rote Armee, pp. 47-58.
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by the German general in his conversation with Kopp. The crux of his strategic
declaration was as follows: if the Poles dared to occupy Upper Silesia on the occa-
sion of the plebiscite scheduled for 20 March 1921, the Reichswehr would have
to wage war against Poland, regardless of the circumstances. In such a situation,
Germany is relying on Soviet Russia for help. To coordinate activities, Seeckt pro-
posed organising a contact mission between the Reichswehr and Red Army staffs,
immediately naming his candidate for military attaché in Moscow (Oskar Ritter
von Niedermayer, an experienced intelligence officer). To the news of this sen-
sational proposal, Kopp added a comment that the Germans had already begun
deploying troops towards the Polish border and were preparing to rapidly expand
the Reichswehr to half a million troops. The Soviet plenipotentiary in Berlin rec-
ommended to his superiors in Moscow that Seeckt’s proposal be taken seriously.
Firstly, in order to organise arms purchases for the Red Army, and secondly, in
order to, taking advantage of the simmering conflict with Poland, “transform the
anti-Entente attitude of certain circles of bourgeois Germany into an open con-
flagration” (“npeBpaTuTh NPOTMBOAHTAHTOBCKOE HACTPOEHME VI3BECTHBIX KPYTOB
Oyp>xyasHoit [epMaHuy B OTKpPBITHII TTOXKap”).>

Chicherin replied on 12 December: Seeckt cannot be given concrete promises,
but talks with him must be continued, as they can be very useful in Moscow’s
parallel diplomatic and strategic game with other states. The foreign affairs com-
missar stated somewhat melancholically that “We would have conducted our
talks [that is, the peace negotiations with Poland in Riga — A.N.] quite differently,
if we had had absolute certainty and assurances that what he [Seeckt] told you
was possible would indeed happen” (“Mbl 651 cOBepIIeHHO MHaYe TOBEIN HAIIN
IIePeroBOPbI, €C/IU Obl y HAC ObITa IO/IHAsA YBePEHHOCTD M FapaHTHA YTO OyAeT TO
0 BO3MO>XHOCTM 4ero oH Bam rosopmn”).>

In January 1921 Kopp, at his own request, was summoned to Moscow to give
a personal report on such important matters as those that arose from his contacts
in Berlin. Before he set off, Niedermayer provided him with German intelligence
information suggesting that the Polish Army was amassing troops near Upper
Silesia, thus weakening its positions on the eastern, anti-Soviet front. The Soviet
plenipotentiary thus travelled to the Moscow headquarters with a clear incentive
to consider the possibility of resuming the war against the Poles, and certainly to
fundamentally harden the position of the Soviet delegation in the Riga peace nego-
tiations, which were had been going on for four months.>”

On 27 January Kopp was received by Lenin. We do not know the content of
their conversation, and can only make guess on the basis of an indirect account — by

5 Discussion of Kopp’s report of 2 Dec. 1920 (kept at the AVPRF) after Yepronepos, ‘[Tumiomar
B.JI. Komrr’, pp. 367-369.

% Quoted from Chicherin’s telegram to Kopp of 12 Dec. 1920, after ibid., p. 369.

57 See ibid., pp. 371-373.
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Adolf Joffe. Kopp met the head of the Soviet delegation in Riga on his return from
Moscow to Berlin in mid-February. He then told Joffe that Lenin had agreed to
the suggestion that the peace talks with Poland should be protracted until the end
of the Upper Silesian plebiscite, but no longer than until the beginning of April.*®
The report that Kopp had already sent on 1 March to Chicherin also describes the
“Moscow-fixed direction” that the Soviet plenipotentiary sought to pursue in his
subsequent conversation with the German Foreign Minister Simmons - at the end
of February. This direction was to be summarised in the acceleration of the “full-
scale agreement” (“nonHomacmrabuoro forosopa”) between the Soviets and the
Germans. It was to be based on the following terms: (1) Berlin was to relinquish
all claims for compensation for nationalised German property. (2) Soviet Russia
was in turn to renounce war reparations from Germany. (3) The Russian-Polish
peace treaty should not be signed by the Soviet side before the Upper Silesian
plebiscite (“He paubuie romocoBanus B Blepxueii] Cunesun”), but no later than
1 April. Kopp expressed the hope that a German victory in the Silesian pleb-
iscite would provoke the Poles to respond, which would immediately “shatter
the fragile balance in Central Europe” (“onmpokxnHer HeycToitunBoe paBHOBecue
B Cpenuunoit EBpone”).”

The Soviet-German negotiations did indeed get off the ground. Kopp brought
with him to Moscow the German plenipotentiary for the re-evacuation of prison-
ers of war, Moritz Schlesinger. Supported by Gustav Hilger (who later negotiated
the economic aspects of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact), Schlesinger held talks -
not only on the issue of the prisoners of war — with a team of key specialists in
political and trade relations with Germany: Chicherin, his deputy Lev Karachan,
Krasin, Kopp, and Radek. The resulting supplementary agreement on prisoners
of war and the agreement “on the rights granted to citizens and representatives of
both sides” were important formal steps towards mutual diplomatic recognition
and a trade agreement.®

The tragic internal situation in Lenin’s state stood in the way of fulfilling
Kopp’s ambitions and exploiting a possible Polish-German conflict to finalise a full
political and trade deal between Soviet Russia and Germany or even to unleash
another war, this time in a Soviet-German alliance against Poland. The cumula-
tive effects of the so-called wartime communism, devastation of the country, as

38 See Bnadumup Hnvuu Jlenun: Buozpaguueckas xporuka, 1870-1924, vol. 10: Anusapv—utons 1921
(Mockaa, 1979), p. 20 (Lenin receives Kopp on 27 Jan. 1921, between 19.00 and 21.30, and then,
from 21.30, he receives the foreign trade commissar, Leonid Krasin); cf. Yepromnepos, ‘Jumnomar
B.JI. Komrr’, pp. 374-377. See also ibid., pp. 374-375.

% RGASP], fond 17, op. 3, d. 2137, pp. 61-62 (Kopp’s report for Chicherin from Berlin of 1 March
1921) - this is the source of all the quotations in the paragraph.

0 See G. Hilger, A.G. Meyer, The Incompatible Allies: A Memoir-History of German-Soviet Rela-
tions, 1918-1941 (New York, 1953), pp. 65-69; Cosemcko-zepmarckue omnouenus 1922-1925
ee. [lokymenmuvt u mamepuanui, vol. 2 (MockBa, 1977), pp. 292-301.
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well as the growing hostility of the peasants and the starving urban population
to the Bolshevik regime put that regime on the brink of collapse. The closure of
factories because of a lack of raw materials and the systematic under-allocation
of food led to a great wave of strikes in Petrograd in February 1921; on 1 March
a mutiny of sailors broke out at the Baltic Fleet base in Kronstadt. An anti-Bolshevik
uprising involving tens of thousands of peasants in the Tambov Governorate
had already been going on for weeks. On a smaller scale, similar expressions of
protest occurred in hundreds of other places. Lenin understood that his regime
badly needed a peredyshka (respite). An army faithfully following his orders was
needed in March to suppress the Kronstadt and Tambov uprisings, not to launch
a new assault on Europe.®!

Adolf Joffe, who headed the Soviet delegation at the peace talks with Poland
in Riga (but who also kept a close eye on the relations with Germany), alerted
Lenin on 23 February: “The thing is that we no longer have the physical strength
to conduct these negotiations any longer” (“Ilero B ToM, 4TO MBI YK (prsmdeckn
0orblile He B CMIAX BeCTH 9Ti meperoBopsr”).* Joffe was not speaking about his
own physical strength, but about the strength of the Soviet state at that moment,
when its fate hung in the balance - or at least the fate of the Kronstadt uprising
(it was not suppressed until 17-18 March). Joffe was strongly opposed to post-
poning the signing of the peace treaty with the Poles even for a few days, until
after the plebiscite in Upper Silesia. He believed that the Germans had to be per-
suaded that Soviet Russia would be prepared to help them also after the conclu-
sion of a peace with Poland. The Politburo shared this opinion. On 25 February,
Chicherin conveyed to Kopp the leadership’s decision: that the signing of a peace
treaty with Poland must be accelerated by all means.®®

The Soviet plenipotentiary in Berlin had not yet given up hope that it would
nevertheless be possible in March to link the “German national cause” (that is,
the desire to attack Poland and revolt against the ‘Versailles dictate’) to Moscow’s
revolutionary policy. The source of this hope was Berlin’s expected reaction to the
ultimatum prepared by the Entente states at the London conference at the begin-
ning of March. Germany was to immediately hand over war criminals, pay twenty
billion marks in gold in contributions, and reduce the armament of its army.

61 See RGASPI, fond 5, op. 1, d. 2619 (Mupopmarmonnsie cBopku BUK o momurudeckom u sKo-

HOMMYECKOM IIOJIOKEHMI BOEHHBIX OKpYyroB u rybepumit. 07 mapta 1921 - 28 ampensa 1921),
pp. 2-25. See also the minutes of the 28 Feb. 1921 meeting of the Central Committee’s Polit-
buro, devoted mostly to the internal crisis of Soviet government and economy: RGASP]I, fond
17, op. 3, d. 136, pp. 1-2.
62 RGASPI, fond 5, op. 1, d. 2134 (ITucema A.A. Viodpde B. V. Jlenuny o cBoeit paGote B KauecTBe
nonnpena PCOCP B ['epmannu, o HOMUTHYECKOM U 9KOHOMUYIECKOM I10/IOKeHNN B I'epmanunm
U O COBETCKO-TEPMAHCKMX B3aMMOOTHOLIEHM:AX), p. 31 (Jofte’s letter to Lenin of 23 Feb. 1921).
Hoxymenmut snewneti nonumuxu CCCP, vol. 3, p. 536 (Chicherin’s telegram to Kopp of 25 Feb.
1921).
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In the event of a negative response, the Entente states announced occupation of
the Ruhr (which indeed happened on 8 March). Kopp hoped that this would lead
to a workers’ uprising in West Germany, and that the Upper Silesian plebiscite
would result in a German-Polish war. In a report to Chicherin (with a copy pre-
sented to Lenin) of 2 March, he called for an armed force to be prepared for the
situation. He proposed to reinforce the Red Army group on the still unconfirmed
Polish border and to prepare collaboration with sympathisers of Bolshevik Russia
in Germany.*

As a plenipotentiary for the evacuation of prisoners of war, he ordered that
on 15 March all former Russian prisoners of war from the First World War still
working in Germany (there were about 70,000 of them) should assemble in their
camps. Vasily Chernoperov points out that for the same day the Red Army’s com-
mander Sergei Kamenev ordered that plans be prepared for a possible resumption
of hostilities against Poland. On this basis Chernoperov hypothesises that this may
have been the result of the plan, arranged by Kopp, for the German and Soviet
army staffs to work together in order to attack Poland.®®

However, it seems that even if we add to this the formation in early 1921, on
the orders of General Seeckt, of a special ‘R[ussland] Group’ to deal with military
cooperation with the Red Army - these are still too tenuous grounds for such
a bold conclusion. This was only the very beginning of the organisation of secret
German-Soviet armament cooperation. Above all, however, the plans mentioned
here, ordered by Sergei Kamenev, did not reflect any new offensive military objec-
tives of Moscow at that point. Rather, they stemmed from the Soviet leadership’s
fear that the failure to sign a peace treaty with Poland (and it was not concluded,
as we know, until 18 March) - combined with the ongoing Kronstadt uprising -
could lead to a possible resumption of offensive operations by the Polish side. The
critical attitude of Moscow to the dreams of any resumption of a wider offensive
in cooperation with Germany in mid-March 1921 is most emphatically demon-
strated by Chicherin’s sharply worded letter to Kopp of 7 March. In it, the com-
missar warns of the possibility that the German side will unilaterally exploit the
agreements with Soviet Russia. He admonishes his subordinate: Kopp must not let
himself be exploited - he must change his too submissive attitude towards Berlin.5

In a way, the sense of failure of the Soviet plenipotentiary’s feverish efforts
in Berlin was summed up in his report of 17 March for Chicherin. This was the
day before the signing of the Treaty of Riga and three days before the plebiscite

% RGASP], fond 17, op. 3, d. 2137, p. 64 (Kopp’s report for Chicherin from Berlin of 2 March 1921).

¢ Yepromnepos, ‘[Iumnomar B.JI. Ko, pp. 383-384, cf. id., “Curesckuit Bonpoc” B IONMUTIIECKOI
Xy3HM [epMaHny 1 MeXXIyHAPOFHBIX OTHOIIEHNAX 10 JOHECEHWSIM COBETCKUX VM OPUTAHCKMX
muiomatoB (1920-1922 rr.)’, Becmuux Tomckozo eocydapcmeentozo yHueepcumema, no. 488
(2023), pp. 191-195.

 Discussion of Chicherin’s letter to Kopp of 7 March 1921 (from the AVPRF fonds) after Yep-
Horepos, ‘Mlurtomar B.JI. Konrr', pp. 386-387.
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in Upper Silesia. The French army had already entered the Ruhr. Soviet Russia,
however, stuck to its passive stance. I will take the liberty of quoting Kopp’s com-
ment for the last time in a more extensive excerpt:

From the point of view of the revolutionary possibilities in Central Europe, the Silesian
question should be considered central at this point, and the stabilisation of relations
in Silesia, and between Germany and Poland in general, should be regarded as highly
inconvenient to us. If we have come to a rather ignominious peace with Poland because
of domestic considerations, it is no use ‘making a boon out of necessity’ and closing our
eyes to the fact that, separated by a double wall from Western Europe [this was not only
about maintaining an independent Poland, but also about the border, set in Riga, that cut
off Soviet Russia from possible transit to German East Prussia via Lithuania - A.N.], as
an agent of international revolution we lose a serious part of our influence at this point.
This has hitherto been the basic assumption behind my policy towards Germany, espe-
cially on the Silesian question. Not showing some favours to bourgeois Germany, for
which I see no basis, but increasing the possibility of conflict between Germany and the
Entente - this is its [Kopp’s policy] main thread. The decision of the Central Committee
on the Polish question communicated to me [the decision to conclude a peace treaty in
Riga without waiting for the plebiscite in Silesia — A.N.], as well as unfavourable external
circumstances (Simmons’ absence from Berlin, the Entente’s sanctions, Kronstadt) forced
me to break this thread...%

This was 17 March. The previous day, Soviet diplomacy had concluded a trade
agreement with Britain (signed in London by Leonid Krasin) and, at the same time,
struck a political deal with Turkey in Moscow. A day later, as I have mentioned,
a peace treaty was signed with Poland in Riga. In his report of 22 April, Kopp was
still expressing his enthusiasm about the possibility of exploiting the “national-
-Bolshevik action on the right” (HamoHam-60/1bIIEBMCTCKOTO BBICTYIICHNA
crpaBa) that the issue of the division of Upper Silesia after the plebiscite could
still provoke.®® Moscow would wait longer for such action, and would take full

7 RGASP], fond 17, op. 3, d. 2137, pp. 61-62 (Kopp’s report for Chicherin from Berlin of 17 March
1921), p. 66: “C To4KM 3peHMsI peBOMIOLMOHHBIX BO3MOXKHOCTeil B CpenyHHolt EBpornie Cues-
CKUIt BOIIPOC HY>KHO [/Is1 JAHHOTO MOMEHTA CUMTATD LieHTPA/IbHBIM, I CTAOM/IM3ALINI0 OTHOLICHNIT
B Cuesun u Boobie Mexay I'epmannmeit u ITonbiueit i Hac KpaiiHe HeBbirogHou. Ecmu mo
CO0OpaKeHNMAM BHYTPEHHeI ITONMUTUKN HaM IIPUIIIIOCH TIOMTU Ha JOBOJIbHO-TaK! MOXaOHbI MUP
¢ Ilombluelt, To He4ero, «M3 HYXKABL AeIaTh [OOPOLETENb» U 3aKPbIBATh I71a3a Ha TO, YTO OT/E/IEH-
Hble JIBOJHOI CTEHON OT 3amafHoil EBpOIbI, MBI KaK MeXXIyHaPORHbI PEBOMIOLIOHHBII (pakTop
TepsieM I JAaHHOTO MOMEHTa HOOPYI0 O CBOETO BIVMAHMA. VI3 5TOTO OCHOBHOTO IONIOKEHNS
UCXOfIW/IA O CMX IIOp MOs MONMTUKA II0 OTHOLIEHMIo0 K ['epmManuy, B yacrHocT! B CHte3cKoM
Bonpoce. He okasbIBaTh Kakue-mub0 ycmyry O6ypskyasHoit [epMaHum, K 4eMy 5 He BVDKY HUKAKMX
OCHOBaHMII, 8 YBe/IMUMBATb BO3MOXKHOCTb KOH(PIMKTOB MeXAy ['epMaHMelt 1 AHTaHTOI — BOT
ee pykoBopsiuias HUTb. CoobuieHHOe MHe pereHre LK Mo mombckoMy BOIPOCY, a TAK)Ke BHeLI-
Hee CTedeHMe He 6/1aronpuATHBIX 06cToATeNnbCTB (oTcyTcTBMe CMMOHCa U3 BepimyHa, “caHKiym
AnranTe”, KpoHmranr) sacraBuim MeHa o60pBaTh 3Ty HUTb...”

% RGASP], fond 17, op. 3, d. 2137, p. 69 (Kopp’s report for Chicherin from Berlin of 22 April 1921).
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strategic advantage of it only in the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact in 1939, when the two
parties succeeded in eliminating Poland and dividing Eastern and Central Europe
into two zones of imperial domination. In 1941, the moment predicted by Lenin
(in the conversation with Humbert-Droz quoted at the beginning) would occur:
who? - that is, a confrontation of transitional partners “the ruins of old Europe”.

The source material analysed in this article makes it possible to reconstruct the
efforts of the Soviet representative in Berlin to bring about, as early as between
July 1920 and March 1921, such a strategic agreement between Soviet Russia and
the German Republic on the basis of a common desire to overturn the politi-
cal order established at Versailles and, in particular, to “tear down the Polish
wall” between Moscow and Berlin. Unexpectedly, we realise how close he was to
achieving this goal in the first half of August 1920, when Kopp had already per-
suaded his superiors in the Kremlin to appoint a delegation to a Soviet-German
political conference that could agree on the principles of the geopolitical divi-
sion of Eastern Europe after crushing Poland. And how deeply Kopp believed
in the chance of a resumption of the war with Poland - assuming a de facto
alliance with Germany - in March 1921 (in connection with the Upper Silesian
plebiscite). Both of these critical moments have so far been barely analysed in
historiography.

The question of the sources of the failure of these projects refers us not only
to such objective, so to speak, determinants as the defeat of the Red Army in the
Battle of Warsaw in August 1920 or the extreme exhaustion of Soviet Russia’s
forces, but also to the threat to Bolshevik rule by a popular revolt in March 1921.
Another vital factor was Lenin’s restraint — and his key role in refusing to meet the
conditions the German side was formulating in the negotiations with Kopp. This
aspect of the discussions within the top Soviet leadership deserves more attention
as well, in my opinion. It was not Trotsky, not Stalin, not anyone else from the
top leadership of the Soviet party and state (we need to bear in mind that in the
second half of 1920 the Politburo comprised, apart from the two men, only Lev
Kamenev), but Lenin - as the material analysed here demonstrates — who had the
most important voice in the matter of Soviet-German relations.

Finally, what also deserves to be emphasised is the degree of independence of
opinion and, to some extent, even willingness to uphold it, despite the clear dis-
approval of the leadership, displayed by the first Soviet plenipotentiary in Berlin.
Viktor Kopp was not allowed to witness (for this reason as well) the signing of
a political and commercial agreement concluded in Berlin on 6 May 1921 between
Soviet Russia and Germany.® He had already been recalled to Moscow at the end
of April, and had been replaced by Yuri Lutovinov as diplomatic representa-
tive (Krasin’s protégé Boris Stomoniakov became Russia’s trade representative).
Kopp, however, proved irreplaceable. The contacts he had established in German

 See Cosemcko-zepmarckue omuouienus, vol. 2, pp. 318-323.
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industrial, financial, diplomatic, and military circles made his return to Berlin
necessary, also in the eyes of his political superiors. He was back in Berlin already
on 14 June, having been appointed Soviet Russia’s Plenipotentiary Representative
for Political Affairs (Stomoniakov remained in his position).”” He would later
play a key role in the secret and open negotiations that, after 10 months, would
finally lead to the deal he had been working so hard to achieve. This would be the
Rapallo Treaty, signed on 16 April 1922. A treaty that would become a symbol
of the policy of strategic and economic cooperation between Moscow and Berlin,
across ideological divides, against Poland and against Western Europe.

Abstract

The article deals with Soviet policy towards Germany in 1920-1921. The analysis is based
on diplomatic reports of Viktor Kopp, the Soviet Russia’s representative in Berlin, sent to
the foreign affairs commissar Georgy Chicherin. The author examines the development of
Soviet-German relations from the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk (1918) until the period after the
Polish-Bolshevik War (1920). He demonstrates that already at that time the concept of cooper-
ating with Germany against the Entente powers — excluding Poland, seen as a ‘wall’ between the
two countries — was taking shape in Moscow. Viktor Kopp was a key figure in this diplomatic
game: he held talks with German diplomats, industrialists, and members of the military (includ-
ing General Hans von Seeckt), proposing a united front against Poland and the Versailles system.
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