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Tannenberg, Battle of

By Oxana Sergeevna Nagornaya

The Battle of Tannenberg (26-30 August 1914), in which General Aleksandr Samsonov’s 2nd

Russian (Narevskaia) Army was surrounded and completely annihilated, was one of the

largest battles on the Eastern Front in World War I. The battle acquired a significance that

was not so much strategic as symbolic, and became an integral part of both Russia’s and

Germany’s commemorative and political culture of the interwar period.
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In the first months of the war, the German army’s tactical operations proceeded according to the

Schlieffen Plan, with the main strike being directed first against France. The Russian Empire’s

geographical expanse meant a lengthy period of mobilization, which, in the German General Staff’s

opinion, would enable them to hold eastern Germany with only one army until a victorious conclusion

of the war in the West had been achieved. Contrary to pre-war predictions, two Russian armies,

under pressure from their Western allies, had already advanced into East Prussia in the middle of

July, and on 19 July General Paul von Rennenkampf’s (1854-1918) 1st Russian (Nemanskaia) Army

had inflicted defeat upon the enemy at the Battle of Gumbinnen. The victory was not strategically

important, and the Russian occupation of East Prussia produced a massive flow of refugees and
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popularization of the concept of the "Eastern March" suffering the "atrocities of the Russian

Cossacks."[1]

The threat of losing its Prussian stronghold forced the German Staff to adjust their original plans and

redeploy two divisions on the Eastern Front. The retired general Paul von Hindenburg (1847-1934),

the embodiment of the Prussian military tradition, was named as the new commander of the 8th

German Army. General Erich Ludendorff (1865-1937) was appointed Chief of Staff.

The new German plan of operations proposed swift actions against General Aleksandr Samsonov’s

(1859-1914) 2nd Russian (Narevskaia) Army, which was cut off from Rennenkampf’s units by the

Masurian lakes. The events that played out 26-30 August 1914 around Allenstein were a complex

mixture of luck and accident, the uncoordinated actions of the Russian front and military commands,

and the military endurance and heroism of individual units. As a result the German 8th army

managed to surround Samsonov’s divisions, who outnumbered them, and the general himself,

realising the hopelessness of his position, ended his life by committing suicide. In the end, the

Russian side lost around 120,000 men, of whom 95,000 were taken prisoner, as well as the entire

army’s equipment.

From a strategic point of view, the battle, which was to become known as the Battle of Tannenberg,

was not a key event on the Eastern Front during WWI, neither leading to the final defeat of the

Russian Empire, nor even to an end to the Russian occupation of East Prussia. Rennenkampf’s

forces were only expelled from the province in the autumn of 1914, and in the winter of 1914/15 a

second brief incursion ensued. Nevertheless, it is difficult to overestimate the symbolic and political

significance of this battle. The very name "Battle of Tannenberg" indicated the German interpretation

of it as revenge for the defeat of the Teutonic Knights at the hands of the united Slavic and Lithuanian

forces in 1410 (known to the Russians as The Battle of Grunwald). The very idea of the "Second

Cannes" of the Eastern Front was the origin of one of the more significant German national myths of

the WWI period, the Weimar Republic and the early Third Reich.

For the Russians, the defeat of the Narevskaia Army was a heavy blow to morale.[2] The "infection of

the Russian colossus by the Tannenberg bacillus"[3] led to the Russians’ loss of faith in their own

power and the likelihood of eventual victory. Representatives of the military elite, thanks to the work

of a specialist investigative committee, assessed the reasons for defeat very realistically.

Nonetheless, even before the 1917 Revolution, society began to form its own impressions, foremost

among these being the perception that it was Russia’s sacrifice to save Paris, and the story of

Rennenkampf’s "treachery", which fitted in neatly with the idea of a German conspiracy. After the
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Revolution, the reinterpretation of this negative military experience was mainly undertaken by

different social and professional groups of the Soviet and Emigrant military elites.
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