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I 
 
The Polish démarche in Berlin, intended to receive compensation 

from Hitler's Germany for "the loss of a security factor" after she had refused to 
continue her participation in the international cooperation in Geneva, repre-
sented a readjustment to the reality of the Versailles and Locarno becoming 
dead letters1. All of the European powers were necessarily involved in this 
process but, for obvious reasons, Poland and France were the first to seek im-
mediate solutions. The French foreign minister, J. Paul-Boncour, approached 
the Soviet ambassador in Paris on October 20, 1933 and then Litvinov on Octo-
ber 31 with the idea of a "mutual assistance pact"2. While France and Great 
Britain had a number of options to consider with regard to Germany, it was the 
task of complementing the Western security system by an "eastern Locarno"3 
that was steadily to receive preference, as five-month negotiations between 
London, Paris and Berlin about the German "equality of rights" were approach-
ing a deadlock.  

Pilsudski's plans, however, led in other directions. Inspired by the goal of se-
curing the frontiers Poland had gained under the Versailles settlement along 
with her independence, he had decided to try in his dealing with Germany the 
very method which had produced détente in Soviet-Polish relations during 
1931-1932 — direct bilateral negotiations.  

In order to discuss this opportunity in light of international comments on 
Lipski's visit to the Chancellor, a conference was held among Pilsudski, Beck 
and Undersecretary of State Szembek at Belweder on November 20. After lis-
tening to Beck's report, the Marshal — according to a note drawn up by Jan 
Szembek — concluded: "the success achieved by us is not a 100 percent suc-
cess. As a matter of fact it does not give us much. [...] What will follow next is 
not known. The Marshal is now interested in two problems: France and Rus-
sia"4. Pilsudski said he intended to summon the French military attaché and 
"talk to him as one soldier to another," for "further talks with the Germans 
would depend on the answer"5. Simultaneously, the Marshal instructed his min-
ister to arrange a meeting with Antonov-Ovseenko (who was planning to go to 
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Moscow) "to talk about the things he would not like to write about," Beck in-
formed the polpred6. 

On November 27, von Moltke was received by Pilsudski in Beck's presence 
and delivered to them the draft of the Polish-German declaration of non-
aggression. Although the German ambassador's report indicates that the conver-
sation was "markedly friendly" and that the head of state "spoke approvingly of 
the basic idea of the German proposal", he also brought up the question of 
studying the document and 

"pointed out repeatedly that this procedure would take considerable time. In 
the further course of the conversation Pilsudski expressed his desire to put 
German-Polish relations on a friendly basis but emphasized with a bluntness 
which I [Moltke] had hardly heard before from Polish politicians that the 
thousand-year-old anti-German feeling of the Polish people would place 
great difficulties in the way of the implementation of this policy. The policy 
would therefore have to be built not on motives of sentiment but on consid-
erations of reason alone"7.  

It will probably never be established with certainty whether Pilsudski consid-
ered the Soviet reaction to the statement he conveyed through Beck and An-
tonov-Ovseenko to Stalin as crucial to further negotiations with the Germans or 
whether he merely wished to allay Moscow's ruler8. Be that as it might, the Pol-
ish diplomats were disturbed by a possible development of the Soviet policy af-
ter the communiqué of November 15. As Lukasiewicz observed in a conversa-
tion with Antonov-Ovseenko two weeks later, the Soviet "'political circles did 
not at all meet that step calmly'. Yes, there were no political comments, but this 
restraint was telling too"9. The minister was further alerted to the appointment 
of a conservative traditionalist, Rudolf Nadolny, to the post of the German Am-
bassador to Moscow. Lukasiewicz expected him to take "active measures" 
aimed at restoring the faded Soviet-German partnership10. This was the danger 
of which the Polish diplomats were intentionally reminded by some of their 
Russian colleagues. Thus, the Counsellor of the Berlin Embassy, Boris Vino-
gradov, informed the NKID on November 18: 

"In my talks with the French and the Poles I give to understand that we have 
nothing against the Polish-German communiqué and even welcome it, [but 
that] nonetheless it might indirectly affect Soviet-German relations because 
pacifist gestures of all kinds arouse our sympathy and, if possible, also an 
imitation. [...] My French, Czech and Polish interlocutors are extremely 
nervous over my hints which I consistently describe as my personal state-
ments"11.  

The NKID's officials responsible for maintaining contacts with the Poles be-
lieved that such a tactic was harmful for Soviet interests12; and they did not see 
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improving contacts between Warsaw and Berlin as being entirely incompatible 
with Soviets' remaining on good terms with Poland. By November 23, Stomoni-
akov's assistant E. Konits had drawn up a special report, "The Soviet-Polish mu-
tual relations", the main ideas of which concurred largely with his superior's let-
ters to Warsaw of October 22 and November 4. It contained the following, sur-
prisingly accurate, prediction of the Polish behavior as stated: 

"For the immediate future the policy of Poland will likely consist in the 'bal-
ancing' between East and West. Poland will, in all probability, conduct a pol-
icy of simultaneous improvement of her relations both with Germany and the 
USSR [...] ...we should expect in the immediate future further steps for and 
manifestations of the rapprochement with the USSR, especially if further ne-
gotiations with Germany will not proceed successfully for Poland"13.  

On the evening of November 23, Beck invited the polpred to his apartment. 
The foreign minister asked him to communicate to the Soviet leadership the 
Polish views concerning cooperation between the two countries, which the en-
voy had laid down in four paragraphs of his report. Beck offered to establish 
"permanent close contact on disarmament questions, with mutual preliminary 
information and with the intention of providing the fullest coordination of ac-
tions". Evidently, the minister spoke about joint actions in order to counteract 
the anticipated attempts to convene a conference among the Western powers 
like the one arranged in December 1932, three months after Germany had first 
left the disarmament conference and the League of Nations to enforce her de-
mands of "the equality of rights".  

Secondly, Beck told Antonov about the Poles' concurrence with "the general 
assessment of the present situation" conveyed to them by Radek and by articles 
in the Soviet press (the polpred interpreted this phrase as referring mainly to the 
September 1933 article in the Bolshevik). "Close contact and certain interaction 
ought to be kept in mind and realized when the time comes," Beck said. It 
seemed to be understood between him and Antonov that after a year or two Po-
land and the Soviet Union should stand together as allies defending their com-
mon interests in Northeast Europe.  

Beck linked the topic of Soviet-Polish cooperation in the Baltic with the dan-
gers of German expansion in the region which he characterized as "the soft 
spot" of Europe. The minister was reluctant to specify the nature or forms of 
such cooperation, speaking instead of "a whole system of measures that ought to 
be worked out" in economic and political fields. However, he emphasized that 
the Poles did not consider this issue as being urgent.  

According to Antonov-Ovseenko's minutes of the meeting, "Beck then has 
turned to the necessity of widening and deepening cultural, economic ties,... devel-
oping and fostering contact between the military" in order to create "an atmosphere 
favorable for the further [sic]"14.  
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Thus, at the top of Warsaw's list of priorities was the full-fledged develop-
ment of bilateral relations combined with joint resistance to the legalization of 
German rearmament. Cessation of the traditional rivalry between Poland and 
Russia in the Baltic was supposed to enable coordination of their efforts in the 
near future, while the envisioned political-military alliance might complete the 
whole construction. The decisive factor for drawing up this schedule, the Poles 
alluded to the Soviet envoy, was the conclusion that Poland's western borders 
were "secured for a year, perhaps, somewhat longer" (Beck), and intelligence 
information which Warsaw received about "Germany's refusal of [starting] war 
against Poland for the time being" (Matuszewski)15. One could note a subtle 
change in emphasis in Beck's explanations in comparison with those of the 
Miedziński-Radek exchanges; now Warsaw firmly insisted on postponement of 
discussing plans for containment of Germany and demanded that the USSR 
proved her goodwill by a wide cooperation with Poland. In fact, the timing and 
the order Stalin had been pressing for were completely reversed by Pilsudski 
and his minister. Antonov-Ovseenko saw this fact as the crucial point of the 
conversation16.  

Nevertheless, the Polish approach was likely to meet with a warm response 
or, at least, some understanding from the Narkomindel. In his November 19 let-
ter to Warsaw, Stomoniakov stressed that 

"as to the tasks of our policy in relation to Poland, in my opinion, they are 
not affected by the Polish-German negotiations. Just as before, we are inter-
ested in developing and deepening our political, economic and cultural rela-
tions with Poland with the aim to strengthen those elements in Poland which 
are oriented to friendship with the USSR against Germany"17.  

On November 25, soon after Stalin's return from the Caucasus, Krestinski 
reminded the Politburo about the issues which had been raised in Litvinov's and 
Stomoniakov's letters to the Kremlin in the previous months but which had still 
not been forwarded from the General Secretary’s office to other members of the 
Politburo for approval or even discussion18. Meanwhile, in the atmosphere of 
reviving mutual dissatisfaction, these issues were gaining additional weight. 
The complex nature of the Polish proposals was stressed by Beck again in early 
December when he told Podolski: "Poland should go together with the USSR in 
all questions, which came up in Europe in the recent time. Partly he spoke about 
them to C. Antonov, partly he charged Lukasiewicz with raising those questions 
before C. Litvinov "19.  

On December 14, as soon as he was able to obtain an audience with Litvinov 
(who had arrived in Moscow from Rome five days earlier after spending six 
weeks abroad) the Polish minister communicated to the Commissar his govern-
ment's desire to "carry on and develop contact between the military men and not 
only in the field of aviation". He also asked Litvinov to speed up making a posi-
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tive decision on the Polish proposals for an air convention20. According to Lu-
kasiewisz's detailed record of the interview, the response of the People's 
Commissar was favorable. Litvinov promised to "reach agreement with supreme 
military authorities" on the issue of promoting contacts between the two armies 
and to help to resolve the air negotiations deadlock21. Up to this point, the mu-
tual understanding between the two looked almost perfect. A quarter of hour 
later Litvinov made his own suggestion.  

 
 
 
 

II 
 

The short document which Litvinov wrote, on December 14, in 
the presence of the Polish envoy, then ordered to be typed and handed to Lu-
kasiewicz,22 bore no title and later became known as a project of the Soviet-
Polish declaration on their mutual interests in preserving the independence of 
the Baltic countries or, simply, the “Baltic declaration”. In fact, the plan was 
even more meaningful since the declaration's sphere of application was defined 
in the first sentence of Litvinov's draft as "the East of Europe" and in the second 
one as "countries of new political formations, sprung from the composition of 
the former Russian empire". For the first time, the Soviet Russia offered Poland 
an agreement which entailed positive mutual obligations. What Litvinov really 
proposed seems to be a loosely worded consultative pact on the Baltic problem, 
and a step towards Soviet-Polish entente23. But the diplomatic discussion on the 
means and schedule for achieving the aims laid out in the draft soon turned out 
to be a prologue to the most serious crisis in Soviet-Polish relations of the 
interwar era. Therefore, it is worth attempting to trace the origins of and the mo-
tives behind Litvinov's initiative.  

There is no doubt that the Soviets always closely watched the internal devel-
opments in the Baltic countries and at that time wanted to lessen German influ-
ence in the region, which had traditionally been strong particularly in Estonia 
and Finland. As Litvinov told Beck in February 1934, Moscow offered the 
Poles to come up with a joint declaration in order to "inspire those [the Baltic] 
countries' confidence in themselves and fortify their resistance" to German 
expansionism. However, the foreign commissar was frank enough to recognize 
that those considerations represented merely "accessory motives"24. Recalling 
his initiative of December 14, Litvinov insisted that he "was guided mainly by 
the desire to create a concrete base for our abstract talks about cooperation in 
strengthening peace"25.  

Some historians have seen these clarifications as misleading and the whole 
project as designed primarily to derail the Polish-German negotiations26. Still, 
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there are serious arguments against such assumptions. The aim of torpedoing 
the Polish-German negotiations could be best achieved by Moscow in two 
ways: by demonstrating to the Germans the Soviets' desire to restore good po-
litical relations and/or by striking a blow at Poland's position, thereby revealing 
her diplomatic weakness and vulnerability and the absence of any substantive 
Russian commitment to her. By offering the Poles to join a declaration, Litvinov 
demonstrated to them, in contrast with Vinogradov's allusions in the previous 
weeks, Moscow's unwillingness to seek German friendship and to exploit 
Nadolny's energetic efforts to this end. The conclusion of a Soviet-Polish ac-
cord, and even rumours about it, would have shown Poland's importance for the 
Soviet policy and depicted her as having recognized influence over the Baltic. 
In fact, Litvinov's manoeuvre could not but strengthen Poland's bargaining posi-
tion vis-à-vis Germany.  

The only agreement between Poland and Germany which this initiative could 
undermine was one about partitioning the Baltic region into "spheres of inter-
est". Some fears in this regard did exist in Moscow. On December 29, 1933, the 
Soviet military attaché Corps Commander V. Levichev reported to Chief of the 
Red Army staff, Alexander Yegorov, that the Polish-German negotiations were 
being conducted in the greatest secrecy and he had failed to learn any details 
about them. Levichev stressed: 

"With sufficient certainty it might be said only that in those preliminary ne-
gotiations the base for official negotiations has not yet been found and [they] 
have somewhat calmed down since the Germans concentrate all their atten-
tion on the negotiations with the French... But whispering with the Poles con-
tinues, it is testified , in the first place, by the animation in the mutual rela-
tions between the Polish Embassy [? Legation] and the Ministry for Foreign 
Affairs and, secondly, by frequent meetings of the Polish envoy Lipski with 
Rosenberg. This, of course, indicates the nature of negotiations between the 
Germans and the Poles"27.  

Since the struggle against Bolshevism in the Baltic was among the favorite 
themes of the Riga-born Alfred Rosenberg, it was natural to presume that the 
Germans had raised it before Lipski as well28. One indication that Litvinov's 
proposal aimed at clarifying this issue might be found in a conclusion Antonov-
Ovseenko drew in his lengthy annual report on Polish foreign policy at the end 
of January 1934. In his view, it should be "considered as proven that in the Pol-
ish-German negotiations no mention had been made about a 'partition of spheres 
of influence' in the Baltic. This is discovered by a means of M. M. [Litvinov]'s 
proposal about our declaration with Poland on our interests in the independence 
of the Balts"29. Those suspicions, deliberations, and wishes to complicate possi-
ble efforts by Berlin and Warsaw to come to terms on the Baltic problem were 
mostly of secondary importance and should be placed among the "accessory 
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motives" Litvinov spoke of. The driving force behind Lit-vinov's overture 
should be sought for in the wider context of the Soviet dilemma in Europe.  

By mid-December, 1933, Moscow had found herself at the cross-road. Both 
Stalin's "inner gang" and Litvinov's team now faced a decision they had been 
willing to delay, though likely for different reasons. Almost a month had passed 
since Paul-Boncour's conversations with ambassador Dovgalevski and Litvinov, 
but no response to the French offer to start negotiating means to keep Germany 
in check came from Moscow until the Lipski-Hitler interview was followed by 
the meeting between François-Poncet and the Chancellor on November 24. On 
the next day the French foreign minister made it clear to Dovgalevski that since 
influential circles in Paris were striving for an agreement with Germany the 
matter of Soviet-French negotiations on the lines proposed by him in October 
"brooks no delay"30.  

Evidence carefully collected by J. Haslam suggests that it was the fear of 
Franco-German rapprochement that forced Stalin, on November 29, to issue in-
structions to the Soviet ambassador to Paris to begin preliminary negotiations 
with the Quai d'Orsay. Those discussions were of an exploratory character and 
were viewed by the Kremlin primarily as a method of preventing a Franco-
German rapprochement31. The alternative method, which the Soviets had been 
exploiting with some success for a decade, was to revive "the spirit of Ra-
pallo"32.  

Arranged as an official exchange of greeting, Nadolny's visit with the Peo-
ple's Commissar on December 11 "resulted in a short political conversation". 
When the ambassador complained about "strong, even dangerous agitation 
against German imperialism and Germany's bad intentions toward the Soviet 
Union," and other difficulties he had met in Moscow, Litvinov took notes of the 
objections but "reserved his answer for the next conference"33. On the same day 
(or on December 12) the Polish envoy, J. Lukasiewicz, visited B. Stomoniakov 
and spoke to him about issues related to the Beck-Antonov interview of No-
vember 2334. In any case, the substance of the Polish proposal was well known 
to Stalin and Litvinov when they met on December 1235. Stalin's tentative 
agreement at this meeting to make an overture toward the French resulted in his 
instruction to the NKID to prepare a collective security scheme to be submitted 
to the Politburo.  

Litvinov carried the day, and the conversation with him on December 13 
"had been a deep disappointment" to Nadolny. After an acrimonious exchange 
of views on ways of improving Soviet-German political relations, the Commis-
sar, while recognizing the moderation of the German press and seemingly ac-
cepting the ambassador's assurances, stated unequivocally that the Soviet Union 
"must wait until Germany gives proof of its friendly feeling by deeds"36. Never-
theless, the Stalin-Litvinov meeting (in which Molotov and Voroshilov may 
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have participated as well) must have addressed more complicated matters than 
simply that of seeking a French connection instead of a German one.  

Unlike the situation prior to the First World War, Russia had no common 
border with Germany, that made bilateral alliance between the USSR and 
France such as that of 1893 hardly operative37. Moreover, the failure to include 
Poland in a mutual assistance convention would cost France a weakening of her 
alliance with Warsaw. One might have expected that it was the French who 
must have insisted on Polish cooperation in the project in order both to secure 
direct Soviet involvement in a conflict, in the case that France was attacked by 
Germany, and, by enlisting Soviet support, to lessen French obligations to Po-
land in the case of a German aggression against her. The French and Soviet 
sources suggest the matter was not that simple.  

From early on, there was hesitation in the French Foreign Ministry on this 
point. While A. Léger, its Secretary-General, and P. Bargeton, the Political Di-
rector of the MAE, clung to the idea of Polish participation, J. Paul-Boncour 
characterized the future agreement with Russia as "similar to that which linked 
us to Poland, if possible, coordinated with and also signed by the latter"38. In his 
conversations with Dovgalevski, the foreign minister spoke in favour of includ-
ing Poland in the scheme, but he did not insist on this point39. The same uncer-
tainty was evident in Paul-Bouncour's remark to the Soviet ambassador that 
"true intentions of Poland would be revealed when she was offered a mutual as-
sistance pact"40. Having informed Dovgalevski on December 15, that he had 
received a positive response from Prague as to her participation in the pact 
under consideration, Paul-Boncour noted almost light-heartedly: "En ce 
concerne la Pologne, j'aviserai au de faire directement la même vérifi-cation, ce 
qui fournira au surplus l'occassion d'éprover son orientation génerale et de 
mesurer la portée exacte de l'accord qui tend à s'etablir entre l'Allemagne et 
elle"41.  

Moreover, Paul-Boncour's behavior tended to demonstrate surprising consis-
tency in encouraging Soviet mistrust of Polish foreign policy42. Whatever his 
hidden intentions and designs might have been, the Russians had many reasons 
to view the French as somewhat reluctant of Poland's participation in Franco-
Soviet alliance43. In Moscow they hardly failed to understand that leaving this 
vital issue unsettled would give France an additional and strong chance to evade 
political commitments to Russia if Paris were placed at risk by the outcome of 
British-German disarmament negotiations and forced to choose between Lo-
carno guarantors and French eastern allies, between Germany and Russia. The 
Soviets did not want to alienate Germany, while faced with a possibility that 
France could abandon them at a next international crossroad. These apprehen-
sions were revealed by Dovgalevski's statement to the Secretary-General of the 
MAE, undoubtedly in accordance with Moscow's instructions, on January 4, 
1934: 
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"Pour s'engager franchement, il faut pouvoir le faire avec certitude de n'avoir 
pas s'arreter à mi-chemin, ni à devier de sa route. La volonté de sa rapprocher 
sincèrement et durablement de la France dépendre grandement pour 
l'U.S.S.R., de l'intérêt, qu'elle pourra trouver à ce rapprochement aussi bien 
que des garanties qui lui assurera l'extension de l'accord à conclure contre le 
risques d'instabilité gouvernemental française; une politique de large 
application et de longue durée serait la condition même d'une politique de 
confiance entre les deux pays, et dans une telle politique, où la Russie, pour 
sa part, serait prête a s'engager sans réticence ni limite, la France devrait 
concevoir résolument l' intérêt qu'il y a pour chacune à ne pas laisser affaiblir 
ou réduire sur quelque terrain que se soit, son partenaire"44.  

The plan elaborated under Litvinov's auspices, based on his agreement with 
Stalin and formally approved by the Politburo on December 19, represented a 
proposal for a regional assistance system that would include France, Belgium, 
Poland, Czechoslovakia, and four Baltic countries, but it was the participation 
of France and Poland that was regarded as absolutely indispensable45. However, 
the question remained of how the French might guarantee that Poland would 
approve such a plan, given their own lingering (or perhaps increasing) doubts in 
this regard. Also would it be a wise political decision to assent to Paul-
Boncour's proposals while a road for escape by referring to Polish stubbornness 
remained open to the French? Those questions were probably raised in the dis-
cussion of December 12. We know neither the proceeding nor exact decisions 
of the conference, but the fact that no formal orders had been issued at its out-
come supports the assumption that such questions were raised indeed — ques-
tions which Litvinov could not answer adequately enough to convince his op-
ponents to embark on new course46. Thus, due to real foreign policy considera-
tions and the need to allay Stalin's apprehensions, Litvinov should have been 
extremely interested in receiving "la même vérification" of Polish intentions that 
his French colleague spoke about47. The Baltic declaration proposal of Decem-
ber 14 was an improvisation, intended to serve this purpose48.  

Three days after having received the offer, Beck reaffirmed to the Soviet 
chargé d'affaires that "Poland must go along with the USSR in all questions 
which came up in Europe" recently49. On December 19, J. Lukasiewicz brought 
the Polish reply, which approved the idea of the joint Baltic declaration50. On 
the same day, Stalin51 finally endorsed the NKID conception of a mutual assis-
tance pact with France and her allies, Poland including; directives to this effect 
were sent to Dovgalevski.  

If the 19th of December marked a turning point in Soviet foreign policy, the 
speech Litvinov delivered before the session of the Central Executive Commit-
tee (TsIK) of the Soviets ten days later made this change manifest and more dif-
ficult to reverse. The spirit of the foreign minister's report defied the cautious 
wording of the Politburo resolution which stressed that the responsibility for a 
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conference to discuss a mutual-aid pact lay with France, her "being the initiator 
of the entire affair"52.  

Dwelling upon a growing division within the capitalist world between those 
guided by "Hottentot conceptions of morality" and those "ready to resist the vio-
lators of peace", the narkom emphasized the "special attention" the USSR paid 
to "strengthening relations and maximum rapprochement" with this latter group. 
In his description of relations with particular countries Litvinov separated Po-
land from Czechoslovakia and France from other states envisaged as participat-
ing in the mutual assistance project. Nevertheless, unlike Molotov who on the 
previous day had limited the "Polish paragraph" of his report to the TsIK to a 
statement about "the large po-litical significance" of "developing business and 
cultural ties between the USSR and Poland"53, Litvinov focussed on interna-
tional aspects of their cooperation. It was precisely prospects of Soviet relations 
with Poland which were characterized most favorably in his speech:  

"Political disturbances in Europe over the past year have created a commu-
nity of interests arising from common danger, common cares. If we and Po-
land were not aware of the common nature of these cares, we are [sic] re-
minded of them by those who produce these cares. Common cares and com-
mon dangers are the best cement of friendship between states"54.  

Notably, Litvinov had borrowed a key formula of this statement from the re-
cord Antonov-Ovseenko had made in his diplomatic diary on October 20. The 
polpred cited in it the words which, as Beck assured him, Pilsudski had recently 
said to his foreign minister: "The time has come to establish stable peaceful re-
lations of [i. e. based on] mutual confidence, respect, and a community of inter-
ests in the face of common danger"55. This quotation from the Marshal was a 
gesture he and his closest associates could not help but appreciate. At the same 
time, the Germans were shocked and offended by the treatment of their country 
in conjunction with Japan and the manner in which Litvinov had proclaimed be-
fore the TsIK: 

"The representatives of the German government ask me what do we want 
from Germany and what she must do to erase any doubts we [may] have 
about her loyalty. I usually reply [as follows]: let her stop doing what she is 
doing"56.  

In the fierce argument with Litvinov on January 3, Nadolny reproached him 
severely "about his tone toward Germany": "The frank diplomatic discussion 
about the improvement of German-Russian relations, begun by us with the best 
intentions, had been brought by him into the public forum and had thereby been 
torpedoed"57. In the Auswärtige Amt memorandum (presumably drawn by 
Meyer) Litvinov's "intransigent attitude" and his "express refusal to inform the 
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Ambassador" about Soviet foreign policy intentions in the course of their con-
versation, was rightfully assessed as an elimination of the Berlin Treaty of 1926  

“in its practical significance, as a result of which the problem of Soviet-
German relations is opened up for us in its entirety [...] In the first place as-
tonishment might be expressed that the Soviet Government did not respond 
to the proposal of a basic political discussion in the sense of the Berlin treaty, 
which Ambassador Nadolny made even before Christmas, and thus aban-
doned the principles of that Treaty"58.  

It seems that in his public speech and statements to the Germans at the end of 
1933 and beginning of 1934, Litvinov had gone beyond what his own under-
standing of the Soviet tactical interests — this in telling contrast with his behav-
ior towards the Germans before and after this weeks. The Commissar deliber-
ately provoked a controversy with them as if to make the change in Soviet pol-
icy irreversible by creating a fait accompli59. He was near to overreaching him-
self60. At the same time, while demonstrating his confidence in prospects for 
rapprochement with France and Poland to Nadolny and Attolico,61 the narkom 
was deeply preoccupied by the negotiations with Warsaw62.  

 
 

III 
 
Reports which the Narkomindel had been receiving from Warsaw 

in December 1933 and in the first days of 1934 supported their cautious opti-
mism in regard of Poland's attitude toward. rapprochement with Russia63. The 
Russian were informed that, in early December, Pilsudski told Beck about his 
wish to maintain contacts with the Soviet military64. Some days later, a confer-
ence among the most prominent pilsudczyki, was convened in Warsaw. As B. 
Miedziński intimated to Antonov-Ovseenko on December 21, they "had listened 
to and discussed Beck's report. [They] had unanimously approved the line of 
rapprochement with the Sov[iet] Union. But [they] unanimously alerted Beck to 
the dangers of negotiations with Germany"65. "In January all matters will be 
clarified," Beck assured the meeting of the Marshal's close collaborators66. In 
the course of the above-mentioned conversation with B. Podolski, on December 
5, the Polish foreign minister told him that, after Lukasiewicz brought "full 
information" from Moscow, he would make a statement to the press that would 
have to "stop the circulation of false rumours concerning our relations"67.  

The news and impressions which the Polish envoy J. Lukasiewicz (who came 
to Warsaw on Christmas eve) brought to Beck should have created conflicting 
feelings in the MSZ.  

"It is no secret that the attitude of Russia toward the Baltic States has always 
been a matter of concern to the Polish Government, and Russia in the past 
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has been suspected of imperialistic tendencies in this region. Poland therefore 
was very much gratified with the suggestion made by Litvinov that some 
measures should be taken to secure the present status of Lithuania, Latvia, 
Estonia, and Finland," 

Under-Secretary of State Count Szembek later explained to the American am-
bassador 68. Warsaw, however, had to be very prudent in further discussions 
with Moscow in order to avoid damaging her fragile relations with Berlin and 
her influence in the Baltic capitals. The Poles were puzzled and alarmed by Lit-
vinov's intention to notify the Baltic states while the MSZ preferred the USSR 
and Poland together sounding out their opinion69. Besides the Poles were aware 
that, despite Litvinov's promises, the Soviets had not changed their position on 
most of the issues of bilateral relations which the Poles had raised in the sum-
mer and fall and to which they attached priority. A recent conversations be-
tween Lukasiewicz and Radek apparently gave Warsaw little satisfaction70. 
Watching the Soviets, Beck waited for the reaction of the Baltic countries to the 
idea of a Soviet-Polish declaration in favor of maintaining their independence. 
As Lukasiewicz told Litvinov on December 19, Warsaw's ultimate decision 
would depend on the response of the Balts71.  

The seriousness of Poland's intentions vis-à-vis the USSR was partly proven 
by the preparation of her own draft of the Baltic declaration. Polish formulae 
were intended to limit its sphere of direct application to Estonia, Latvia, and 
Lithuania while excluding Finland. Warsaw's counter-proposals to the Soviet 
draft declaration accentuated the need to preserve "the territorial inviolability" 
of the states created in Eastern Europe after World War I, and thus went some-
what further than the corresponding article in the Soviet-Polish non-aggression 
pact. In fact, the Polish Foreign Office offered Russia to declare her recognition 
of existing Polish frontiers with Germany and Lithuania. Soviet renunciation of 
German claims in regard to the Corridor, Upper Silesia, and Memel would drive 
a wedge between the USSR and Germany. Besides, such a pledge might be a 
first step toward the realization of Radek's promise to grant Poland a free hand 
in her dealing with Kaunas. The American Embassy in Warsaw seems to have 
been correct in their view that one of the Polish motives in supporting the idea 
of a Baltic declaration was "a hope on the part of the Polish Government that by 
acquiescing to the Soviet proposal, it could maneuver the Soviet Government 
into volunteering to take the action designed to lead to the establishment of 
normal relations (and all that impl[ied]) between Poland and Lithuania"72. Ap-
parently with the intention to have them renounce the possibility for the sovieti-
zation of Poland, the Russians were invited to reaffirm their respect to "the im-
mutable right of nations to determine their own destinies"73.  

The Polish counter-proposals might have served as a proper method of over-
coming difficulties that had arisen in Soviet and Polish contacts with the Balts. 
On January 4, soon after an official statement of the Helsinki government, the 
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Polish chargé d'affaires, H. Sokolnicki, received instructions to inform Litvinov 
that the "negative attitude of Finland and the doubtful attitude of the other Baltic 
countries to some extent complicate the question of the declaration"74. But Sto-
moniakov still believed that Beck would probably agree to issuing the joint dec-
laration despite "the negative attitudes of Finland and Latvia to the action pro-
posed by us"75.  

This situation changed dramatically on 4 January when the Daily Herald car-
ried an article about the "Polish plan" to stop Hitler's expansion in the Baltic re-
gion by concluding a pact with Russia76. This article launched a discussion in 
the European press about possible Polish-Soviet cooperation against Germany. 
The Daily Herald's report "was viewed with bitterness here", W. Dodd wrote 
from Berlin. While Litvinov's official speech of December 29 had been calmly 
received by the German press — with Volkisher Beobachter even refraining 
from editorial comments — this time the DNB agency responded with strong 
statement of semi-official character: "The London report of the Daily Herald 
concerning certain plans of action by the Russians and the Poles in the border 
states with hostility toward Germany, probably corresponds to the intentions of 
decisive circles in the two countries"77.  

Given the friendly silence in the German press towards Poland over the pre-
vious weeks, this was a disturbing sign for Warsaw78. The Polish government 
made no public comments with regard to the allegations. I. Matuszewski's edito-
rial in Gazeta Polska denied the existence of Soviet-Polish negotiations "for a 
'pact' concerning the Baltic" as well as any activities of either governments, "ag-
gressively directed against anyone, and in particular against Germany". At the 
same time, Matuszewski confirmed the agreement between Poland and the So-
viet Union on the vital Baltic issues: 

"Thanks to the efforts made by both Governments, causes of possible friction 
between them have diminished steadily and on both sides of our eastern fron-
tier, the feeling increases that the two countries comprise a community of in-
terests [...] The independence of the Baltic States always has been, is, and 
will be the fundamental principle of Polish policy in the Baltic"79.  

Thus, a week after Litvinov's declaration about Soviet interests in preserving 
the independence of the Baltic countries in his December 28 report to the TsIK, 
a leading Polish spokesman contributed to the impression of Polish-Soviet soli-
darity in this matter. The only major point of the press rumours which Warsaw 
outrightly denied concerned forms of an agreement the Poles might be willing 
to reach with the Soviets. Following the MSZ instructions of January 4 and 8, 
Ambassador J. Lipski described the Polish attitude to Neurath in almost the 
same way, stating that although Soviet-Polish discussions about maintaining in-
dependence of the Baltic countries "had extended into recent weeks [...] it was 
entirely incorrect that the Russian side had proposed the conclusion of a regular 
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pact to guarantee the independence of the Baltic States. The Polish Government 
would also never enter into such a pact"80.  

The Soviet reaction was different in meaning and more complex than that of 
Poland. As early as January 4, TASS released a statement proclaiming that  

"the report of the Daily Herald alleging that the USSR and Poland intended 
to conclude between them a security pact which would include guarantees of 
the Baltic countries' frontiers and would be aimed at [counteracting] the 
plans of German expansion in the East does not conform to the actual 
truth"81.  

In a conversation with H. Sokolnicki on January 7, the People's Commissar 
for Foreign Affairs, having listened to the communication the Legation had re-
ceived from Warsaw, told him that, in his opinion, the joint declaration should 
be issued "immediately, otherwise [a press] campaign might affect the matter 
and complicate the question"82. This statement represented a significant change 
in Litvinov's position. Until January 5, in the NKID they had calculated, as Sto-
moniakov wrote to the polpred to Warsaw, that the declaration would be made 
during Beck's forthcoming visit to Moscow, presumably at end of the month83. 
Litvinov's anxiety about the impact the press campaign might have on the atti-
tudes of Lithuania, Estonia and Latvia to the Soviet proposal, and on the Polish 
policy, as well as his desire to accelerate the tempo of the discussions were 
genuine, but what particularly troubled him was the need to cope with attempts 
to revise the course he had just proclaimed.  

In early January, C. Radek, in the course of a meeting with a German jour-
nalist whose connections with the Embassy he knew too well, asked them not to 
believe "that something had already been decided" and that the Soviets had 
made commitments to France and Poland. He reminded the Germans that over 
Litvinov there was "a hard, cautious and distrustful man" who remembered 
Prussia's having been a Russian ally in wars against the French and the Poles in 
the Napoleonic era84. Radek clarified the implication of the "TASS statement", 
evidently issued without conferring with Litvinov85, and its allusion that the 
Soviets did not intend to discuss with the Poles measures "directed against 
German plans of expansion in the east"86. He told the Germans that his superi-
ors viewed the Baltic states as "the most important wall [protecting the USSR 
from] the West" and in the same breath mentioned allegedly sinister designs of 
Entente87. While the statements Litvinov made to Nadolny on January 15 dem-
onstrated "clearly that he intends by means of a joint Russo-Polish statement... 
to create at least the moral impression of an eastern bloc against Germany"88, 
Radek assured his interlocutor: "We must wish the Baltic States to be neutral-
ized by an international pact. That would be an opportunity to cooperate with 
Germany. Such a thing could not be done without Ger 89many" .  
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The publication of the "TASS statement" as well as a comparatively mild de-
scription of German policy in a Pravda editorial on January 790, were the first 
signs that the Foreign Commissar’s course was falling out of favor91. With 
"pro-German" tendencies revived in the Politburo (perhaps, as a result of uncer-
tainties over chances for an entente with France and Poland) the task of achiev-
ing a Soviet-Polish agreement had became more urgent — and at the same time 
more formidable — to Litvinov.  

The conspiratorial methods that Pilsudski and Beck adopted in their conduct 
of foreign policy92 left little paper evidence of their deliberations, but both were 
too fluent in Russian to miss the signals Moscow had sent to Berlin or to under-
estimate their meaning. If the Soviets did not intend to resist German plans in 
Northeast Europe or even question their aggressive nature, the Soviet project of 
the Baltic declaration could only be aimed against Poland. Supported with re-
ports concerning Litvinov's reluctance to consult the Baltic governments on a 
matter that would have provoked deterioration in Poland's relations with them, 
those considerations should have led to the conclusion that from the very begin-
ning the Russian plan was directed against Polish influence in the region.  

At a November 1933 conference at the Belweder with Beck and his deputy, 
the Marshal mentioned that one needed to be "consistent and patient" while 
dealing with Russia, because "otherwise errors might occur which not we[the 
Poles] but the Soviets will profit by". Having pointed out that further negotia-
tions with Berlin would depend on Paris' reply about "what France really 
want[ed]," Pilsudski told Beck and Szembek nothing about the significance he 
attributed to the Russian response to his proposals, communicated through Beck 
and Lukasiewicz to the Kremlin93. To military attaché General d'Arbonneau's 
surprise, during a conversation with him on November 24, Pilsudski avoided 
discussing prospects of the French policy at all94; instead Beck was instructed to 
approach the Soviet envoy with a survey of Polish plans concerning the rap-
prochement with the Soviet Union.  

Pilsudski's decision to delay the completion of negotiations with Germany95 
has been interpreted by historians in different ways. R. Debicki, the director of 
the Foreign Ministry cabinet at that time, thought that the Marshal returned to 
the idea of a non-aggression agreement after learning that Paris had resumed 
disarmament talks and "fearing that French tactic would render Poland's posi-
tion more difficult"96. The French desire to enter into bilateral disarmament ne-
gotiations had been, however, anything but obvious after François-Poncet had 
met the Chancellor — three days before Pilsudski-Moltke interview of Novem-
ber 27. An historian, A. Komjathy, suggests that the Marshal "unexpectedly de-
layed the final approval of the pact [with Germany], hoping for a signal from 
France" that she was ready to honor her obligations to Poland97. However, this 
opinion cannot be substantiated by the record of the conversation between Pil-
sudski and d'Arbonneau. P. S. Wandycz points out that "Warsaw was still unde-
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cided what course to take", and sounded out Prague about how far it would be 
willing go. But it is difficult to agree with Wandycz's explanation that the mes-
sage which the Czechoslovakian envoy brought from Benes in early January 
"must have been judged insufficiently attractive to change the course". Vaclav 
Girsa conveyed to Beck a formal offer of a Polish-Czechoslovakian pact of 
friendship "completed by organized military collaboration". The envoy reaf-
firmed Czechoslovakia's readiness to come to Poland's aid with all its forces if 
the latter were subjected to German attack98. What else could Prague have pro-
posed or promised to the Poles in order to win their sympathies?  

The hypothesis that the holiday pause in the Polish-German talks resulted 
from Pilsudski's deliberations over trends in Soviet policy might, therefore, 
solve this problem. In retrospect, what probably must have caused surprise is 
not Poland's unwillingness to complete exchanges on the Baltic declaration with 
signing, but her previous consent to discuss this matter. An intelligent and im-
partial observer of the Polish policy, A. Gilmour noted in early 1934: 

"Disclosures in regard to the proposed Soviet-Polish guarantee to the Baltic 
states have caused much speculation and not a little astonishment. That Po-
land should be connected with a suggestion that had no probable chance of 
acceptance and which would, apparently, impede the progress of German-
Polish conversations, whether or not it were accepted, can, in reason, only be 
attributed to the existence of hidden factors or to the little[-]understood 
working[s] of Marshal Pilsudski's mind"99.  

What most historians traditionally see as a cohesive process of Polish-
German negotiations in May 1933 — January 1934 might well have been in-
stead a series of decisions, which were independently arrived at in the changing 
international situation — not too fantastic an assumption if one takes into con-
sideration specific traits of Pilsudski's character and his pragmatic and conse-
quent thinking100.  

The facts are that it was only after the Soviet press denial of anti-German im-
plications of the plan for the Baltic declaration, that the Marshal instructed the 
MSZ to resume non-aggression negotiations with Germany101. Polish observa-
tions and counterproposals were presented to the German Foreign Ministry on 
January 9102. Another decision by Warsaw was to inform Litvinov that Beck 
considered it more appropriate to make the declaration concerning independ-
ence of the Baltic countries "within the framework of general negotiations," 
which he would have with his Soviet colleague at an upcoming visit to Mos-
cow103. This communication meant adjournment of the Polish-Soviet discus-
sions. Before the pause was broken on January 26 by signing a Polish-German 
non-use-of-force declaration, those in the NKID responsible for the Soviet rela-
tions with Poland concentrated their efforts on resolving the questions of bilat-
eral cooperation — the only thing they could try to do to meet Polish wishes.  
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IV 
 
After Litvinov's promises to Lukasiewicz to help with removing 

obstacles to bilateral cooperation and a speech by the Chairman of the Council 
of the Peoples' Commissars that stressed Soviet interest in it, Warsaw had good 
reasons to anticipate that a new impetus would be given to businesslike discus-
sions on Russian-Polish cooperation in economic, military, and cultural 
fields104. Since the Poles had agreed to consider the Soviet plan of the Baltic 
declaration it was up to Moscow to show understanding in these issues to which 
Poland granted priority.  

At first it might seem that matters were moving in that direction. On January 
1, 1934, the Politburo approved a resolution that permitted the NKID and other 
agencies to prepare a special issue of the Literaturnaia Gazeta devoted to Polish 
cultural life105. Of more serious importance were changes in the Soviet position 
on trade negotiations. On November 23, 1933, the Politburo decided not to re-
new the 1926 agreement which had provided for the activity of Sovpoltorg, the 
Soviet trade agency in Poland. The resolution had probably been passed on the 
initiative of the Peoples' Commissar for External Trade A. Rozengolts, for, as E. 
Konits ironically commented, "NKVT states categorically that they have noth-
ing to sell or buy in Poland"106. The Polish side, informed of this decision on 
December 1, viewed the news as an unpleasant surprise since some days earlier 
the Soviets had spoken about solving existing problems through negotiations, 
which were to be conducted by their trade delegation in Warsaw. The member 
of the External Trade Ministry's Collegium and former president of the "Sovpol-
torg," Firsov was supposed to represent Soviet interests in such negotiations. A 
week later, Lukasiewicz expressed his concern and forewarned the Soviets that 
the liquidation of the "Sovpoltorg" would "make the gravest impression" on 
Warsaw and would "be viewed as a radical turn of the [Soviet] political line"107. 
As a result, on December 13, the commercial adviser of the Polish mission, 
Żmigrodzki, received unofficial proposals that provided, as Sokolnicki reported 
to Warsaw, for "maintaining 'Sovpoltorg' under significantly worse conditions 
for us"108. The Polish reply did not satisfy a member of the NKVT's Collegium 
Dvoilatski, with whom negotiations continued on December 28. Nevertheless, 
the Polish chargé d'affaires noted, Dvoilatski "did not go any further and did 
not reaffirm explicitly the decision about the liquidation. On the contrary, he in-
formed us that immediately after the New Year Firsov would go to Warsaw in 
order to have talks... after that and conditional on their results he would receive 
ultimate instructions from Moscow109.  
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Soon the Soviet leadership retreated to their previous position and the Firsov 
visit to Poland was canceled. On January 27, the formal procedure for liquida-
tion of the Soviet-Polish trade board was begun110. Moscow's new decision ag-
gravated the bilateral trade situation. Since August 1933, as a result of pre-
sumably negative conclusions drawn by "the Molotov commission" and inexpli-
cable resistance from the NKVT, not a single step was taken by the Russians 
toward a trade treaty. Even an utterly unfavorable balance of bilateral trade 
could not induce Moscow to seek new agreements. The decision depended on 
the Politburo and, as a note prepared in the First Western Department of the 
NKID reminded the Collegium, it should have been taken without delay be-
cause "terms of the notes exchange concerning reduced tariffs for our export to 
Poland expire on 1 April this year [1934]. If by this time we do not come to 
terms with Poland about at least some temporary trade agreement, from April 
on, prohibitive custom tariffs will be applied to our export, which will reduce it 
almost to zero"111. Given these circumstances, the Politburo's reaction to other 
NKID proposals in January proves that the Kremlin’s refusal to comply with in-
sistent requests concerning trade negotiations had little to do with economic 
considerations.  

The December 14 conversation between Litvinov and Lukasiewicz revived 
the issue of the air convention. Evidently reflecting views held by Litvinov and 
Stomoniakov, a note of the First Western Department, dated January 16, 1934, 
stated: "It is necessary to bring about a shift in this matter by means of eventual 
concessions to Poland "112. Notes on the margins of this document imply that J. 
Unshlikht and B. Stomoniakov had conferred in mid-January but had probably 
not reached agreement. The dispute was brought to the Politburo and, on Janu-
ary 19, its members countersigned Stalin's verdict "to cancel the question"113.  

The notes by the deputy head of the First Western Department Gaikis and an 
assistant, Konits, show that those and other issues which the Ministry had raised 
in the preceding months were still considered pending by their immediate supe-
riors. The most important among them were, beside trade and air negotiations, 
the organization of the Soviet society for rapprochement with Poland, an agree-
ment on collaborative examination of the archive documents relating to her his-
tory since 1772 and revision of sentences of arrested and convicted Poles114. 
Though none of those proposals had met with Stalin's approval, on January 20 
the Collegium of the NKID supplemented them with five new initiatives to be 
"forwarded to the Session"115. Three of them related to Soviet-Polish cultural 
exchanges. Of more significance was a decision of the Narkomindel to accept a 
Polish proposal to promoting contacts between the armies.  

The only concrete information the NKID had by that time received on this 
matter was a short communication from Podolski about the conversation Soviet 
attaché Lepin had with Polish military chiefs on December 16, 1933, on the oc-
casion of his departure. The chargé d’affaires record reads as follows: "Fabrycy 
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([V]ice [M]inister of War Ministry). For the third time expressed a wish to go to 
the USSR. He is waiting for an invitation. General Zamorski [Deputy Chief of 
the Main Staff] and General Jarnuszkiewicz [Commander of the Warsaw Mili-
tary District], who wants to go to Siberia to a place where he had been earlier as 
an exile, expressed exactly the same wish"116.  

It is no wonder that in the first half of January, in the NKID paid little atten-
tion to Polish statements about the desirability of developing military contacts. 
"From the reports available," Stomoniakov wrote to the polpred, he had gained 
an impression, "that contacts meant mutual parade trips"117. As the General 
Staff's documents pertaining to 1935-1936 indicate, important reports from the 
Soviet military attachés were routinely forwarded by Voroshilov to members of 
the Defence Commission of the Politburo to which Litvinov did not belong118. 
It was probably up to the Defence Commission or to Stalin to decide whether 
other agencies were to be informed. Only on January 23, the Commissariat for 
War communicated to the Chief of the NKID’s First Western Department, 
Lazar Berezov, some information concerning the official Polish proposals, 
which its representative had received from Captain Harland in Moscow. Ac-
cording to Berezov's memorandum, these proposals included: 

"1. Exchange between air construction specialists [...] 
2. Appointing Polish military men belonging to various services to our army 
and appointing our commanders [to] the Polish army for practical experi-
ence119.  
3. Return visit of C. Alksnis ([response] to Rajski's visit).  
4. In view of especially friendly relations between us and Poland, distin-
guishing the Polish military attaché from others in order to make him famil-
iar with achievements of our army on a larger scale than it is permitted to 
military attachés of other countries.  
5. Question of C. Tukhachevski's visit to Warsaw.  
6. Invitation of the first Vice-Minister for War, Fabrycy, and Generals: Zam-
orski and Jarnuszkiewicz to Moscow (the latter two either for May Day cele-
bration or large military exercises (ma-neuvres)"120.  

These Polish offers made the NKID's recommendation of January 20, more 
significant and urgent. At the same time, the Collegium requested the Politburo 
to approve Antonov-Ovseenko's idea of seeking a "gentlemen's agreement" to 
exchange confidential information with Poland in regard Germany. Pursuing 
this initiative, which resembled the proposal Litvinov had made to the French in 
July 1933, would have lead not only to a new level of partnership between 
Moscow and Warsaw, but also to ultimate dissolution of the Berlin Treaty of 
1926.  
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Thus, by the last third of January, the NKID had prepared an eleven-point pro-
gramme for rapprochement with Poland in all fields. The Member of the Collegium 
assured Antonov-Ovseenko on January 19: 

"We are absorbed by working out and pushing through all concrete questions of 
the rapprochement with Poland, that were raised from various sides and partly, 
as you know, delayed. Though at this time before the [Party] congress it [any 
consideration] is associated with great difficulties, we are doing our best to have 
concrete decisions on all these questions before Beck's arrival"121.  

There are no indications that Litvinov's and Stomoniakov's efforts to have 
those proposals approved by the Politburo were abandoned after the NKID had 
received news that the Polish-German negotiations were soon to be completed 
by a joint declaration of non-use of force. But since early January (when the 
"TASS statement" had appeared) all those attempts were fruitless; evidently, 
Stalin postponed all positive steps in regard to Poland. As the negotiations be-
tween Warsaw and Berlin were nearing their completion, the process of a rede-
fining the Soviet foreign policy priorities was underway.  

 
 
 
 

V 
 
On January 26, 1934, for the first time since 1930 the principle 

directions of the Soviet external policy were explained in detail by the Secretary 
General of the VKP(b) in a report to the Party Congress. Reviewing major war 
plans "hatched in bourgeois political circles", Stalin ranked highest the prospect 
of a war "against one of the Great Powers. They think of inflicting defeat upon 
that Power and of improving their own affairs at its expense"122. His next 
phrases clarified that it was Germany and not the USSR that Stalin had in mind. 
The only real plans that could have fit this description were Polish allusions to 
the possibility of a preventive war against Germany which had been reported 
the previous spring. Compared with an understanding of the strategic rationale 
of such ideas, revealed in the article in the Bolshevik in September 1933, Stalin's 
new statement represented the opposite trend of thought. Actually he seemed to 
declare his aversion to such plans before the Poles would have done the same 
by signing in the afternoon, on January 26, the declaration of non-use-of-force 
in relations with Germany. Preventive war plans were portrayed by Stalin as 
merely a proof of the political bankruptcy of politicians who "clutched at war".  

The next chapter of the Central Committee report to the Seventeenth Party 
Congress emphasized the "indisputably material significance" of "the decisive 
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change [perelom] for the better that has taken place recently in relations be-
tween the USSR and Poland and between the USSR and France." Although a 
month earlier Litvinov had not used such a definitely positive assessment (he 
noted "considerable progress" in Russian-Polish relations), he had stressed that 
Soviet-Polish agreements of 1932-1933 "could not but strengthen mutual confi-
dence and understanding"122. The Commissar thus made plain that state of mu-
tual relations had already been achieved. Stalin unequivocally denied such as-
sumptions by recalling the assassinations of Soviet representatives in Poland 
and explaining: "The point is, primarily, that an atmosphere of mutual mistrust 
is beginning to be dispelled"123. He continued: 

"This does not mean, of course, that the incipient process of rapprochement 
can be regarded as sufficiently stable and as guaranteeing the ultimate suc-
cess of the cause [konechnyi uspech dela]. Surprises and zigzags in policy, 
for example, in Poland where anti-Soviet sentiments are still strong, can by 
no means be regarded as impossible"124.  

This formula revealed that Stalin was inclined to view the process of rap-
prochement with Poland primarily as a means of achieving some independent 
Soviet political goals, which could be endangered by Poland, while Litvinov 
stressed the Russian intention to pursue the course based on the "common inter-
est" that both states acknowledged. The belief that improvement of Soviet rela-
tions with Poland and France must be greeted as a tactical gain, "a fact worthy 
of being noted", "regardless of its results in the future", was obvious in Stalin's 
phrasing. His discussion of these problems shed some light on Stalin's seem-
ingly trite statement, which met with stormy applause by the Congress: "Our 
orientation in the past and our orientation at present is towards the USSR and 
only towards the USSR"125.  

Stalin's speech naturally evoked lively interest among German and Polish 
diplomats in Moscow. As the counsellor of the German Embassy remarked to 
the head of the Second Western Department on January 30, "Nadolny and 
Twardowski immediately communicated to Berlin their opinions and comments 
in regard to the report. In their opinion, C. Stalin with full distinction has sug-
gested that the USSR is inclined to improve relations with Germany and does 
not intend to pursue an anti-German policy"126.  

The Central Committee report, the German Ambassador in Moscow was 
pleased to note, in addition to other encouraging signs in it, "clearly indicated" 
that the rapprochement with Poland and France "does not... represent a com-
mitment already in force"127. This time, Berlin shared the feelings of its Em-
bassy. Until the end of January, the Auswärtige Amt was of the opinion that 
Germany should maintain a "cool, self-assured reserve" toward Russia as "fur-
ther special statements" regarding her "would only work to our disadvan-
tage"128. The Chancellor followed this advice despite Na-dolny's recommenda-
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tions to the contrary. On January 30, 1934, however, Hitler used the opportunity 
of a public pronouncement before the Reichstag on the occasion of an anniver-
sary of "the national revolution" to assure Moscow about his readiness "to culti-
vate the interests which both countries have in common". He skillfully, though 
nebulously, hinted that as long as Russia had not supported anti-Nazi activity 
there would be no anti-Soviet tendency in Germany's foreign policy129. "Stalin's 
and Hitler's speeches have clarified and improved the situation," Bülow 
stated130. In the following weeks, Hitler went further and yielded to innumer-
able Soviet requests to demonstrate the sincerity of his desire for better relations 
with the USSR by denouncing plans for territorial expansion at her expense, as 
laid down in Mein Kampf131. In an interview with W. Price on February 17, Hit-
ler called the idea of "taking territory from Russia" "ridiculous". Acquiring 
"new territory in Russia as a home for future German settlers", the DNB and the 
Volkisher Beobachter explained, had lost its attraction for Germany because of 
a decline in the birth rate, "so that the necessity of a larger area was now of 
lesser importance"132.  

However, the Poles were disappointed and disturbed by Stalin's speech. On 
January 29, Beck invited the polpred in order to repeat the explanations Deputy 
Minister Szembek had made to him about the content and the implications of 
the Polish-German agreement133. The envoy was reminded that the Soviets "had 
been informed in time (through Lukasiewicz) and earlier than others". But, 
Beck pointed out, "we did not meet a proper understanding on your part. I was 
surprised by the expression of mistrust in the stability of our [Poland's] policy in 
regard to us [the USSR], which was read in one place of C. Stalin's speech. 
What is it based on?" Antonov-Ovseenko had little choice but to reply that, hav-
ing no instructions to comment on the General Secretary's report, he personally 
believed that Stalin had in mind the declaration of January 26, and "this tactic of 
Poland can not help raise some doubts. Any strengthening of Germany is harm-
ful for the cause of peace..."134 Even if Antonov-Ovseenko might have some il-
lusions in this respect, for the Polish minister, who had carefully studied the 
whole text, it was clear that the speech's anti-Polish sentiments were very much 
in accordance with the mild tone, filled with regret, in which Stalin spoke about 
Soviet-German relations.  

Alarmed by Soviet assessments of the Polish policy, Józef Beck contem-
plated going to Moscow immediately135. He sent a letter after Lukasiewicz, who 
had just departed for Moscow, with instructions to conclude explanations of the 
nature of the Polish-German declaration by expressing concern over Stalin's 
remarks, which, in the meantime, had been repeated in editorials in Pravda and 
Izvestia136. At a reception at the NKID on February 1, the envoy added to those 
complaints a protest against the publication of the address of the Communist 
Party of Poland to the Seventeenth Congress of the VKP(b) in the Izvestia 
TsIKS and the Krasnaya Zvezda, which were supposed to be non-party organs 



At the crossroad 135 

and represent the state policy. The messages of the German and Polish Commu-
nist parties137 closely matched corresponding paragraphs of Stalin's speech and, 
from the Polish point of view, were extremely annoying. Condemnation of the 
Nazis' foreign policy in an extensive address of the KPD was reduced to a rather 
abstract statement that "the government of arsonists [of the Reichstag] — of 
Göring and Hitler — has become the main factor for war beside Japanese impe-
rialism". While nothing was said about the dissolution of the Soviet-German 
partnership and Hitler's plans of acquiring a Lebensraum by crushing the USSR, 
the address meaningfully reminded the Congress about the exploitation of Ger-
many by "foreign Versailles capitalists" and the necessity for her "national lib-
eration"138.  

In a telling contrast, a third of the respective KPP document was devoted to 
describing the attitude of the "Polish bourgeoisie" to "our Soviet fatherland. " 
Following the notorious logic, the address argued that the better the Polish-
Soviet relations were becoming, the worse were the consequences to be antici-
pated since "the Polish bourgeoisie, forced by the entire world situation to 
change the methods of its policy toward the USSR, for this very reason view the 
growth of socialism in the proletarian state with even greater hatred and greatly 
fears growing sympathies to the Soviet Union among the masses".  

The address signed by the KPD Central Committee did not blame Berlin for 
its negotiations with Warsaw, while "the Polish communists" urged the Soviet 
party to be on alert against "continuous attempts of Polish fascism to overcome, 
at least for a time, imperialist Polish-German contradictions at the expense of 
the USSR by means of back-stage negotiations and pacts". It was the KPP, not 
the KPD, which assured the Congress: "We ...are mobilizing workers and peas-
ants... for defence of the toilers's fatherland — the USSR, we are preparing 
them to fulfill the task of turning a counter-revolu-tionary war into a civil 
war"139.  

Warsaw's impressions of those provocative appeals were further aggravated 
by the fact that they appeared in the press a day after Beck had expressed his 
concern over Stalin's statements; the Polish wish was bluntly ignored in Mos-
cow. Although Litvinov's record of his conversation with the Polish envoy on 
February 1 characterized his protests against the declaration about Soviet "mis-
trust to Polish policy" as "aggressive," Lukasiewicz reaffirmed his country's de-
sire to continue cooperation with the Soviet Union. He told the narkom, "Poland 
received with satisfaction my [Litvinov's] statement to the Session of the TsIK. 
Nothing that could justify the doubts expressed by C. Stalin happened after it on 
the Polish side..."140. At the same time, the envoy alluded that the most recent 
Soviet statements had created a situation in which both Beck's official visit to 
the USSR and a joint declaration concerning the independence of the Baltic 
countries might be suspended by Warsaw. Lukasiewicz referred to such a pos-
sibility as his personal opinion, thus offering his interlocutor a chance to dem-
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onstrate Soviet good will to Poland. During the conversation, Litvinov twice 
hinted that he neither shared Stalin's views nor supported his allegations, but his 
reaction to the envoy's démarche was tough and uncompromising. The Polish-
German agreement, the Commissar told Lukasiewicz, had made a Soviet-Polish 
declaration about their resolution to maintain the independence of the Baltic 
states indispensable because these states "can not but see that in the case of 
Germany's attack on them, Poland would not come to their assistance as her 
agreement with Germany provides for exclusively peaceful methods of solving 
disputes". Following the official line, Lukasiewicz countered this argument by 
pointing out that Polish obligations to avoid using force in no way had to be ap-
plied to questions other than bilateral disputes with Berlin. Litvinov stated that 
he was not convinced that other interpretations might not exist141. He was to 
raise this problem again in the months to come.  

By early February, 1934, Litvinov found himself in a precarious position. 
The French foreign ministry had still not given a positive response to the Soviet 
proposal of December 28 for a regional security arrangement; Dovgalevski be-
lieved the reason for this frustrating delay was the struggle within the govern-
ment between pro-Russian and pro-German orientations142. Then came the Brit-
ish Foreign Secretary's visit to Rome, on January 2-5, 1934, to which the Italian 
press gave the widest publicity. Having discussed the disarmament problem, 
Mussolini and Simon "entirely agreed that it is absolutely indispensable for dis-
cussions to be brought to a conclusion as soon as possible, abandoning all ideas 
or proposals which do not in themselves contain the requisites for a practical 
and prompt realization"143. The British disarmament memorandum of January 
29, which provided for significant concessions for German equality-in-
armaments claims, could influence the French position, more likely so as the 
Stavisky scandal was turning into a major political crisis. As the Chautemps 
cabinet fell on January 27, both he, and Paul-Boncour were succeeded by 
Edouard Daladier. Although not averse to plans for closer rapprochement with 
Russia, Daladier was, more than his predecessor, inclined to believe in the pos-
sibility of a compromise with Germany over the "equality of rights"144.  

Thus, both the French and Polish links in Litvinov's projected mutual assis-
tance system seemed to be falling apart. Germany, by concluding an agreement 
with Poland with reciprocal obligations of non-use of force in bilateral disputes 
between them, broke the international isolation of Berlin. As the events of Janu-
ary 1934 demonstrated, Stalin and his associates were increasingly reluctant to 
adhere to their "collective security" resolution of December 19. The political 
course advocated by Litvinov desperately needed success, and Poland's indica-
tion of assent to complete negotiations by issuing the joint declaration could 
provide it.  

The same developments had made it more difficult for Poland to meet this 
wish of a Soviet-Polish declaration. The Polish leaders might to some extent 
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share the MSZ's "elation over the greater freedom of maneuvre", but signing of 
the Polish-German declaration had put additional strains on Franco-Polish rela-
tions145. The easing of Russian-German hostilities might endanger Poland's re-
lations with both her great neighbors, less interested in good relations with Po-
land than in each other's friendship, and put her in a more vulnerable position 
than ever. J. Lipski advised "that it would be highly desirable if in the near fu-
ture the development of Polish-German relations would follow the line of the 
Chancellor's ideas" for "elements hostile to us, which are swarming within the 
bosom of the administration... will do their utmost to compromise ...any possi-
bility of collaboration with Poland"146. Stalin's speech revealed that the Soviet 
position towards Germany was less intransigent than it might have seemed and 
that Moscow did not regard the Polish connection as fundamental to her inter-
ests; Berlin might not resist the temptation to "cultivate the interests which both 
countries have in common" to Poland's disadvantage.  

On the other hand, the Polish suggestions of November 23 about steady rap-
prochement between Poland and the USSR were largely ignored by the Soviets. 
No tangible progress had been achieved in any field of bilateral contacts, which 
interested the Poles most and were considered by them a first step towards sta-
ble rapprochement. The only plausible explanation the Poles might give for the 
Soviet behavior in the past weeks was that Moscow had refused to commit itself 
and develop relations with Poland on the basis of equality. In this context, the 
project of the Baltic declaration was of doubtful value. Pilsudski and Beck had 
reasons to suspect that the main motives behind the Soviets' insistence on issu-
ing a joint declaration was their desire to thwart the improvement of Polish-
German relations and to demonstrate to the limitrophe states Poland's depend-
ence on the USSR.  

Aware of Stalin's attitude, Litvinov in conversation with the Polish envoy did 
not touch on the topic of bilateral relations. His despair gave vent in a "surprise 
that, having come from Warsaw where he undoubtedly had conferred with his 
Minister, L[ukasiewicz] had not brought any official proposal"147. It was Rus-
sia's turn to offer compromise proposals, and both interlocutors understood this. 
But with his hands tied by the Politburo refusal to improve the atmosphere of 
Polish-Soviet relations, Litvinov had little choice other than to press Poland 
with the idea of an immediate joint declaration, which of course was entirely in 
vain.  

Even putting aside the factor of German-Polish relations, Litvinov's insis-
tence was unrealistic in view of the positions of the Baltic governments con-
cerned. Besides, Soviet and Polish démarches of late December had already 
showed that the USSR and Poland were in agreement as to the importance of 
maintaining the independence of the Baltic states. By the end of January, the 
Latvian Foreign Office and foreign diplomats in Riga were certain that "the 
matter has exhausted itself for the time being and will have no more immediate 
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or direct consequences"148. Warsaw thus had no compelling reasons to satisfy 
Soviet demands. The only thing the issuing of a joint Baltic declaration prom-
ised the Poles were complications in their relations with Berlin and the Baltic 
governments. On February 3, the People's Commissar was appraised that Beck 
considered the project of the Baltic declaration as no longer urgent and thought 
the whole Soviet-Polish action must be delayed for an unspecified time149.  
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