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THORSTEN DIEDRICH, Paulus. Das Trauma von Stalingrad: Eine Bio -
graphie (Paderborn: Schöningh, 2008), 579 pp. ISBN 978 3 506 76403 4.
€39.90

For decades, German historiography rejected the genre of biography
as an outdated and inadequate form, but for the last fifteen years or
so it has been undergoing a true renaissance. Recently, this has given
rise to numerous biographies of, among others, the Third Reich’s mil-
itary elite. Yet even such renowned (military) historians as Klaus-
Jürgen Müller and Bernhard Kroener cannot, in the introductions to
their biographies of Ludwig Beck and Friedrich Fromm respectively,1
dispense with a detailed methodological justification for choosing to
write a biography. At least among this generation of historians, who
were socialized in the West German historiography of the 1960s and
1970s, the previous rejection of the genre still seems to be in effect,
making them feel a certain pressure to justify their choices. Diedrich,
by contrast, born in 1956, who learned his trade as a historian in the
late years of the German Democratic Republic and still works at the
Militärgeschichtliches Forschungsamt in Potsdam, no longer shares
these scruples. His main arguments for devoting himself to the life of
Field Marshal Friedrich Paulus (1890–1957), unfortunately presented
in an rather long-winded way, are, of course, first Paulus’s inglorious
role as commander of the German Sixth Army at Stalingrad. At this,
its first major defeat in the Second World War, ending with the sur-
render of the last 110,000 or so soldiers beseiged in Stalingrad on 31
January 1943, the Wehrmacht lost a total of almost a quarter of a mil-
lion soldiers. Secondly, Diedrich repeatedly stresses the typical
nature of Paulus’s thinking and actions from when he entered the
Prussian army in 1910 as an officer cadet to the surrender at
Stalingrad. Thus, Diedrich argues, Paulus can stand for the army elite
which, between 1939 and 1945, comprised 2,344 officers with the rank
of general and willingly allowed itself to be used for the Third
Reich’s criminal policies.

However, to point to the typical, representative nature of a his-
torical figure as justification for writing a biography is not an entire-
ly convincing argument, for historians as a rule prefer to select an
1 Klaus-Jürgen Müller, Generaloberst Ludwig Beck: Eine Biographie (Paderborn,
2007); Bernhard Kroener, ‘Der starke Mann im Heimatkriegsgebiet’: General -
oberst Friedrich Fromm—Eine Biographie (Paderborn, 2005). 
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extraordinary life as a subject. If Paulus had not been the first
German field marshal since the Napoleonic Wars to be captured, and
if the defeat for which he was partly responsible had not become the
symbolic turning point of the Second World War, he would probably
not have found a biographer to the present day, just like Field
Marshal Maximilian Freiherr von Weichs, commander of Army
Group B and Paulus’s superior officer in the autumn of 1942, but
largely forgotten today. In addition, as Diedrich himself points out,
Paulus’s life displays a number of untypical characteristics. His fam-
ily background in the Prussian lower bureaucracy, not one of the cir-
cles from which the Kaiserreich preferred to draw its officer corps, is
rather unusual. Thus from the point of view of his origins, Paulus as
a social climber was an exception among the later Wehrmacht elite.
His military career, which was outstandingly successful from the
start, was also atypical in that during the First World War, the
Weimar Republic, and the Third Reich he was employed almost
exclusively as an aide-de-camp or General Staff officer because he
proved to be an excellent organizer and planner of military opera-
tions. Untypical, too, was the fact that, as a lieutenant, he experienced
the First World War as a war of movement mostly on subsidiary
fronts in south-eastern Europe, not as the trench warfare that was
characteristic of the Western Front. His first significant command
was taking over the Sixth Army in January 1942. Because it was so
highly motorized, it counted as an elite unit. This command was
intended to give the general, highly valued by Hitler because of his
calm, circumspect manner and avoidance of conflicts, the necessary
experience of the front to enable him to rise to the heights of the
Wehrmacht hierarchy. He was possibly selected either as a successor
for Colonel General Alfred Jodl, Chief of the Wehrmacht Führungsstab,
or as a replacement for Colonel General Franz Halder, Chief of the
Army General Staff. Paulus had worked closely with Halder since the
autumn of 1940 on the planning and implementation of Operation
Barbarossa.

Despite this reviewer’s methodological reservations about the
extent to which Paulus can really be considered typical of the
Wehrmacht generals, Diedrich convincingly presents a number of
behavioural patterns and attitudes on the part of his protagonist
which can certainly be seen as representative of his caste: a profound
rejection of the Weimar Republic, disguised as an apolitical attitude
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and, resulting from this, a certain sympathy for the political changes
of 1933, without identifying himself explicitly as a National Socialist;
a readiness to subscribe fully to unrestrained rearmament in order to
prepare for a revisionist war aiming to change the borders drawn in
1919; a self-limitation to the purely military aspect of preparing for
and conducting the war while ignoring the political context and any
considerations of morality; and finally, ever since the victory over
France, a blind faith in Hitler’s military ‘genius’ and a wholehearted
readiness, born of a fundamentally anti-Bolshevik attitude and frivo-
lous underestimation of the enemy, to participate in planning and
implementing a war of annihilation against the USSR which, it was
believed, could be won within a few weeks.

One of the book’s particular strengths, which fully justifies its bio -
graphical approach, is the detailed, convincing, and richly sourced
account of Paulus’s early childhood and individual disposition given
in order to explain the decisions he made, especially at the Battle of
Stalingrad, and his political development thereafter. Diedrich draws
a critical but always fair picture of Paulus’s character. As a legacy of
his early years, Paulus was fixated on strong leaders, who influenced
his development. At the same time, as a social climber, he identified
all the more strongly and uncritically with the Prussian-German
army as an institution, and with its values. He owed his astonishing
military career to his conscientious work and great diligence, his
intellectual ability to get to grips with problems of a military nature,
and the perfect manners and appearance which he cultivated in order
to cover up his modest social background. Thanks to these qualities,
Paulus gained the favour of influential men such as Hitler himself,
and Field Marshal Walther von Reichenau, a convinced Nazi whom
he served in 1939–40 as Chief of Staff of the Sixth Army in the Polish
and French campaigns, and from whom he took over the Sixth Army
in January 1942. At the same time, Paulus was always an intellectual
brooder, endlessly weighing up pros and cons for every decision. He
was not a military leader with a clear ideological standpoint who was
quick to reach decisions. This disposition made him susceptible to
charismatic personalities such as Reichenau and Hitler, who were
driven by an unconditional will and had an unambiguous point of
view, and whom he followed willingly. Similarly, at the Battle of
Stalingrad, the rather weak Paulus submitted to the disastrous influ-
ence of his energetic Chief of Staff, Lieutenant General Artur Schmidt,
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a loyal follower of Hitler. Schmidt decisively rejected the two options
remaining to the Sixth Army after it was surrounded at the end of
November 1942. Both would have gone against Hitler’s orders: either
to risk breaking out of the encirclement by December, or to take
responsibility for allowing the Sixth Army to surrender at the begin-
ning of January, given its hopeless situation. Instead, they continued
to follow Hitler’s order to hold out and trust in the Luftwaffe’s impos-
sible promise that it would keep the surrounded troops supplied.
Schmidt’s influence also meant that it was a full year after his capture
before Paulus renounced the Nazi regime. Not until the events of
summer 1944, with the failed attempt to assassinate Hitler on 20 July
involving a number of the Wehrmacht officers Paulus held in high
esteem, and the collapse of the Army Group Mitte on the Eastern
Front, did Paulus change his views.

From July 1944, the influence of Lieutenant General Vincenz
Müller, captured at the destruction of Army Group Mitte, replaced
that previously exercised by Schmidt, but it went in the opposite
direction. Müller broke completely with the Nazi regime, and
through his commitment to the Bund Deutscher Offiziere (BDO),
founded in autumn 1943 by the Soviets, attempted to sign up the
German generals in Soviet captivity for the resistance against Hitler.
On 8 August 1944, finally, Paulus addressed an appeal to the German
POWs in captivity in the USSR and to the German people, urging
them to repudiate Hitler. One week later, he joined the BDO. From
1953, when Paulus went to live in Dresden on returning from Soviet
captivity, Müller, who was for a time Chief of Staff of the GDR’s
Kasernierte Volkspolizei (the hidden nucleus of the later East German
Army) was instrumental in persuading Paulus, although he never
became a Communist, to allow himself to be used in the GDR’s prop-
aganda directed against the FRG’s inclusion in Nato. To be sure,
Paulus was no opportunist who simply went along the Soviets and
the East German Socialist Unity Party (SED). He kept a certain dis-
tance from both. Rather, his thoughtful, conscientious disposition led
him, after 1943, to devote a great deal of attention to the defeat of
Stalingrad, which he saw as his own personal failure that had cost the
lives of hundreds of thousands of soldiers, ultimately pointlessly. For
Paulus, Stalingrad became a trauma that haunted him until his death
in 1957, and he did his best to make some sort of amends through his
political commitment. The conclusions he drew from his experience



were entirely different from those drawn by the far less scrupulous
Wehrmacht generals who lived in West Germany and formed a group
around Erich von Manstein, Heinz Guderian, and Halder. While
Paulus continued to advocate German–Soviet reconciliation, they,
after 1945, did not condemn the attack on the Soviet Union per se, but
merely deplored Hitler’s amateurish interventions in operations on
the Eastern Front which had allegedly precipitated defeat. Paulus, by
contrast, had recognized the criminal nature of the German invasion
while he was still in Soviet captivity. On taking over the Sixth Army,
he had tried, as much as possible, to treat the Soviet civilian popula-
tion and Soviet POWs in line with international law, in contrast to his
unscrupulous predecessor, Reichenau, who had been fully commit-
ted to the war of annihilation. As early as 1946, Paulus was prepared
to act as a witness for the prosecution at the Nuremberg trials.
Drawing on his cooperation with Halder in planning Operation
Barbarossa, Paulus was able to refute the argument put by the
defence at Nuremberg that the Reich was just forestalling an attack
from the east. Paulus, by contrast, testified that the German attack
had been planned without any fear of Soviet aggression, and had
been conceived, from the start, as a war aiming for the total subjuga-
tion and colonization of Russia.

The fact that, in West Germany, Paulus’s political commitment
was seen as a second failure on his part, after that as commander in
Stalingrad, only strengthened his determination to commit himself to
the GDR after 1953, although his family lived in the FRG. As the
highest-ranking Wehrmacht officer who settled in the GDR after com-
ing out of captivity, Paulus was of great propaganda value to the
GDR. As a result, he was courted by the GDR, which gave him a large
villa plus domestic staff in Dresden, a Western limousine, and a per-
sonal aide until his death. Until 1955 the GDR hoped—ultimately in
vain—to influence former high-ranking Wehrmacht officers in the
FRG through Paulus and gain their support for the project of a neu-
tral, reunified Germany. What emerges clearly from this is that after
1945 Paulus was regarded as a traitor and military failure in West
Germany, while the East German people could not understand why
an officer who was held responsible for Stalingrad was now permit-
ted to lead a privileged life in the state ruled by the SED. Even after
the division of Germany, Stalingrad remained a trauma for the entire
German people.
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The strongest part of Diedrich’s biography is that covering the
years 1939 to 1943. Here the author presents a convincing picture of
decision-making processes in the Wehrmacht leadership and the
career patterns that, at the time, could lead to the highest positions,
all based around the story of Paulus. This shows clearly that the mil-
itary elite more or less voluntary subordinated itself to Hitler’s will
and was prepared to carry out his orders, sometimes nonsensical
from a military point of view, even against their better judgement.
Thus, as an experienced planner of military operations, Paulus was
aware that given the Sixth Army’s extended flanks and over-extend-
ed supply lines, the push on Stalingrad ordered by Hitler in the sum-
mer of 1942 was an unjustifiable risk. Diedrich’s account of Paulus’s
life up to the mid-1930s, with the exception of the impressive and
convincing sections on his personality is, by contrast, a fairly con-
ventional trot through the stations of his career and is only loosely
integrated into the social context. To be fair to Diedrich, it should be
pointed out that the loss of documents in the Potsdam war archive in
1945 means there are many fewer extant sources for the military in
the Kaiserreich and the Weimar Republic than for the period of the
Third Reich. The chapter on Paulus’s captivity in the USSR and his
slow, realistically described transformation is interesting, but too
long. Too many details that do not contribute essential information
also stretch out the last chapter about Paulus’s life in the GDR. For
this segment of Paulus’s life, the author draws mainly on the very
substantial files left by the Staatssicherheit, the East German official
secret police, who kept the prominent field marshal ret. and his sur-
roundings under strict surveillance. Given this wealth of sources, his-
torians might wish that the Wehrmacht leadership had been as close-
ly observed while they were preparing for war. Better editing on the
part of the publisher could certainly have cut the text by 100 pages
without loss of substance, and might have avoided a number of laps-
es of style and factual errors, such as Bosnia’s alleged entry into the
First World War against the Central Powers, although the state did
not even exist at that time, or giving the date of the Normandy land-
ing as 6 July 1944. As it is, this book makes interesting, but sometimes
laborious, reading.
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