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Section I: Identification and Evaluation of Sources 

 

The purpose of this investigation is to explore the tactical decisions made by Adolf Hitler regarding 

the Battle of Kursk, specifically the multitude of delays. This leads me to question: 

 “To what extent did Hitler’s strategic approach of postponing the attack on Kursk result in 

Germany’s defeat?” 

To develop my argument, the following two sources were utilized: “The Battle of Kursk” by David 

M. Glantz & Jonathan M. House as well as “Swan Song of the Panzers” by David M. Humpert. 

The earlier provides great insight of the German preparation process for Operation Citadel and the 

latter focuses on the consequences of Hitler’s delays. 

 

The book “The Battle of Kursk” is a secondary source written by David M. Glantz & Jonathan M. 

House and was published in 1999.1 The origin can be considered valuable as Glantz is the founder 

of the U.S. Army’s Foreign Military Studies Office and House teaches history at Gordon College 

in Georgia.2 Both authors have written other works in the past, including one together, indicating 

that collaboration is something they value.3 Additionally, both German and Soviet sources are 

used, providing two distinct perspectives.4 Furthermore, the authors had accessibility to recently 

released Soviet archival material, providing a distinct outlook on the topic.5 A value of the origin 

 
1 David M. Glantz, and Jonathan M. House, The Battle of Kursk (Lawrence, Kan.: University Press of Kansas, 2004). 

 
2 Ibid 
3 Ibid 
4 Ibid 
5 Ibid 



is that the knowledge of two authors is provided, increasing diversity in the text, and different 

views regarding the Kursk battle. The purpose of this book is to offer a new perspective, which for 

the first time includes the details that the Red Army possessed about Operation Citadel6 and how 

it further enhanced its chances of winning with strategically deceptive initiatives called 

“maskirovka.”7 Regarding the content, this text contained a section by the name of “OFF AGAIN, 

ON AGAIN”, which was valuable in that it provided in-depth reasoning and details of the delays 

imposed by Hitler, which allowed for a focused analysis.8 The value of its purpose is that it aims 

to showcase the reality of the event, while incorporating historical evidence from both sides.9 A 

limitation of the content is that the authors were the first to interpret the newly released Soviet 

material, where political involvement may have been a possibility during the formation of these 

documents. The authors did not have the benefit of hindsight.  

The article “Swan Song of the Panzers” is a secondary source, written by David M. Humpert, 

published on February 1, 2004.10 It is an extract from the Time-Life World War II series, volume 

18, issue 6. The author is a former intelligence officer11, which is a value of the origin as it adds 

credibility and includes specified knowledge about the revealment of German plans that were 

delivered by the Soviet agent titled “Lucy”, because Humpert himself has years of experience in 

 
6 Ibid 
7 Glantz and House, 74. 
8 Glantz and House, 55. 
9 Ibid 
10 David M. Humpert, “Swan Song of the Panzers.” (World War II 18 (6), 2004), Accessed February 15, 2021, 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=rch&AN=11747698&site=ehost-live. 

 

 
11 Ibid 

 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=rch&AN=11747698&site=ehost-live


this field.12 The reasoning behind this article was to properly describe the event for scholarship 

purposes.13 A valuable component of the content is that it provides both German and Russian 

perspectives, granting the ability to gain an understanding of both sides of the spectrum of Hitler’s 

decisions. Also, the author had written similar history works in the past, therefore he can be 

considered an established figure. A limitation of the origin is that this source was an extract of a 

larger work, that discusses World War II as a whole, which reduces focus on the Battle of Kursk 

and moreover the details of German strategies. 

 

Section II: Investigation 

 

The Battle of Kursk, frequently known as the “turning point of WW2”, was Hitler's last chance to 

respond to Germany's terrible defeat to the Red Army at the Battle of Stalingrad.14 Previous battles 

on the Eastern Front had cost Hitler two million men.15 Hitler believed that a victory at Kursk 

would revive the German strength and would boost his status with his own allies.16 Additionally, 

 
12 Humpert, 55, Accessed February 15, 2021,  

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=rch&AN=11747698&site=ehost-live. 

 

 
13 Ibid 
14 History.com Editors, "Battle of Kursk," (History.com. October 29, 2009), Accessed February 14, 2021, 

https://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/battle-of-kursk. 

 
15 The History Place, Defeat of Hitler: The Kursk Gamble, Accessed March 12, 2021, 

https://www.historyplace.com/worldwar2/defeat/kursk-gamble.htm. 

 
16 Mark Healy, Zitadelle - the German Offensive against the Kursk Salient 4-17 July 1943, (History Press, 2010), 42. 

 

 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=rch&AN=11747698&site=ehost-live
https://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/battle-of-kursk
https://www.historyplace.com/worldwar2/defeat/kursk-gamble.htm


Operation Citadel was Germany's final chance to regain initiative in Russia, before the Soviet army 

became too powerful and before the Western Allies could establish their position in Europe.17 A 

crucial factor in determining the success of the German attack on Kursk was secrecy.18 An early 

launch of the operation and quick execution “lay at the very heart of the operation”, whose effect 

gradually decreased because of constant delays.19 Due to several postponements made by Hitler, 

German plans were being transmitted directly to the Soviet Union, providing details of the 

offensive.20 This ultimately determined Germany’s path in the battle. On July 10, as Allied troops 

arrived in Sicily, Hitler was forced to move his army to Italy to prevent further expansion of the 

Allies.21 Shortly after, Hitler decided to abandon Operation Citadel, losing the opportunity to 

maintain power in the east.22 This investigation aims to explore how Hitler's postponements of the 

Battle of Kursk were a vital component to Germany’s loss. The primary areas of focus will be the 

pressure of reforming Germany’s status, the failure of keeping Operation Citadel secret, and 

 
17 Dennis E. Showalter, Armor and Blood: The Battle of Kursk, the Turning Point of World War II, (New York: Random House, 

2013), 3. 

 
18 Humpert, 55, Accessed February 15, 2021,  

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=rch&AN=11747698&site=ehost-live. 

 

19 Mark Healy, Battle Story: Kursk 1943,  (Stroud, Gloucestershire: History Press, 2012), 20. 

 
20 Humpert, 55, Accessed February 15, 2021,  

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=rch&AN=11747698&site=ehost-live. 

 

 
21 History.com Editors, Accessed February 14, 2021, https://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/battle-of-kursk. 

 
22 George M. Nipe Jr, 1998. “Germany’s Lost Victory?” ( World War II 12 (6), 1998), 26, Accessed February 15, 2021, 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=rch&AN=565022&site=ehost-live. 
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http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=rch&AN=565022&site=ehost-live


Hitler’s strong commitment, and the influence of military generals, despite his own doubts 

regarding Citadel. 

 

Hitler's delays of the Kursk offensive proved to be a significant aspect of how the event would 

play out. Hitler learned from his mistakes from previous battles on the Eastern front, and this time, 

he wanted to ensure that there were no factors that were not considered by the German High 

Command beforehand. Thus, multiple postponements that were to come were done so, to 

maximize the chances of Germany securing the victory over the Red Army. Moreover, this 

offensive had to be successful as this was Germany’s final attempt to maintain a position on the 

Eastern Front, due to massive casualties at previous battles with the Soviet Union, which reduced 

the German strength by a half.23 Ultimately, Hitler believed that if Germany came out victorious, 

this would restore the German people’s faith in the leader, after suffering decisive defeats in 

previous battles.24 Hitler mentioned that “Every officer and every man must recognize the 

significance of this attack. Victory at Kursk must serve as a beacon to the world.”25 This was a 

critical operation, and he understood its importance and was therefore committed to it. 

Nonetheless, considering the urgency of attacking Kursk early on, Hitler decided to postpone the 

 
23 The History Place, Accessed March 12, 2021, https://www.historyplace.com/worldwar2/defeat/kursk-gamble.htm. 

 
24 Enrique Ramos, "Analysis and Significance of the Battle of Kursk in July 1943." (Master's thesis. June 2, 1995), Accessed 

March 2, 2021, https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a299270.pdf. 

 

 

 
25 HistoryNet. "The Largest Tank Battle in History Began 75 Years Ago Today - Here's How It Changed WWII," (Military 

Times. July 05, 2018), Accessed March 14, 2021, https://www.militarytimes.com/veterans/military-history/2018/07/05/the-

largest-tank-battle-in-history-began-75-years-ago-today-heres-how-it-changed-wwii/. 

 

https://www.historyplace.com/worldwar2/defeat/kursk-gamble.htm
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a299270.pdf
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https://www.militarytimes.com/veterans/military-history/2018/07/05/the-largest-tank-battle-in-history-began-75-years-ago-today-heres-how-it-changed-wwii/


attack until July "to ensure a decisive success."26 One major reason that was delaying the launch 

date was the arrival of the German Panther and Tiger tanks.27 The Fuhrer did not want to witness 

yet another surrender to the Soviets, an act which he viewed as treason.28 Hitler had to ensure that 

the German military had ample supplies to not let this scenario repeat once again, no matter how 

long it took for the equipment to arrive. Ultimately, Germany became heavily dependent on the 

arrival of the new tanks.29 Because of massive loses during previous collisions with the Red Army, 

this left Hitler with no other option than to call upon World War I veterans up to the age of fifty, 

as well as young soldiers from the Hitler Youth program, which also meant that German army had 

to largely rely on its technology.30 Therefore, the delays could have also emerged because of the 

time that was taken to reorganize the German military, which included the late arrival of German 

military equipment and the reconstruction of its manpower. 

 

The delays made by Hitler ended up being extremely beneficial for the Soviets, as it gave them 

enough time to prepare for the German offensive.31 This was a pivotal point in the preparation for 

the battle, as now Germany would not be battling against an enemy it had expected initially. He 

 
26 Humpert, 55, Accessed February 15, 2021,  

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=rch&AN=11747698&site=ehost-live. 

 

27 Ibid 
28 History.com Editors, Accessed February 14, 2021, https://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/battle-of-kursk. 

 
29 Humpert, 57, Accessed February 15, 2021,  

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=rch&AN=11747698&site=ehost-live. 

 

30 History.com Editors, Accessed February 14, 2021, https://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/battle-of-kursk. 

 
31 Ibid 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=rch&AN=11747698&site=ehost-live
https://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/battle-of-kursk
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=rch&AN=11747698&site=ehost-live
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also believed that the delays were necessary during the expected attack of the Allies on the coast 

of Italy, but it would only harm Germany on the Eastern front.32 For a few weeks, Hitler was 

debating on canceling the attack on Kursk, and instead transferring German troops, from Russia 

to the Mediterranean.33 Essentially, all the time that was taken up to finalize the launch of 

Operation Citadel, gave the Soviets an ample amount of time to build up their defense. 

 

A key aspect that determined the outcome of the Battle of Kursk, was the Soviet uncovering of 

German plans because of multiple postponements declared by Hitler. The failure to keep 

information private, allowed the Soviets to become aware of German strategies, and be adequately 

prepared to defend. Statistically, the German army was at a significant disadvantage, consisting of 

500,000 men, 10,000 guns and mortars, 2,700 tanks and assault guns as well as 2,500 aircraft, 

while the Red Army was equipped with 1,300,000 men, over 20,000 guns and mortars, 3,600 tanks, 

2,650 aircraft, five reserve field armies which included another 500,000 men and an extra 1,500 

tanks.34 A successful blitzkrieg consisted of surprise.35 However, after a several month 

postponement period, Operation Citadel’s scheme would not turn out as effective as originally 

desired.36 The key to Germany’s success was lost as the Soviets received vital information 

frequently from British Intelligence37, which enabled them to obtain a “full and well-rounded 

 
32 Ramazan Gozel, "Fitting Firepower Score Models to the Battle of Kursk Data," (Master's thesis, Naval Postgraduate School, 

Sept, 2000. September 2000), Accessed March 12, 2021, https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA384597.pdf. 

 
33 Glantz and House, 55. 

 
34 History.com Editors, Accessed February 14, 2021, https://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/battle-of-kursk. 

 
35 Ibid 
36 Ibid 
37 Ibid 

https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA384597.pdf
https://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/battle-of-kursk


picture of their enemy and his intentions.”38 Essentially, Kursk did not offer any operational or 

tactical skills to be demonstrated.39 The Germans were going into the battle blindly.40 The strength 

of the Soviet defensive system meant that the German offensive depended only on mass and 

momentum, which is “the one type of combat the German way of war was structured to avoid.”41 

 

Thirdly, the German dictator was committed to the offensive on Kursk, no matter the 

circumstances. Despite Hitler's dedication, over time he was becoming worried as to whether 

Germany had a chance of winning, the more postponements were announced. Indeed, he received 

several warnings from some of his generals to leave Operation Citadel because of the Soviet 

defense becoming increasingly stronger, but the German leader decided to carry on with the plan.42 

Furthermore, Hitler’s inner circle, such as Guderian, Model and Speer have also influenced his 

decision making.43 Hitler was full of doubts himself, and each of the generals contributed their 

own standpoint on Citadel,44 whether that would be canceling or executing immediately45, which 

made him even more doubtful, and caused him to declare numerous postponements.46 

Contrastingly, the comments made by the German generals, fueled Hitler even further to find a 

 
38 Lloyd Clark, “Kursk: The Greatest Battle”, (Headline Publishing Group, 2012), 197. 

 
39 Showalter, 76. 

 
40 Ibid 
41 Ibid 
42 History.com Editors, Accessed February 14, 2021, https://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/battle-of-kursk. 

 
43 Ramos, Accessed March 2, 2021, https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a299270.pdf. 

 
44 Ibid 
45 Healy, Battle Story: Kursk 1943, 60. 
46 Ramos, Accessed March 2, 2021, https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a299270.pdf. 
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solution to these issues and make Citadel successful.47 The day after the Munich conference, Hitler 

refused to abandon Citadel, and he now turned to the “panacea of technology” to fulfill his Kursk 

objective.48 Actions that were taken by Hitler showcase that although he understood that this attack 

was increasingly becoming a gamble and it made his “stomach turn over”49, it was mandatory to 

execute it because no other chance to gain initiative on the Eastern Front would appear again. The 

Fuhrer became so fixed on the arrival of new tanks and was intrigued by the challenge offered by 

Operation Citadel, that he was unable to differentiate between the “essentials and the 

peripherals.”50 Therefore, Hitler cannot be fully blamed for the German loss at Kursk, as he did 

follow the advice of his fellow commanders and thoroughly considered their decisions of how the 

attack on Kursk should play out.51  

 

Section III: Reflection 

 

Upon investigating, I discovered that there is a variety of resources available regarding the subject, 

but a key factor that distinguishes them are their origins. Throughout the course of researching, I 

was searching for the criteria for a source to be considered credible. One technique I have found 

 
47 Glantz and House, 55. 

 
48 Healy, Battle Story: Kursk 1943, 60. 

 
49 Healy, Battle Story: Kursk 1943, 20. 

 
50 Clark, 184. 

 
51 Hubert P. van Tuyll, “The Battle of Kursk (Book),” (Historian 63 (3): 678–79, 2001), Accessed February 15, 2021, 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=aph&AN=12445080&site=ehost-live. 

 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=aph&AN=12445080&site=ehost-live


to be effective was cross referencing information, to identify the reliability of a source. Another 

critical aspect of a historian that I implemented into my research process, was referring to the 

German and the Soviet perspectives. Having greater knowledge from two viewpoints, allowed a 

balanced argument to be constructed. One critical issue that I have encountered was that several 

sources tended to have similar information, thus constraining diversity of evidence, and of a more 

convincing evaluation. Writing on a historical event, enabled me to step inside the shoes of a 

historian’s journey. I had experienced the challenges and tough decisions that historians must face. 

I found it difficult to settle on a source, while several others oftentimes contained related material. 

Consequently, in a field of study such as history, there will not be a “concrete” answer, and it is 

the role of a historian to arrive at a solid conclusion, that had been experimented with, and finally, 

became a widely acceptable and valid interpretation. What I have realized throughout this process 

is that historians can provide their valuable knowledge of historical events because of the extent 

to which they study this subject. The further I investigated into the Kursk battle, I gained further 

understanding of the event, and had the opportunity to sum up my exploration. Yet, the abundance 

of information can also be a challenge, because of conflicting views and details about the same 

event. Therefore, as a historian, it is essential to have a strong foundation about a topic, as from 

personal experience, if I have not gone one step further, some critical information would have been 

missed out, thus reducing the quality of my investigation. History is an everchanging field of study, 

therefore one must constantly adapt to those changes. 
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