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House) to the lives of its child residents, framed in terms of classical literature. 
The world outside, which continued to live the socialism dreamed up by the 
House’s inhabitants even after their deaths, is only glimpsed in fragments.

Yet the power of the book lies in the sheer weight of the stories that Slezkine 
brings together, and the sense of place that they evoke. The trials of Tania 
Miagkova, determined to work on herself and be worthy of the revolution 
long after it had abandoned her, linger long after the final page; so too does 
the intense joy felt by Lyova Fedotov, conducting Verdi’s Aida in his head 
on the train to Leningrad. Alongside these individual stories, the sense of 
encounter evoked by the descriptions of the House of Government continues 
to surprise: having considered many of these individuals as occupying very 
different sections of the Soviet universe, it is something of a shock to find them 
living doors down from each other. Slezkine’s narrative is richly evocative of 
life in the House, setting out the aesthetic preferences (furniture, clothes, art) 
and quotidian habits of those who lived there. We see how the intersecting 
courtyards of the House shaped the imagined worlds of its children, and how 
Stalin, across the river in the Kremlin, was able to dictate the behaviour of its 
residents via the telephone. Indeed, the traumatic instability of the Purges is 
vividly evoked by the constant moving between apartments, as those purged 
were stripped, by degrees, of their housing rights.

Slezkine’s book is a long and sometimes unwieldy read, and its vast scale 
and slow, unfolding analysis are worlds away from the kind of pithy, analytical 
histories that are currently in vogue. Yet that is perhaps the point. Slezkine has 
constructed a Tolstoyan epic of Soviet times, using the grey, Moscow landmark 
to show revolutionary history in all its messiness and contingency, and to give 
voice to those individuals who fought to construct the new world and were 
ultimately crushed by it. As an evocation of the revolutionary moment, it is 
an extraordinary work.

CLAIRE SHAW
doi:10.1093/ehr/ceaa178 University of Warwick
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The Famine of 1932–1933 in Ukraine: An Anatomy of the Holodomor, by 
Stanislav Kulchytsky, tr. Ali Kinsella (Edmonton, AB: Canadian Institute of 
Ukrainian Studies P., 2018; pp. xxvi + 175. C$31.95).

Under the leadership of Josef Stalin, Moscow launched forced collectivisation 
across the Soviet Union in the autumn of 1929. The human toll was horrific—
between five and nine million people died during the famines sparked by 
collectivisation—and the burden of suffering uneven. Several groups suffered 
disproportionately, with Ukrainians and Kazakhs the most prominent 
examples.

Within the field of Soviet history, the collectivisation famines of the 1930s 
are a contentious issue. A  polemical and long-running debate has raged 
over the question of whether Stalin used famine to target Ukrainians as a 
national group, while the Kazakh case, as well as the horrors endured by other 
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groups, have received comparatively less attention. For many Ukrainians, the 
Ukrainian famine has become crucial to the creation of national memory. The 
catastrophe is often known by a shorthand, ‘Holodomor’, an amalgamation of 
the Ukrainian words holod (famine) and moryty (kill), and the author, Stanislav 
Kulchytsky, uses this term in the subtitle of his book.

Kulchytsky is one of the leading Ukrainian historians of the famine, but 
until the publication of this book, a revised and updated version of a study, 
Ukraiïns’ kyi holodomor v konteksti polityky Kremlia pochatku 1930 rr (‘The 
Ukrainian Holodomor in the Context of Kremlin Policy in the Early 1930s’), 
first published in 2014 in Ukrainian, none of his books on the Ukrainian 
famine had been available to readers in English. Now translated by Ali Kinsella, 
the book offers an English-language readership insight into the tenor of the 
debate over the Ukrainian famine, as well as an understanding of the way that 
this discussion has been inflamed by present-day political tensions between 
Ukraine and Russia. Ukraine’s ongoing war with Russia is invoked in the first 
paragraph of the introduction by Bohdan Klid (p. xi), as well as multiple times 
in the manuscript itself by the author (pp. xxii and 148). Kulchytsky disavows 
the idea, popular among some Ukrainian scholars, that the famine can be 
referred to as a ‘Ukrainian holocaust’ (p. 134) though, for him, the Holocaust 
is still an important point of comparison, one that he references throughout 
the book (pp. xx, 140, 143–4).

Kulchytsky argues that the collectivisation famines of the 1930s can be 
divided up into ‘all-Union famine’ which was followed by ‘the catastrophic 
famine of 1932–33 in a number of Soviet regions, including the Holodomor 
in Ukraine’ (p. xx). He begins his narrative with the Bolsheviks’ rise to 
power, seeking to demonstrate that the root cause of the ‘all-Union famine’ 
was not just the launch of forced collectivisation in 1929, but the Bolsheviks’ 
attempt to ‘go over from market to extramarket forms of economic relations 
between town and country’ more generally (p.  29). But in the last months 
of 1932, he contends, the character of famine in Ukraine and in the Kuban 
(a region where Ukrainians were an important ethnic group) shifted, and 
the Holodomor began. Stalin launched a violent campaign against starving 
Ukrainians, deploying techniques such as the closure of borders so that the 
starving could not flee and the ‘blacklisting’ of villages, a severe penalty that 
included a total ban on trade and deliveries of food. This punitive campaign, 
Kulchytsky argues, was motivated by Moscow’s desire to quash Ukrainian 
separatist tendencies. Kulchytsky makes few references to archival sources—
though there are many to published works of primary sources—and the book 
reads more like an extended essay, the culmination of his years of thinking 
about the famine, than a work of scholarship deeply grounded in the archives.

Kulchytsky calls upon the United Nations to recognise the Ukrainian 
famine as genocide, but his argument is weakened by the absence of any 
substantive discussion of how the Ukrainian catastrophe might fit the United 
Nations definition. As scholars in the field of genocide studies have shown, the 
United Nations definition is unwieldy, and it can be challenging to shoehorn 
a particular historical case into the definition. The author tends to critique 
scholars from the West as a group (pp. xx, 1), but he does not name who 
he is disagreeing with, or offer a detailed discussion of their arguments. One 
striking omission is Anne Applebaum’s recent work on the Ukrainian famine, 
Red Famine: Stalin’s War on Ukraine (2017). Though presumably Kulchytsky 
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would agree with Applebaum on many issues, she stresses the regime’s assault 
on Ukrainian culture far more than he does (Kulchytsky builds his case largely 
around the regime’s confiscation of grain), and it would have been interesting 
to know what he made of the difference.

The book is clearly targeted at an audience beyond academic circles. It 
is illustrated with numerous photographs, and a helpful glossary provides 
detailed discussions of important terms from the period. But various elements 
of the book make it challenging for non-specialists to follow: which regions of 
the Soviet Union suffered devastating famines beyond Ukraine and the Kuban 
is never clearly explained. Kulchytsky implies that various features of the 
Ukrainian catastrophe, such as border closures and blacklisting, were unique 
to the Ukrainian case, while in fact these same techniques were also deployed 
against starving Kazakhs.

In the book’s last chapter, which describes the heart of the Ukrainian famine, 
the author spends more time condemning the works of various Russian 
historians than humanising the plight of the starving. Here an opportunity 
was lost, as the Ukrainian famine should be recognised as one of the great 
crimes against humanity of the Stalin era.

SARAH CAMERON
doi:10.1093/ehr/ceaa188 University of Maryland, College Park
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Persian Gulf Command: A History of the Second World War in Iran and Iraq, 
by Ashley Jackson (New Haven, CT: Yale U.P., 2018; pp. 420. £25).

The total history of the Second World War in the Middle East is a highly 
significant subject, which, as Ashley Jackson points out in this book, has not 
yet been studied in detail. The purpose of his volume is to provide knowledge 
of, and insight into, the area, concentrating on Iran and Iraq. The author looks 
at the major challenges facing the British military in operating over a vast 
area and evaluates the strategies they adopted and the logistics of waging the 
war in the face of German penetration and the need to support the Russians. 
The strategic aspects of this task are discussed overall and in detail, with an 
emphasis on the significance of oil discovered in Iran in 1909 and Iraq in 1927, 
particularly given the fact that it was vital to the war effort especially as fuel for 
the navy. The author also argues that there was no grand strategy from the start 
but that the imperial defence systems deployed emerged ad hoc.

The outbreak of war in 1939 saw a rise in the prestige of the Axis powers in 
the region, while British relations with Iran and Iraq were damaged by past 
policies. Imperial defence systems had to be devised, along with comprehensive 
planning and logistical defensive initiatives which included the identification 
of threats. Two command centres were created, one in the Middle East and 
the other in North Africa. Iraq had been governed under a League of Nations 
Mandate that established British control in 1919, though it was ostensibly 
ruled by the Hashemite monarchy. Independence was granted in 1930 but 
British forces remained to protect the oil. The influence of Nazi propaganda 
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