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Description:

: The gulags. The show trials. The boot stamping on a human face. These trappings of postwar
totalitarianism have stayed in our collective memory--brutal and terrifying, yes, but after more than
50 years, also so detached from their context that they’ve almost become political bogeymen. Anne
Applebaum's Iron Curtain is a powerful attempt to show that totalitarianism was more than just its
most public excesses. A complement to such big-picture histories as Tony Judt’s Postwar, this book is
concerned with the details of totalitarian rule: the diaspora of party enforcers from the USSR to the
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rest of the Soviet Bloc; the sudden takeover of radio stations, universities, and youth groups by
partisans; the conflicted response of Catholic leaders to Stalin’s methods. Thanks to Applebaum’s
extensive interviews and archival research, Iron Curtain ensures that the everyday experiences of
those in the Soviet Bloc will endure, even if they soon pass beyond living memory. --Darryl Campbell

From Applebaum’s Gulag received a 2004 Pulitzer Prize, an accolade that accords prominence on
her new, groundbreaking investigation of the history of communism. Examining Stalin’s imposition
of totalitarian regimes on Poland, Hungary, and the Soviet zone of Germany, Applebaum depicts
Communist parties that were remorselessly successful in destroying opposition but that failed to win
widespread popular support. An interesting motif in Applebaum’s history is the awareness by
Communist leaders of civil society’s rejection of Stalinist socialism, demonstrated by the
communists’ losses in somewhat unfettered postwar elections. After redressing that problem with
rigged polls and mini gulags, the regimes strove to improve communist ideology’s attractiveness
through propaganda, mass demonstrations, socialist realism in art, and model communist cities.
Some people became convinced supporters, but most did not and survived through personal
compromises with communism. The latter’s individual stories, drawn from interviews and research
into those suppressed by state security, infuse Applebaum’s account with perplexing human interest.
What made for a collaborator, a true believer, a dissident? A masterful chronicle and analysis,
Applebaum’s work is a history-shelf necessity. --Gilbert Taylor
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